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This survey of josé Antonio Herndndez-Diez's work grew out of
discussions with Gerardo Mosquera that began in early 1996,
Hermnandez-Diez is an artist whose work both of us were particularly
enthusiastic about at the time, and the intervening years have
seen 4 growing recognition of his accomplishments throughout
the international art community. In the meantime, this exhibition
has also metamorphosed somewhat, so that its perspective is
enhanced considerably by the addition of certain key worls
praduced during the past five years,

For his patience and hard worlk on the preparation of this
exhibition over the course of six years, and for his unflagging good
humorthroughout a series of unfortunate delays, | am deeply
indebted to the artist, José Antonio Herndndez-Diez, Another
important artistic talent that deserves mention here is that of
catalogue designer, Paul Carlos, whose insight into Herndndez-
Diez's work has resulted in an interpretive tool thatisalso a
beautiful object in itself. Along with the design and the artworks
on view, this publication would also not have been possible without
the sensitive and insightful essays produced by art historian
Monica Amar, art eritic Jesus Fuenmayor, and my New Museum
colleague and co-curator, Gerardo Mosquera.

A considerable amount of research has gone into the selection
of works for the exhibition, as well as for the images used in
this publication, a task that would have not been possible without
the enthusiastic support of the artist's galleries. For this, an
enormaous thank you is owed to Galerid Elba Benitez, Madrid;
Galerid Estrany-de |a Mota, Barcelona; Galeria Fortes-Yilaga,

Sdo Paulo; and Sandra Gering Gallery, Mew York,

Alsa, the lenders to the exhibition, whose names appear
elsewhere, have shown great support for this project by permitting
much-loved works from their collection to be in our safekeeping
during the exhibition tour.

Dan Cameron
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The New Museum is extremely proud that |asé Antonio Herndndez-
Diez could be shared with two sister institutions that in relatively
short spans of time have become true innovators within their
field. In addition, we are personally delighted that Louis Grachos
of SITE 5anta Fe and Michael Rush of Palm Beach ICA will be
presenting Herndndez-Diez's work in their cities, thereby making
it possible for a much broader range of viewers in the U5, to
appreciate his contribution to the art of aur time,

My colleagues at the New Museum have been incredibly
supportive during the long gestation of this exhibition from
concept to reality, and no one more so than Director of Exhibitions
Management John Hatfield, who has overseen this exhibition’s
development with precision and enthusiasm. Curatorial Fellow
Johanna Burton's aid with organizing catalogue essays and loans
of artworks has been thoroughly indispensable, as has Associate
Curator Anne Ellegood's persistent organizing work for the
exhibition tour. Naturally, the constant encouragement of Director
Lisa Phillips and Deputy Director Dennis Szakacs provide the best
possible motivation for making the effort to keep aiming higher
with each Mew Museum exhibition,

Finally, nane of this would be possible were it not for the timely
award of exhibition presentation support from the Mational
Endowment for the Arts, and of generous grants by individuals
and foundations, including the Cisneros Family Foundation,
and Rosa and Carlos de la Cruz. We are especially grateful for
their generosity.



A museum averview of the work of José Antonio Herndndez-Diez
has been long overdue in this country. Although he has exhibited
widely around the world, notably at the most recent Carnegie
International, until now Herndndez-Diez's work has not been seen
in depth in the U.5. At the same time, his name has long been
associated with a generation of artists who emerged in the early
19goes with an unusual fusion of media technology, social eritique,
and dark humar, effectively challenging the accepted parameters of
Latin American art. Although this exhibition comes out of Gerardo
Mosquera's and Dan Cameron's involvement with his work nearly a
decade ago, some of Herndndez-Diez's artistic motifs from the early
19gos— mortality and the role of the machine in the decline of
quality of life—seem especially pertinent at the present moment.

Herndndez-Diez is no stranger to the artistic preoccupation
with the human body that was characteristic of the art of the early
and mid-gos, His obsession with the physieal stuffof existence,
whether flesh and blood orimaginary, should come as no surprise
considering that he is of the same generation as Janing Antoni and
Matthew Barney. While some aspects of Herndndez-Diez's work,
such as his sculptural employment of refried pork ar his large
photos of cheaply made sneakers, may seem exotic, they form part
of a complex vocabulary derived from the artist's deep fascination
with the ordinary as a mask for the truly bizarre.

