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Artist’'s Statement

The children who suffer from the violence in Colombia
have been witnesses to gruesome events. Orphans
such as Beatriz Helena Quirroz, Ivan Calderdn, and
Angel Antonio Mosquera, among others, have shown
me theirreality. Theirexperiences and memories have
been by my sidein bringing this work to completion.
Forthis reason, | consider this work not only my own,
but also as belonging to them. Without these
children, it would not have been possible.

Several persons participated in this work at many
levels. lwanttothank some of them in a special way,
although | know that words are a weak vehicle for
accomplishing this task in all its magnitude.

These individuals have worked many hours with
extraordinary devotion and dedication. Angela
Herrera, Jaidy Diaz, and Ramén Villamarin were at my
side every step of the way, and have been my support.
Dimitri Guzman has always been ready to help and
was particularly generous with his time. [ will

always be grateful for the enthusiasm and work of
Giselle Lépez and Marcela Mesa. Claudia Victoria

and Olga Silva, from Cali, were the last to arrive on
the team, bringing anew airand admirable spirit of
collaboration and solidarity. Last, | want to especially
thank the artist Mariana Varela, who took time away
from her own worlk to share and be with me in mine.
My debt of gratitude goes to all of them.

Daris Salcedo
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Introduction

“"The unmaking of civilization inevitably requires a
return to and mutilation ef the domestic, the ground
of all making.”

Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain

Doris Salcedo’s work gives visible and concrete
formto the inexpressible effects of terrar, pain,
and destruction which are the stock-in-trade of
repressive political and military regimes, specifically
those in hernative Colombia. That it does so without
recourse to the literal underscores the extraordinary
complexity of her endeavor, which investigates the
relationship between the intimate, poetic, and
unique nature of anindividual’s life and the shattering
histories of power and control to which it can be
subjected.

This exhibition of work, created specially for
the New Museum’s recently acquired and renovated
second-floor galleries, is part of a multivearinitiative
to provide artists from around the world with an
opportunity to create environments expressive of
theirindividual experiences and perspectives.
We live in a period characterized by the increasing
permeability and erosion of regional and national

boundaries, atime when “pluralism”™ has been
replaced by the more flexible, dynamic concept of
"hybridity” in the conceptualization of contempeorary
artand culture. Itis alsoatimewhenan artist’s
singularvision can lay the groundwork fora new

kind of identity politics, one based not on separate
and competing notions of cultural distinction, but

on an empathetic and reciprocal understanding

of difference.

Constantly shifting focus from macro- to
microcosmic levels, from state to individual, from
collective to personal memory, from the pervasive
physical spaces which both protect and imprison, to
the vulnerability of the beings and objects within,
Doris Salcedo maps a territory of resistance and
struggle thatis both historical and contemporary.

A powerful rejoinder to those who believe that the
highest forms of art “transcend” politics or political
engagement, herwork is tangible and moving proof of
art's need to redress the evils of aworld gone awry
and its ability to reformulate that world for the better.

Marcia Tucker
Director, New Museum of Contemporary Art



The sculptures of Doris Salcedo mine the territory
of criminal and political vielence and expose the
destruction leftinits wake. Bornin 1958 in Bogota,
Colombia, where she continues to live and work,
Salcedo has personally witnessed cycles of upheaval
and disorder wrought on her country by paramilitary
death squads, drug cartels, and terrorists. She
listened to the nightmare stories of survivors

of violence whose neighbors and loved ones have
disappeared or were murdered in front of the
survivors’ eyes. These accounts form the basis of
Salcedo’s work,

By incorporating inte her art organic materials such
as hairand animal skin along with demestic articles
like clothing and furniture—frequently the actual
belongings of victims at the time of their disappear-
ance or death—5alcedo eloquently articulates the
losses undergone by the people of her homeland and
gives voice to a community of sufferers whose very
existence has been officially denied. In Salcedo’s
hands, the objects themselves, some bearing physical
traces of the victims' bodies, are transformed into
mute testimonies and memeorials to their owners’
tragically shortened lives.

Inits brief history, SITE Santa Fe has offered
exhibitions exploring questions of identity and
therole of place in shaping images. The thirty-one
artists who participated in the first biennial,
“Lonaging and Belonging: From the Faraway Nearby,”
brought their private beliefs, feelings, and presence

to bearincreating work that investigated the many
meanings of place. The second biennial, "TRUCE:
Echoes of Artinan Age of Endless Conclusions,” again
investigated issues of identity, this time with a more
global perspective. With worls by twenty-nine artists
representing twenty countries, “TRUCE" explored
cross-cultural issues at the end of atechnologically
turbulent century, when the role of the individual had
rapidly diminishedin a global society.

