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. Abraham Cruzvillegas

t o m  M cD o n o u g h

T h e  B e r l i n  
W a l l

In 2008, while on a residency in Scotland, A braham  
Cruzvillegas began writing song lyrics. He has de­
scribed the ir style as “a hybrid com bination  of inspir­
ing sources, such as rom antic popu lar music from 
Mexico, folk music, boleros, dub, rock’n ’roll, salsa, 
reggae, Brazilian music, corridos, punk, ska, cum bia, 
trova Yucateca, funk, p ro test music from  Latin Am er­
ica during  the seventies, com m ercial pop from  every­
where, nortenas, hip-hop, e tc .”11 The songs are rem i­
niscences of his ch ildhood during  the 1970s and  ’80s 
in an inform al settlem ent in Ajusco, at what was then  
the sou thern  edge o f Mexico City; as such, they are 
coextensive with the origin o f his AUTOCONSTRUC- 
CIÓN (Self-Construction, 2007- ) works and reflect 
many of the same concerns o f this ongoing series of 
m ixed-m edia sculptures, whose p o in t o f departu re  
is the im provised m ethods o f construction  found in 
Ajusco and  o th e r squatter com m unities th rou g h o u t 
Latin America. A lternately hum orous and  poignant, 
m ilitant and  intim ate, Cruzvillegas’s lyrics speak of 
growing up in a peri-urban zone m arked by insecu-

T O M  M c D O N O U G H  is a writer and critic based in western 

New York and Toronto.

rity, insufficiency, and solidarity. Each song, we could 
say, holds a lesson, bu t some in particu lar seem to 
provide a b roader reflection on the structural param ­
eters no t only o f the colonia o f Cruzvillegas’s youth 
bu t also o f his cu rren t artistic practice.

T h a t’s the case with “El m uro de Berlin” (The 
Berlin Wall, 2010), a song about a fence erected  to 
separate two ad jacent neighborhoods, the “hoity- 
toity and cocky” Colonia Rom ero de Terreros and 
the “p ro le ta rian ” Pedregal de Santo Dom ingo, “full 
o f argum entative p lebs.”2) The wall, a p roduc t o f in­
tolerance, is also a m onum en t to hypocrisy: If the in­
habitants o f these quarters “m utually despised one 
a n o th e r,” they also “n eeded  each o th e r desperately”:

Some were masons, plumbers and domestics,
Metalworkers, carpenters, painters, body shop workers,
And the others hired them at low rates.

If the wall appears physically as a barrier, as an ab­
solute dividing line betw een these socially divergent 
settlem ents, its actual function  is revealed to be 
m ore com plex. It acts m ore as a m em brane, allowing 
labor and  m oney to pass th rough  while filtering  out
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A B R A H A M  C R U Z V I L L E G A S ,  I L S  S O N T  Z A Z O U S  

( D E M O C R A T I S T  &  E N G A G E D ) ,  2 0 1 2 ,  re b a r,  

f a b r i c ,  f e a th e r s ,  c h a in ,  m e a t ,  3 5  x  1 3 5  x  3 0 ” /

S I E  S I N D  Z A Z O U S  ( D E M O K R A T  &  B E S C H Ä F T I G T ) ,  

A r m ie r u n g s e i s e n ,  S to f f ,  K e tte ,  F le is c h ,

8 8 , 9  x  3 4 2 , 9  x  1 6 ,2  cm .

the social costs o f this uneven division o f land and 
wealth, em bodied  in the excretions— the piss, shit, 
and  garbage— that pile up  on one side. As Cruzville­
gas writes, “It was im portan t to work and  to survive /  
With the o ther, w ithout the o ther, and despite the 
o th e r.”

“T he Berlin W all” is, on one hand, a vivid obser­
vation o f this singular location, o f the thin line that 
divides and  conjoins these two districts. But on the 
o ther, it is a reflection on the dynam ic tha t propels 
Cruzvillegas’s sculptural practice, which also posi­

tions itself betw een two worlds, one pro letarian  and 
the o th e r posh. As the artist has explained in regard  
to the AUTOCONSTRUCCIÓN project, “Many o f these 
works express my wish to confron t two o r m ore rad i­
cally d ifferen t econom ic systems, creating  hybrid 
m arriages and  unexpected  com binations o f m ateri­
als and  techn iques.”3) O f course, these m arriages and 
com binations are evident within individual works, 
w hether we want to label them  assemblage, brico­
lage, or, as Mark Godfrey has convincingly argued, 
“structural juxtaposition .”41 THE INVINCIBLE (2003), 
for exam ple, crowns a rough , heavy piece o f con­
crete—as it features the n um ber 190 in pain t, we as­
sume it is a fragm ent from  a house—with a colorful 
array o f feathers, com posing a sort o f avian Mohawk. 
Its title refers to a particu lar locale, as is often the 
case in Cruzvillegas’s work: here, a bar frequen ted  
by artists, actors, and others in San Angel, ju s t off 
o f Mexico City’s great longitudinal axis, Insurgen- 
tes, no rth  o f the U niversidad Nacional A utònom a de 
México, where he studied in the 1980s.