José Antonio Herndndez-Diez's exhibition is the latestin a
groundbreaking series of Mew Museum programs investigating
contemporary art from the Caribbean and South America—itself
part of a larger commitment to art in its global manifestations.
Following on the (now) historic surveys of Ana Mendieta (1987) and
Alfredo jaar (1g92), the New Museum a few years ago embarked on
a more intensive examination of the field, including retrospective
exhibitions of Eugenio Dittborn {1997} and Cildo Meireles (199g),
as well as Unland (1998), a gallery-sealed installation work by Doris
Salceda (in collaboration with SITE Santa Fe). We were also co-
organizers (with the Wexner Center for the Arts and the Kélnischer
Kunstverein) of the exhibition Helio Oiticica: Quasi Cinema, which
was shown at the New Museum from July to October 2002. During
the past six years, the New Museum has also presented new site-
specific installations by important emerging artists from the
region, including Los Carpinteros, Teresita Ferndndez, Rivane
Meuenschwander, Juan Maidagan & Dolores Zinny, and Maria
Fernanda Cardosa.

Lisa Phillips

FOREWORD
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Because Herndndez-Diez is at a mid-career stage, it is partic-
ularly important to have this epportunity to present some of the
lkey works in his development to a public in New Yorl, Palm Beach,
and Santa Fe, lwould like to thank my colleagues Michael Rush,
Director, ICA Palm Beach, and Louis Grachos, Director, Site Sante
Fe, for hosting the exhibition at their institutions.

Dan Cameron's and Gerardo Mosquera's selection, texts, and
installation have been excellent, John Hatfield's expert stewardship
of the tour and checklist is superb as always, and Johanna Burton's
and Melanie Franklin's management of the catalogue has been
outstanding. Exhibition support from the National Endowment
for the Arts, Elizabeth Firestone Graham Foundation, Coleccidn
Patricia Phelps de Cisneros, Caracas, and from Rosa and Carlos de
la Cruz is deeply appreciated. José Antonio Herndndez-Diez is
an extremely inventive and challenging artist and we are grateful
far the vision and commitment these patrons have shown in
supporting this important contemporary work
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HEN JOSE ANTONIO HERNANDEZ-DIEZ wWaS a child, he
W told his father: “Dad, when | grow up | want to be a doctor.”

“0h na, that would be terriblel™ his father answered: “You
must be an artist!” This anecdote is a key to the artist’s singularity,
It sheds light not only on his early installations incorporating
sophisticated medical equipmeant, but also on his distinctive
artistic stance. Being “forced” to become an artist gave Herndndez-
Diez a natural capacity for saturating his work with elements and
contents from very diverse sources, and for impelling itin other,
frequently surprising, directions, The anecdote about his father,
told by the artist many years ago at a panel discussion in Bogota,
refers to the displacement of paradigms typical of his work:
Herndndez-Diez is constantly engaged in shifting everything in
terms of place, role, and sense.

It is true that after Duchamp, in general terms these kinds of
shifts are what art is about. But Herndndez-Diez's distinetive
sensibility is the consequence of an all-encompassing meta-artistic
condition moving from life to art, which at the moment of making
“real” art provides a platform for spontaneous responses. The
result, even if it fits into the usual contemporary international art
“label," is a certain personal oddity that often puzzles audiences
and is perhaps why the artist has not vet received sustained
international recognition. Radical displacements and
recombinations of meanings, frameworks and culturally disparate
components, fracturing of expectations, and other unsettling traits
all reflect a sort of “outsider” way of dealing with art. Herndndez-
Diez is the strange case of a professional artist who makes art as
if he were not making art, José Antonio's fatherwas no art lover:
he wanted his son to become an artist because the boy's playful and
sensitive personality would make him incompetent as a doctor, If
the son finally did become an artist, it was not only because art gave
him a space for experiment and fantasy, but more than anything
else, it gave him the possibility of doing whatever he wanted to do,

Herndndez-Diez's art entails complex and playful interactions
among postconceptualism, vernacular culture, humor, technology,
international language, symbolism, social issues, minimalism,
and other ingredients not usually cooked together in mainstream
practices. Some of these elements facilitate an international
reception; others hamper it. This shows how urgent it is for us to
expand our understanding of an increasingly internationalized
art world, The artist once gave the title Arroz con Mango (Rice with
Mango) to one of his pieces, This Spanish idiom connotes a bizarre
combination and, by extension, refers to disorder. However,
unexpected arrangements do not necessarily mean confusion.
They can be the plausible answers to new visions and interactions,
Herndndez-Diez's art might be a tasty and nutritious arroz con
mango, indispensable in dealing with the complexities of our time.