“Unland/Doris Salcedo” is also an investigation of
place. The artistis concerned with the individual's
placeinasociety torn apart by vielent upheaval. She
reminds us that massive technological change
inevitably entails elements of chaos and annihilation.
Hercreative processisakind of transfiguration that
condenses a narrative of suffering into a visual
chronicle revealing life and loss in a place on the verge
of destruction. As such, Salcedo’s work brings to the
fore asociety’s capacity for brutality and the tenacity
required forindividuals to endure it.

As co-organizer of "Unland/Deoris Salcedo” with the
New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York, SITE
Santa Feis carrying outa commitment to present
international contemporary artin asetting of natural
beauty and rich cultural history thereby serving as a
link between leading-edge work and avibrant
regional community.

Louis Grachos
Director/Curator, SITE Santa Fe



Inconsolable

Dan Cameron

Of all the characteristic shortcomings one might
ascribe to the late twentieth-century condition, the
most treacherous may be the shared inability to come
to terms with the enduring preeminence of tragedy
within our public and private existence. By “"tragedy”
| do not mean to invoke the classical model of literary
myths, nordo | referto Shakespearean fictions based
on historical figures. On the contrary, contemporary
real life experiences of tragedy tend to revolve around
the absence of asocial contract by which the absolute
value of human life is held up asthe most
unassailable of principles. Catastrophe

and bad luck may play arolein lived

experience, just as they doin fiction, but

direct contact with tragedy invariably

brings one face to face with the concrete
propositionthat one life, orseveral lives,

really don’t add up to very much, and

that any attempts to prove otherwise will

remain futile. Whether from hubris or

for revenge or even out of spontaneocus

rage, someone’s interests must be seen as

having greatervalue than a human life

inorder for genuine tragedy to unfald.

Formost of the twentieth century, visual artists
have tended to shy away from this realm of meaning
—not because they have had no direct experience
with it, but because the debate on modern and post-
modern art has centered on philosephical issues
of abstraction and representation that have little
bearing on the stream of public crises that fill
our newspapers and conversations. Work grounded
in protest—against fascism, moral hypocrisy, the
Vietnam War, and so on=is the closest thing we have
toanartthat zerocesinonacrisis of public conscience
and attempts to provoke viewers to think about their
own relationship to asocialupheaval close at hand,

One thinks of George Grosz and John Heartfield,
oralternately of Nancy Spero and Sue Coe, as
crusaders who have gone against the artistic and
cultural grain to make visible specific examples
of public tragedy which the powers that be would
preferto have left hidden.
The uniqueness of Doris Salcedo’s artistic
mission resides inthe directness with which her work
addresses the unresolved nature of public tragedy,
and, by implication, the social disintegration that
follows inits wake. In thissense,
Salcedo’s undertaking is distinct from
that of the artists named above, who
are mostly concerned with representing
tangible manifestations of evil inits
active, harmful state. By comparison,
Salcedois less interested in what we
might call pure evil than inthe human
destruction and social decay which is left
inits wake. Salcedo’s unwavering focus
upon those who have found themselves
atthe receiving end ofunspeakable
evil perhaps bestillustrates her belief
thatin ordertotranscend the realm
of the merely particular, art must first pick its way
through the rubble of consciousness until it locates
the essential conflict residing at the core of
whatever disaster has befallen the society to which
itis addressed.
| used the word “treacherous” inthe opening sentence
because of my conviction that no culturally-held
belief system can be sustained for long without
providing an appropriate context and explanation for
the appearance of tragedy within the course ofa
normal lifetime. This does not presuppose that most
people will directly experience tragic circumstances



at least once, but rather that indirect evidence of

tragedyissoall-pervasive that it has become difficult

forawell-informed and observant person to avoid

witnessing it atvirtually every turn. As a result,

tragedies in which neither you nor |l are involved might

touch ourlives anyway, as when we find curselves

undergoing a period of grief and mourning over

the premature death of someone whom we never

personally met. When this occurs, tragedy enables us
torenew our bonds as a community by giving
us ashared stake inthe venting of sorrow
and eventual healing over of a sense of loss.

When, on the other hand, tragedy

repeated|y strikes a community which is
unable to respond appropriately, the
very health of that societyis called into
question. The manner in which we cope with
the oceurrence of the tragicin our private
livesis notreally the point here.