There is a major tendency nowadays to dissolve art into real life,
but not through the kind of conscious effort undertaken by the
Russian Constructivists or, in different ways, by Fluxus or joseph
Beuys. In those cases, art in the end was stripped of fetishism in
appearance, while its “aura" prevailed in the conceit that it could
transform life, What many young artists from different eountries
are doing today —whether cynically or sincerely- is to identify as art
certain activities in which the artistic element is so diminished as
to be indistinguishable from daily life. This does not mean
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representing the triviality of quotidian existence, as in Bruce
Nauman's worl, but rather enacting it. These practices are, in
themselves, either banal er insignificant, orare at the paint of
turning into something other than what is usually understood as
art. Herndndez-Diez relates to this tendency only in terms of
spontaneity and the role that quotidian and unexpected elements
playin his art, His procedure is rather the opposite: instead of
identifying art with common life, he keeps art separate as an
activity of producing specific objects and events to be exhibited;
insodoing he uses art as a playground.
Flay is an essential concept here, for a sense of the ludic pervades
all of Herndndez-Diez's works. Sometimes his pigces summon
the audience to play, as in his untitled 1997 piece (formerly titled
Arroz con Mange) in which you are asked to hit a table with a baseball
bat; the table reacts, according to where you hit it, turning on
and off different recordings of mariachi and other Latin American
vernacular music, In otherworls, playing is a thematic component,
as in Herndndez-Diez's pool table equipped with a mechanical arm
forhitting pool balls, orin his pieces involving skateboards. These
last express a certain juvenile, adolescent strain in Herndndez-
Diez's poetics, which goes to the very foundations of his work. Art
here provides a license for personal games, jouissance, and fantasies,
Otherartists like Miguel Calderdn and Joshua Okon push this
aspect even further, using art as an excuse to realize their reveries
and to trigger otherwise unavailable experiences. In their case
itis the action carried out *in reality” in order ta create “the piece”
which provides the work's artistic significance, The aspect
of process is not as important as how the artists themselves
experience the making of the work and the manner in which they
share this with the audience. In some works by Herndndez-Dicz,
however, knowledge of the work's process adds new meanings.
The installation Que te rinda el dia (Have @ Productive Day), 1995,
consists of furniture bearing what seem to be bite marks from a
giant. At first sight, the piece communicates tension and creates
afantastic new myth, But when you realize that the furniture
wis actually bitten by a mechanical press adapted by the artist,
a performative aspect comes to the forefront, It relates to an
ongoing, fanciful relationship between technology and the bady,
opening a new avenue of meaning. Both lines of discourse
interact, enhancing the work's complexity and fascination.
Calderin's or Herndndez-Diez's personal use of art daes not
mean that their attitudes are not thoughtful and professional, ar
their artistic results limited or unsophisticated. On the contrary,
they open interesting new perspectives. After all, play has always
been a very serious business. Herndndez-Diez's approach is
fruitful in distinctly artistic terms, by introducing fresh imaginative
factors without enforeing strict intellectual boundaries. This
helps make contemporary art less severe and boring—and more
amusing. Amusement is rare in today's art scene, inflated as that
scene is with self-referentiality, repetition, the evaporation of
meaning, the use of real time, minimalization, the cult of the
almost imperceptible gesture, the increase in trivial themes, and
the spread of practices that have acquired a tedious character,
Fortunately, the apening of new art circuits around the world is
helping diffuse more diversified artistic practices.
As we have seen, Herndndez-Diez's work frequently involves

1 Meyer Vaisman, “José Antonio
Hemdndez-Diez,” in Regarding America
{Bogotd: Biblioteca Luis-Angel
Arango, 19g92), 33. See also Ante
Améniea (Bogotd: Biblioteca Luis-Angel
Arango, 10g2), 119,

technology: video monitors and projectors, sensors, sound
equipment, surgical devices, etc. In some cases, technology is not
a means, but a significant constituent of the work. This is evident
in his early pieces with medical equipment, in which these devices
and their functions were the work’s main component. Sagrado
Corazdn Activa (Active Sacred Heart), 1991, is a good example, It
consists of a cross=shaped Plexiglas box containing an actual cow
heart connected to a pumping deviee that keeps it “alive.” However,
technology is never the “star” in Herndndez-Diez's work, which
does not orient itself toward high-tech poetics. Even in a piece like
the one described, where technology plays a prime role, it is always
situated in what we could call an anti-technolagical setting,
dominated by vernacular culture, religious traditions, or childish
playful stances, Sagrado Corazdn Active’s main reference is to the
image of the Sacred Heart, an icon of popular Catholicism familiar
all over Latin America, in which Jesus Christ appears displaying his
heart as if it were an X-ray picture. The work was part of the artist's
impressive first one-person exhibition in 1991 in Caracas, where

he presented what he called “a new Christian iconography.” A sister
piece included in the show was Sagrado Corazdn Video (Video Sacred
Heart), 1991, where the real heart was replaced by a monitor
showing a videotape of a beating heart. Both waorks, like all the
others in the 1991 exhibition, had an aseptic aspect that combined
minimalism with a laboratory look. The pieces and the way they
were installed conveyed a scientific envirenment that contrasted
with the usual baroque altar settings in which popular Cathalic
subjects have been rendered by many artists. The formal
technological aspect thus balanced the strong religious content,
Meyer Vaisman commented at the time that the exhibition merged
opposites “the religious and the scientific, the believer and the
skeptic, into a sinister view of Christianity that has a particular
Latin American slant,™

The meaning of these works is intricate, mixing philosophical,
religious, and vernacular issues in a provocative way. Even an
extreme case like Lavards tus pecados (You Shall Wash Your Sins), 1991,
in which a washing machine installed in another cross-shaped
structure endlessly launders a replica of the Shroud of Turin, goes
beyond sarcastic implications. However, Herndndez-Diez's “new
Christian iconography” is clearly a product of the ironic treatment
of technology characteristic of his art, which became strongerin
later works, A mechanical arm playing peol or a pneumatic press
that bites furniture mimicking a gigantic human mouth constitutes
childlike, surprising uses of technology that eschew functionality
in faver of new imaginative and playful applications,

This approach could be seen as a eritique of an age when
technology is coming to dominate the human condition more and
more. This is the result of the increasing intelligence of the devices
that determine our environments and our inereased dependency
on them. Herndndez-Diez symbalically turns this situation around
by transforming what could be called the technological condition,
His worl does nat reject technology in favor of a pristine human
essence; rather, it hints at the subversive possibility of frolicking
with technology.

We could perhaps divide the artist’s work into two not rigidly
defined periods. The earlier period was inclined to social and
cultural critique, a prime example being In God We Trust, 1991,



avideo installation that projects footage of street riots in Caracas
from a pyramid with an all-seeing eye on a monitor, a replica of
the Masanic symbaol on the U.S. dollar bill. This was one of very few
waorks in Venezuela at the time that addressed the country's acute
social problems, and it had a strong impact on the local art scene,
bringing political issues to the forefront. In the second period,
fram the mid-19g90s on, Herndndez-Diez's work became more
presentational, less symbeolic and denotative, as in his untitled
piece from 1998 consisting of one hund red Tv-remote covers,
Mevertheless, this division is rather superficial, because social
and cultural concerns remain central to the artist’s work,

Even a minimal piece like Soledod Miranda, 19g8, carries a
wide spectrum of meanings, The worlk consists of gigantic fake
fingernails that at first sight look like oval plastic geometric
sculptures, The artist installs them in different configurations,
sometimes together with large pieces of sandpaper. The title
alludes to a famous Venezuelan “B" movie actress of the 19408
and relates—nostalgieally and ironically—to mass culture icons
and to feminine stereotypes through which Latin American culture
was long represented. Among the many connotations the piece
triggers is the Miss Venezuela competition and the myth of the
country's women as beauty idols: Venezuela has won more
Miss Universe competitions than any other country. The “misses"
{as the pageant winners are called) became so popular that one
of them even ran for president (she was not elected). In any case,
the event has become a national sport, and it is broadcast
internationally. If all these narratives can emanate from Soledad
Miranda, it is because concentrating on a single minimal shape
paradoxically gives the work an impressive connotative power,
ranging from formalism to cultural critique to the fruition of kitsch.
With the huge fingernails, the artist succeeded in creating a
synthetic icon to rival the cross or the swastika,

Many contemporary artists involved in contexts affected by
intense and eomplex social problems and contradictions have used
art's potential for intricacy to expose and illuminate these
situations, They have done so by utilizing art’s poetic capacities,
thereby pursuing an alternative to pamphlet, manifesto, or
discursive essay, Mona Hatoum, Cildo Meireles and Doris Salcedo,
who have all had one-person shows at the New Museum of
Contemporary Art in New Yorl, are also artists who wark in this
way. Herndndez-Diez's art is not dictated by a political or cultural
agenda, but the artist reacts to his environment in a very sensitive
manner, and this determines his artistic discourse, Social criticism
appears within a symbalic grid eonnecting it to religious, cultural,
and vernacular contents. The interrelated video installations Vas
p'al cielo y vas lloranda (You Go to Heauen and You Go Crying), 1992,
and La caja (The Box), also from 1gg2 but produced later for the Ante
América (Regarding America) exhibition in Bogota, provide good
examples. The first was inspired by the Andean peasant tradition
of exhibiting the lavishly dressed corpse of a child on a decorated
table before burial, According to vernacular Catholic beliefs, the
dead child was considered to be an angel on its way to heaven.
vas pal cielo..., with its delicate video projection on a transparent
screen, achieves a strange balance of aesthetic impact, spirituality,
irony, and necrophilia, La cajo was a result of the artist's reaction
to Bogota, where he was impressed by the gamines, the numerous