A parent’s loss of achild, a car accident

that might have been avoided, a mugging

gone fatally awry—the suffering that

suchincidents cause cannot be mini-

mized, but neither are they to be borne

collectivelyinthe same sense as, for

example, the assassination of a great

leaderorasniper's rampage. In the latter

circumstances, the public body grieves

asone, not just as away of alleviating

eachindividual’s burden, butin order to

reclaimitsidentity through the gradual

realization that the collective body must eventually

regroup itself around the loss, or else face the

prospect of dispersal and extinction.

This distinetion in particular sets the stage for
exploring the remarkable impact of Doris Salcedo’s
worlk on art audiences, and why her artistic evolution

has taken onthe urgency of asingular campaign to
challenge the art world to back up its claims to be
taken seriously in moral terms. One’s first encounter
with Salcedo’s artinvariably entails atangible
manifestation of theidea of absence, inthe form of
alarge, open architectural space that literally dwarfs
smallerobjects and fragments which appearto
have been scattered throughout. Because of its active
roleinall subsequent stages of our interaction with
Salcedo’s worlk, this enveloping absence can be said to
functionin the manner of a Greek chorus, offering the
elements of a massive void—a destiny, the universe,
time, and so on=against which all human acts appear
immeasurably small. Itis not, however, a negative
or critical absence, if such a thing can be suggested,
norisit being offered in the theoretical spirit of the
late-modern white cube. Instead, Salcedo has created
aspaceinwhichan anticipatory lingering can be felt,
anemptiness whose stillness is laden with
the intuitive sense of an event which may
have occurred at one time, but of which
notraceisto be found. Typically, the
thrashold is neithershort nor pleasant
to cross, butitisnolessirresistible once
our adjusting eyes have located the
artworl at the furthest remove from
where we are standing.

Once we have become located in
relation to aninstallation of Salcedo’s
work, we begin the process of bringing
ourselves into closer orbit with the

piece inthe context of its environment. Each step
entails aseries of perceptual adjustments, leading in
turn to gradually intensifying revelations about the
work itselfin terms of its constituent parts. At first
we are struck by the work’s self-effacing nature—
having crossed a divide toreach it, our expectation
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of more orless instant gratification still

seems reasonable, This appearance of

visual modesty and the ambiguousness of

the thing or things which constitute the

work raise questions: isitarchitecture,

furniture, orsome unexpected hybrid?

Hasit been made, found, orrescued from

shattered parts? At this point, we may be

only a few inches away from the work, affording us

our first clear recognition of the human element which

also constitutes the piece’s most literal link to

the tragic. With Atrabiliarios (Defiant), 1991-92, the

moment comes when we recognize that the shoes

hidden behind those opaque skinwalls are not new,

norare they always in pairs, which gives rise to

the suspicion that something has happened to their

owners. Intheseries "La Casa Viuda” (The Widowed

House), 1993-95, examining a worn wooden surface

quietly reveals anearly imperceptible ridge of human

bone, and adisappearing lace pattern as it seems

to dissolve into the underside of a simple wooden

chair. In our mind begins to form the perceptual

correlative of an almost frantic disavowal of the truth,

when forexample the circumstances of someone’s

disappearance becomes known, butthe mind is

already busily trying to grasp at virtually anything

that will keep the truth at bay a few moments longer.
This gradual shift from vast emptiness to an

unassuming encounterto acloserinspection uncov-

ering the half-concealed evidence of aterrible loss

captures through poetic transference the nature

of Salcedo’s research in constructing such a terrifying

mute witness. As Charles Merewether notesinthe

accompanying essay, Salcedo begins to create her

artatthe end of long research visits to the interior

of Colombia, during which she spends weeks atatime

talking to the families of a few of the thousands of

11

victims of aregional epidemic of
violence that has gone unchecked for
decades, and, if anything, is getting
worse, The soldiers, drug lords,
guerrillas, landowners, and local death
squads who use campesinos as pawns
intheir respective struggles to
establish supremacy may in fact believe
that they have at least succeeded in numbing
theirfellow citizens to the reality of sudden, vialent,
unjustifiable death. Salcedo’s missionisto prove
them wrong. Armed oanly with the stories of these
individual tragedies, she returns to her studio intent
on building something—she usually begins a series
not knowing what forms or materials she will put
touse—thatcanconvey an equivalent of theimmense
suffering and loss borne by those whose narratives
she has already begun to transform.