2 Kobena Mercer, *Intermezzo
Warldls,” Art Journal, val, 57, no. 4
{Winter 1998): 43,

12

and violent street kids in the city, In this case the “angel” isa
mischievous gamin videotaped by the artist. The installation
includes boxes as a symbaol of Colombian street children's main
occupation: collecting paper and cardboard for recycling.
simultaneously tough, sarcastic, and poetic, the work connects the
Andean religious custom with the frequent killing of street children
in Colombia and ather countries, highlighting the hypocritical
and contradictory nature of society’s response to their plight.

It has been said of Herndndez-Diez's work that it confronts the
polarity of cosmopolitanism versus localism. In fact, the artist
has broken away from this postcolonial formulation and its barren
predicament, Like many of his colleagues all over the world,
Herndndez-Diez is not representing his own difference but
constructing a more diversified “international language” from his
own cantext and experience. In his art, cultural or contextual
components, even when important as references, act more within
the works' discourse and poetics than in relation to their strict
visuality, Context and culture are understood in their broadest
definitions and are internalized in the creation of the work.
Herndndez-Diez's art, more than naming, analyzing, expressing,
or constructing contexts, is constructed from them. He perfarms
identity more than merely showing it—as is often expected of
artists coming from so-called peripheral countries. This procedure
corresponds to a global situation where, as Kobena Mercer puts it,
“diversity is more visible than ever before, but the unspoken rule
is that you do not make an issue of it."? Like other diverse
contemporary practices, Herndndez-Diez’s work cancurs in
redesigning art's “international” language and simultaneously
delves into personal obsessions and current “global” themes.
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HERE COMES A MOMENT when looking at the untitled 1gg7
anrl: by José Antonio Herndndez-Diez [formerly titled Arroz
con Mango (Rice with Mange)] when one realizes it's about
xenophobia. At first inspection, itis casually unassuming: a long
wide metal table, from which hang a number of metal bats, The
piece i1s obviously interactive, The viewer is invited to strike the table
with one of the bats. Doing so preduces a sudden barrage of sounds
sampled from local radio, emerging from a number of speakers
hidden under the table, Whether music, sports, a commercial, or
a fragment from a call-in show, the sounds are typical examples of
radio belonging to a cultural minority that is at once local and
foreign, Mot only does the immediate source of each sound change
depending on where the table is tapped, but it is possible to have
ane or two sources alone or all of them blaring at ence, since with
a follow-up tap in roughly the same spot, the noise stops.
This worlk appears to offer the simplest form of interactivity,
yet italso has a malevelent side. First, it is designed as a form of
competitive sport, testing one's speed and precision in activating
and deactivating various sounds. (Though the table is covered with
dents, it continues to worlk even after a great deal of abuse.) Given
the fragmented nature of radio and television in most urban areas,
where a large portion of the sounds one hears originate from
cultures different from one's own, the work seems merely to offer
away to change stations until you find the one you want, In
Herndndez-Diez's re-imagined world, however, all the sounds are
from an “other's" culture, With this piece, the decision not to
listen, narmally carried out by turning a knob or pushing a button,
is made through the violent act of hitting the source of the
unwanted sound with a bat.
This work was created foran international exhibition called InSite,
a biennial event that takes place simultaneously in the border cities
of San Diego (U.5.) and Tijuana (Mexico). Participating artists
are encouraged to make works that deal with border issues, one of
the most important of which is the existence of political inequality.
It is generally agreed that the fabled prosperity of southern
California depends upan a constant flow of labor from Mexico;
despite their numbers, these workers remain all but invisible to
middle-and upper-class Californians, As a result of the situation
in California, Hispanic culture is associated throughout the U.5,
with an economic underclass, making for a continuous, though
subtle, dehumanization that permeates daily life.
similarly, very few non-Spanish speakers pay much attention
to Spanish music and television, skipping past it without a thought.
Human nature being what it is, it is conceivable that a certain
number of people might react much more violently to Spanish
radio, for example. Hence, Herndndez-Diez's piece can be read as
an open invitation to express, in the bluntest physical terms, the
inherent hostility that one possesses towards the culture of the
“other.” Offering a sophisticated art audience an outlet by which
a dyed-in-the-wool racist might enjoy working out pent-up
aggression against Mexicans {or Puerto Ricans, or the homeless, or
Arabs, depending on where his piece is installed), Hernandez-Diez
does not 5o much satirize xenophobia as play to its lowest comman
denominator: the urge to bash in someone's head with a baseball
bat. Here the artist is not editorializing, that is, arguing that racism
can be countered by scorn or despair. Instead, he offers a crude
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mechanism for luring hatred into the open and exposing it to the
light of day.