Surviving the insurmountable and carryingoninits
walke are probably the most powerful waysin

which a society demonstrates its vitality and resource-
fulnesstoits members. Atthe opposite end of the
spectrum, the denial of tragedy’s scope and meaning,
and/or a refusal toincorporate the magnitude of

the lossinto the group’s transformed identity suggest
an absence of the very connections that go into the
making of a collective society. Without a sanctioned
outlet for grief following disaster orimmaasurable
loss, individuals within a group can be expected to
turn against each other orthe group, thereby
weakening the bonds of identity that have kept them
together. Inthissense, the very existence of a

social order rests upon the demonstrated ability of the
society in question to absorb and ameliorate the
effects of collective tragedy upon individuals within
the group.



The combined efforts of science, politics,
and religionin ourage have been largely
ineffectivein altering the frequency and depth
of publictragedies occurring in every corner
of the earth. This does not mean that famine,
war, and pestilence are at the doorstep of all
the world’s nations, but rather that the gradual
lessening of the impact of some forms of
tragedy often seems to merely pave the way
forother, more insidious, manifestations.
Unquestionably, the dominant role of
science and technologyinthe formation of a
standardized world-view has helped cause people
to believe thatitis the state’s job to protect them
from the looming threat of tragedy. Setting aside the
probable fact that the roots of this delusional belief
extend muchdeeperinto the histories of collective
identities, the factremains thatitis much easier
and more convenient formodern states to convince
theircitizens that tragedy is on the run than to
embrace its omnipresence as a catharticopportunity
forcommunities to share suffering, to offercomfort
to one another, and eventually, to heal.

Perpetuating the illusion=as industrialized
nations are especially wont todo—thattragedy can
somehow be managed, inthe way that the effects
of anatural or social catastrophe are sometimes
cushioned by state intervention, may in the long run
have even more dire consequences for the individual
and the group. Part of the danger—one need only
watch an hour of television news to witness its effect
—isthe lack of an agreed-upon perception of what
atragiceventreallyis. The absence of shared criteria
forrecognizing the ingredients of genuine tragedy
and how it fits into alarger world view creates a void
that is filled by twin manifestations of a false logic of
collective experience. Oneis to label tragic something

which is not; the otherisreluctanceto
acknowledge the real thing when it happens.
Through the media‘s efforts to keep us
perpetually enthralled, the suicide of arock
staroverlaps with a politician’s efforts to
evade scandal, which is suddenly pre-
empted by the untimely death of ayoung
princess. When considered in light of the
fact that the devastating three-sided civil
warin Bosnia-Herzegovina has only recently
and temporarily been put on hold, or even
in comparison with the countless "human
interest’ stories that dissect the woes of a stricken
individual, family, orvillage without connecting them
to the deliberate actions of their leaders, the world's
continual outpouring of infermation-induced grief
seems frustratingly misdirected.
The title for Doris Salcedo’s current series,
“Unland,” expresses the artist’s recognition that
the engoing displacement of individuals, families,
and entire communities is much more than sporadic
upheavals cropping up in different parts of the
world under changing circumstances. She focuses
ourattention onthe link between having one’s
life disrupted by experiencing the secret or public
execution ofaloved one and the broaderissue
concerning the rights of one group to exercise
sovereignty overanother. Bridging the gap between
these two seemingly disparate points of human
experience—the private workings of grief and the
publicspectacle of politics—is how Salcedo’s art
derives its ultimate meaning. Although the policies
of “ethniccleansing” that characterized the war
inthe former Yugoslavia might seem quite distinct
from the almost random carnage in Colombia, the two
conflicts are linked on the most elemental level:
someone with powerand arms is convinced that the



land someone else is occupying belongs to him.
The willingness to shed human life indiscriminately
inthe belief that this land can be repossessed may
be the most arrogant (and most destructive) act of
collective self-deception of which mankind is capable.
From her perspective as perpetual witnesstoan
ongoing atrocity, Salcedo has formulated asingular
hope:inordertostop the bloodshed, the ruling
powers would have to embrace a belief more closely
held by indigenous peoples than by those who would
displace them—=while a people can be said to belong to
the land, the notion thatthe land could ever belong
to anyone, collectively or otherwise, is obscene.
The first work in the “Unland” series,