Games are an abundant source of metaphor for Herndndez-Diez.
From children's singsong variations of follow-the-leader to
organized adult sports, he is fascinated by the ritual element of
games, as well as by their capacity for instantly forming self-
identified groups with specific mythologies and patterns of
behavior, To a striking degree, Herndndez-Diez is intrigued by how
sports and games restore to human beings physical competition and
predatory behavior that no longer assure survival in postindustrial
society. Taking failure rather than success as his point of reference,
Herndndez-Diez likes to put viewers into what is commaonly referred
to as a lose-lose situation. In the untitled work described above, the
absence of a precise standard forwinning or lesing means that each
interaction with the table will heighten anxiety, instead of relieving
itwith a clear-cut outcome. In Herndndez-Diez's best-known and
most widely written-about worl, La Hermandad (The Brotherhood),
1964, skateboards made from meat, hanging on drying racks, have
apparently reached the end of short but active lives, which are
replayed endlessly in three accompanying videos. His most recent
photagraphic works, in which names of great thinkers (Hume, Marx,
Kant, Jung} are spelled out using the logotypes of stacked sneakers,
carry a subtext concerning the marketing of a contemporary sports-
ariented “lifestyle” to the entire socioeconomic spectrum, especially
to those for whom these venerated names, and the lofty concepts
they embady, are largely meaningless, Just as the sneaker-owners’
aspirations have been compromised by the overall poor quality of
the shoes themselves, so too are the desires of any passing
economist harboring a desire to educate the masses about the
economic system in which they are ensnared.

One of Herndndez-Diez's most important early works, El Gran
Patriarca (The Grand Patriarch), 1993, is based entirely on expectations
frustrated during an act of sport: a billiard table at which a mecha-
nized arm=—holding a cue=—repeatedly attempts a shot that never
connects with the ball. The shot, which would clinch the game, is
perfectly lined up; the arm is retracted with confidence, but at the
crucial moment, no contact eccurs. Both the anticlimax of the shot
that never happens and the impotence implied in the work’s
mocking title suggest fear of being cut off from one's source of
power, of being unable to follow through what one has started.
Atone level El Gran Patriarca is dealing with the politics of
Herndndez-Diez's native Venezuela, a country whose recent history
has differed greatly from its neighbors due to its immense oil
reservas, which give it a coveted seat (and occasional chairmanship)
at OPEC. Despite the country's staggering oil wealth, the vast
majority of Venezuelans have an extremely low standard of living.
This is due primarily to corrupt political, military, and business
leaders, whe have skimmed off much of the country's ail revenue
and produced a tiny, super-rich elite while the middle class has
steadily shrunk for decades,

Venezuela is also the product of a machismo-based culture
embodied by the national hero, Simon Bolivar, first in a line of
military leaders leading up to the current President, Hugo Chavez, a
former army colonel whe in the early 19gos led an unsuccessful coup
attemnpt against a civilian government before winning in an election,
In fact, the cult of the strong man has not provided Venezuela with

1 Several of Hemdndez-Diez's earlier
works, such as n God We Trust, 1991,
explore the disparity of wealth in his
homae country with a special intensity,
as iFdrawn to the social spectacle
ereated when the poor ride up and
demand to be noticed,

either stability or prosperity; indeed, it may well be responsible for
systematically depriving the Venezuelans of their share of the
national patrimony, In light ofthis, El Gran Patriarca is an allegory
about how the quest for power undercuts the ability to know or to
dowhat is best. Its grim determination to continue repeating the
ill-fated shot after countless failures reveals a macho obsession
with the vanity of the endlessly futile gesture. Grounded neitherin
politics or gamesmanship, another earlier work by Herndndez-Diez,
San Guinefort (Saint Guinefort), 1991, involves the viewerin a similar
kind of dialogue about futility. Presented as a standing transparent
Plexiglas case to which two sets of latex gloves have been attached,
the work invites the viewer to put his/her hands into the gloves and
touch the occupant of the case, a dead, artificially preserved
German shepherd. Based on an ancient Christian myth about adog
believed to have saved the lives of an entire village, San Guinefort
conflates the reliquary, a container where the bodily remains and
artifacts of saints are stored and worshipped, with a specimen tank
lifted from the world of medical technology. This somewhat morbid
precccu pation with commingling the sacred and the corporeal
represented a phase during which Herndndez-Diez explored a link
between the visual systems of organized religion, particularly
Catholicism, and high technology. Recalling that the proof of
touch is one scripturally sanctioned remedy for religious doubt (the
story of the apostle Thomas on Easter Sunday, asking to touch
Jesus' wounds, exemplifies this conundrum}, San Guinefort exposes
a contradiction between two powerful systems of faith: we are
permitted ta touch the “saint,” but are denied the reassurance that
the relic is indeed sacred. A fundamental link betwean El Gran
Patriarca and San Guinefort ean be faund in the two works' shared
embrace of corporeal sensation as the ultimate arbiter of the real:
the grimly physical fact of a rabot hand sheoting pool and the
touch of an animal eadaver to the fingertips of a gloved hand.
Another compelling, yet disturbing, characteristic of Herndndez-
Diez's work is his embrace of a kind of material poverty. Eschewing
the look and feel of expensive materials and processes, he searches
instead for a vocabulary of commonplace objects and images
which he proceeds to treat in exaggerated form, These include the
oversized bent plastic spoons that constitute a series of sculptures
from 1999, the images of stacked running shoes mentioned
above, and the pressboard furniture from which a pair of giant jaws
appears to have attempted to take a bite, These items have been
drawn from a world of objects in which the quality of a thing's
manufacture, and its place within the evolution of a form’s design
and/er function, signifies less than its place within the artist's
maore idiosyncratic system of codified meanings. Herndndez-Diez's
identification with the bare standard, or the generic example, over
the refined recalls other artists who have explored a similar terrain.
specifically, Arte Povera in Italy in the 1970s raised everyday
experience to a level of transcendental value, so that a quality of
loss, associated with cultural values left behind, inevitably attached
itself to the objects so deployed. This is quite far from Herndndez-
Diez's intention in singling out the unexceptional for special
attention. Likewise, certain alder South American conceptually
based artists also explored the universe of material deprivation in
theirwork, but their approach had little to do with Herndndez-
Diez's. The Argentine artist Victor Grippo, who in the 1g70s made



the potato famous as a quasi-political symbaol of the invisibility of
the individual, may be the most comparable, but his attachment to
the symbals ofan agrarian society seems foreign te Herndndez-
Diez's aims.

Mast striking about Herndndez-Diez's embrace of material
poverty in his werk is his awareness of the disappearance of design
orfabrication standards as a principal feature of the new urban
wasteland, In the furniture-based work Ceibd, 1099, the rear-
projection of a video ente the front of a storage cabinet provides a
retrospective view of a moment in the life of the same cabinet when
one of its owners packed up all his things and moved away. At first
it seems quite different from his other works, but Ceibd maintains
Herndndez-Diez's plainness of presentation and sense of ritual.
The bland repetitiveness in Ceibd centers on the loose irony
surrounding an object of furniture used for storage, which itself
requires dismantling and storage in order to be moved from one
place to another, We see objects being removed from the inside of
the cabinet but have ne way of knowing what, if anything, remains
inside it, There is no lingering air of nostalgia surrounding the
piece, anly a mundane sense of transitery movement, as if the next
effort to unite cabinet and contents promises to be no more lasting
than this one. In ane respect, Ceibd is about the relationships we
have with abjects, but it is also about the escape of the self through
relationships. The figure unpacking and re-packing the cabinet's
contents is the artist, seen from a slightly distorted angle, asifina
reflection, and his attention seems to be less on the task before him
than on circumstances taking place just outside our range of vision.
The ordinary objects moving from inside to outside may not be
able to reveal much about what has happened, orwhy, butwe are
reminded that, under the circumstances, they are all we have.

In its positioning of the mundane as a container for a complex
range of affective and metaphorical prineiples, Ceibé opens up one
of the central paradoxes in Herndndez-Diez's art: the tension
between the found and the fabricated. None of his worls are
precisely one or the other; rather, they manage to be both at the
same time, with scale often providing the artificial element. In
his mast recent works, Herndndez-Diez reminds us that industrial
processes play a generally hidden role in the production of the
objects populating our daily lives. By bringing them to the
farefront, he has us experience them as manipulative, even
coereive, The fingernails in Soledad Miranda, 1998, for example, are
disturbingly gigantic; otherwise they are made from the same
materials, using the same techniques, as artificial fingernails
around the world. This is precisely what makes our contemplation
of them both comical and threatening, as if the super-race that
would make use of such gargantuan accoutrements is only a
step away from making an appearance and elaiming rightful
deminance over us mere humans.