Orphan’s Tunic, invites us to make the
most detailed inspection of a Salcedo

sculpture to date. The long

wooden table, whose anthro-

pomorphic aspects only become

clearon prolonged viewing, is

dividedinto three visual zones:

the table asitis, the table bearing

awhiteshroud ofrawsilk, and an

intermediate, darkerzone that

quickly reveals itself as covered

in human hair. As our eyes adjust

tothe table’s surface, the initial

suspicion that this hair has been attached

to the surface gives way to the recognition

that each hair has passed physically through
the entire thickness of the wood. Intrying to imagine
how this could have occurred, we discoverthatthe
shrouded end of the table is marked by thousands
of minuscule holes, so tiny that the eye can barely
register one of them alone, and so proliferous they
seem to occupy as much of the table’s mass as the
wood from which itis built. Each hole thenis a kind of
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follicle, occupied by a single strand of human hair.
Togetherthese coverthe surfaceinan effulgence
which conjures up feelings of the uncanny. As our eyes
move on to the shroud itself, we realize the delicate
silk covering is held into place by the same system.
Innumerable single hairs protrude from the fragile
clothintothe openair, as if they are connected to an
organism which is continuing to live on within the
body of the mute, unblinking mass of solid wood.

Literary convention not only dictates that tragedy
invariablyincludes loss of life, butalsothata
necessary ingredientto the scenariois attendant
feelings of pointlessness and futility;
nothing useful has been learned or gained
from the catastrophe, no moral can be
extracted from the event and applied to the
conduct of the living in order to prevent
more tragedy from taking place, Qutside the
realm of fiction, public crises of meaning
generally occurwhen, for whateverreason,
the laws by which conduct is governed
suddenly no longer apply, and the subse-
quentrift between beliefand action
expands into aform of affront to the very
notion of social harmony. This momentary
seizure in public complacency can either
work wonders or it can presage an even bigger
nightmare, butsometimes itis the only way to drive
consciousness forward. We can never go backin
time to redress the injustices done by/to our prede-
cessors, but the collective memory of an event
inwhich blood has been shed indiscriminately or
from hatred can, if properly channeled, help remind
the living of what is at stake in the future should
the value of a human life be rendered once morein
forms of expediency.



Ifthe poetic conceit of Salecedo’s “La Casa Viuda”
isthe invocation of those parts of a house which
literally eling to the persans who have disappeared
fromits protection, "Unland” seems to describe an
even more remarkable state of being: an inanimate
object which duplicates the organic growth processes
of the deceased as away of keeping their presence
alive. The hairsin Orphan’s Tunic recall the amazing
feats of delicate flowers that push their way through
rock, cement, or the most unyielding soil because
theirurge toliveis that much greater than the forces
helding them back. In contrast to the hairshirts
once donned by pious monks to symbolize their abjec-
tion befare God, the effulgence of hairin Orphan’s
Tunic stands for something which, despite its humility
and poverty, remains defiantly real and tangible in
the face of its own extinction. When the orphan wears
his shroud, itis much more than a symbel of meurning.
On the contrary, itis a way of demonstrating that the
only way of keeping the memory of the dead parents
alive is by continuing to push this knowledge outward,
intothe light of day—not assemething left unburied,

butasanalmost defiant act of wearing
one’s own tragedy on the outside of one’s
being, so that the world can see, take
note, and remember.

The oneirreducible and universal
aspect of tragedy isthatit can neverbe
undone; but perhaps, by being given an
activerole in the lives of those who are
left behind, it can gradually be restored
toits rightful place as part of the
collective memory of those individuals
who confront the unendurable each day
of their lives, and miraculously prevail.




Texts

The follewing excerpts have been selected by
Doris Salcedo.

pacGE 268 Paul Calan, Pagme of Paul Cefan, trang, Michaal
Hamburger {Mew York: Parsea Bools, 1972),
pp. 171,239, 287, 341.

28 Maurlce Blanchat, The Wark of Fire, ad, Warnar
Hamachar and David E, Wallbary, trans, Charlotte
Mandall {Stanford: Stanford University Press,
1995), pp. 116-117.

29 Rend Glrard, Violence and the Sacred, trang.
Patrick Gragory (Baltimara: Tha Jahng Hapking
Univarsity Pregs, 1977), p. 28

30  Jacques Derrlda, The Gift of Death, trans.
Davic Willis {Chicago: The Univarsity of
Chicage Prass, 1992), pp. 61, 74,

32 Michel Folicault, Language, Counter-memary,
Practice, ad. Donald F. Bouchard, trans.
Donald F. Bauchard and Sharry Siman
{Ithaea: Cornall Univarsity Press, 1977), p. 54,
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