Asimilar paradox is at worlc in Herndndez-Diez's 19gg untitled
series of plastic sculptures replicating, at ten times their normal
seale, the plastic caps that hold batteries in place in many toys,
gadgets, and remote-control devices. Like the fingernails in Soledad
Miranda, the battery caps have been laid out for our inspection,
organized into small piles and other more or less arbitrary
groupings that completely contradict theirapparent utility as
things. It is impossible to contemplate these emblematic

20

groupings without fantasizing how they got that way (one can
imagine dozens of giant batteries spilling out of their holders), and
itis difficult not to see them as blank repositories of the industrial
processes responsible for their existence. Removed from the context
of actual use, yet easily identifiable from their distinctive shapes
and markings, the battery caps become stranded between the act
of discovery and the idea of functionality. Unable to use them for
what they were intended, we can only mentally pile them into

little heaps, aware not only that they belong to a world with rules
much different from our own, but also that we are too small to

do anything aboutit.

A guiding principle of Herndndez-Diez's werk is the discomfort
ofthe human species caught between its animal state and
something more exalted. Itis the paradox underlying what it means
to be human that provides the universal bond in his art, connecting
worls that seem separately motivated by politics, morality, or
group behavior. For Herndndez-Diez, there is a fundamental
contradiction between the revelatory experience intrinsic to the
works of art and our aspiration to greater things in our lives.
Marking and reinforcing the contradiction between our desire to
act like a highly evolved species and our inescapable tendency
to behave like animals, Herndndez-Diez reflects a humanistic
resonance within his art without simplifying the moral quagmires
created by contemporary society. If Herndndez-Diez's fascination
with death, with abuse of power, with meat, and with gigantism
seems to express a diminishing ef the human subject as
traditionally represented though art, it is in great part because
the mass media have accustomed us to seeing ourselves either as
brute subjects oras manipulaters of vast technological grids that
separate us from corporeal reality. In fact, being fully evolved as a
person means embracing aspects of ourselves that are frightening
or ridiculous, and integrating them into the image we have of
ourselves as individuals and as a species. To a much greater degree
than most contemporary artists, Herndndez-Diez aspires to yank
us out of a comfortable, but limited, self-image and remind us that
we are both descended from primordial ooze and expected to work
miracles. That done, he drops us, surprised and a bit chastened,
back inside our newly unfamiliar skins.
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San Guinefort (Saint Guinefort), 1991
acrylic, metal, rubber, animal cadaver
57'fax1043/8 x 33"/ inches

Collection of Alfonso Pons, Caracas

Vas p'al cielo y vas lorando
{You Ge to Heauen and You Ga Crying), 1992
video projection, screen, dirt
dimensions variable
Collection of Rosa and Carlos de la Cruz, Miami

El Gran Patriarca {The Grand Patriarch}, 1993

pool table, mechanical arm

557(8 x 100 x 318 inches (pool table},
97f8x 59 % g?/8 inches (arm)

Courtesy of the artist, Barcelona

La Hermandad (The Brotherhood), 1994
jvideo monitors, 3 tables, metal drying rack, troughs,
fried pork skateboards
g8 x 204 % 27 inches
Collection Contemporary Art Foundacio “la Caixa®, Barcelona

Que te rinda el dia (Have a Productive Day), 1995

leaning panel, triptych, desk

installation of wood furniture (3 units), dimensions variable
Courtesy of Sandra Gering Gallery, New York

Sin titule (Arroz con Mange) (Untitled (Rice with Mango}], 1997
aluminum-covered table, aluminum bats, audio track

4713 x 96 x 353 inches

Caurtesy of the artist

SEMI 1908

acrylic, wood table, sand paper

35'2% 312 % 141 3/4 inches

Collection of Ignacio and Valentina Oberto, Caracas

Ceibd, 1999

projected video, wood, glass, ceramic plates
352 x B25/8x 235/8 inches

Collection of Museo Alejandro Otero, Caracas

sin titulo (Untitled), 1999

13 acrylic (remote battery covers)
dimensions variable

Courtesy of Galeria Fortes-Vilaga, Sio Paulo

Sin titulo (Untitled), 2000
2 acrylic {bent spoons)
dimensions variable
Courtesy of the artist

eXGIBITION GrlzGALIST

Hume, 2000

C-print photograph
825/gx 63 inches (framed)
Courtesy of the artist

Jung, zo00

C-print photograph
8a5/zx 63 inches (framed)
Courtesy of the artist

Kant, 2000

C-print photograph
825/gx 63 inches (framed)
Courtesy of the artist

Marx, 2000

C-print photograph
825/ax 63 inches (framed}
Courtesy of the artist
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