But the confron ta tion  o f “radically d ifferen t eco­
nom ic systems” m ust be seen as also taking place 
ex ternal to the singular sculptural object. W hen LA 
INVENCIBLE is exhibited , for exam ple, in Cruzvil­
legas’s 2013 survey at the W alker Art C enter, Min­
neapolis, we are com pelled to see it, and  the rest of

A B R A H A M  C R U Z V I L L E G A S ,  A P R I L  I N  P A R I S  ( B R I E F  

&  D E L I R I O U S ) ,  2 0 1 2 ,  re b a r , f a b r i c ,  f e a t h e r s ,  c h a in ,  

b e e r  b o t t le  c a p s , m e a t ,  1 1 5  x  8 0  x  8 4 ”/  A P R I L  I N  P A R I S  

( K U R Z  à f  H E F T I G ) ,  A r m ie r u n g s e i s e n ,  S to f f ,  F e d e r n ,

B ie r d e c k e l,  F le is c h , 2 9 2 ,1  x  2 0 3 , 2  x  2 1 3 , 4  cm .
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his work, against the backdrop of the elegant white 
gallery space and  to recognize it as an object that has 
traveled, so to speak, across the Berlin Wall separat­
ing its p ro letarian  m aterial origins from  its cu rren t 
inhab ita tion  of the decidedly hoity-toity and  cocky 
environm ent o f the global a rt m arket. Many critics 
only see Cruzvillegas’s art occupying one side of this 
fence: For them , it is an unproblem atic  translation 
into sculptural vocabulary of the inform al and  com ­
m unal build ing  m ethods he en coun tered  as a child 
in  Ajusco.5) However inspiring  such accounts may 
be, they miss the larger institu tional apparatuses 
w ithin which his sculpture circulates. Only recently 
have those views been  challenged, m ost notably by 
a rt historian Robin Adèle Greeley, who locates the 
work instead precisely “in the systemic in terconnec­
tions betw een object experience in developing coun­
tries . . . and  object experience in the hegem onic 
‘cen te rs’ o f developed countries and the market-

driven in ternational art circu it”—a position  tha t al­
lows him  “to assert the asymmetries o f object experi­
ence induced  by global econom ic in teg ra tion .”6' 

Perhaps we could say tha t Cruzvillegas’s work 
occupies the espace partagé—the space bo th  shared 
and  divided—between those two experiences, those 
two econom ies. I t’s a term  borrow ed from the great 
Brazilian geographer M ilton Santos, who from  exile 
in Paris wrote a book of the same title in 1975, in 
which he characterized countries like Mexico as hav­
ing a dual econom y, or what he called an econom y 
o f “two circuits.” Both were the outcom e o f contem ­
porary technological m odernization , bu t tha t p ro­
cess inevitably affected segm ents of the population  
unequally. T here  is an u p p e r circuit, com posed of 
capital-intensive m odern  industry, banking, export 
trade, and  the like, which yields a h igher incom e for 
those em ployed bu t which produces only a lim ited 
num ber o f jobs; and  a lower circuit, accounting for a

A B R A H A M  C R U Z V I L L E G A S ,  T H E  A U T O C O N S T R U C C I Ó N  S U I T E S  ( T h e  S e l f - C o n s t r u c t io n  S u i t e s ) ,  2 0 1 3 ,  i n s t a l l a t i o n  v ie w  W a lk e r  A r t  C e n te r  /

D I E  E I G E N B A U -F O L G E N , I n s t a l l a t i o n s a n s i c h t .
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high ratio o f people with n e ith e r stable em ploym ent 
n o r incom e and “consisting o f small-scale m anufac­
tu ring  and crafts, small-scale trade, and  many varied 
services.”7' This is the circuit from  which Cruzvillegas 
draws his raw m aterials, and  it is the one to which 
he tends to refer when discussing his work. But it 
would be too simple to merely align him  with this 
underpriv ileged realm; as Santos writes, the u p p er 
and lower circuits canno t be so neatly divided. W hat 
he calls a “shared space” does no t deno te  a realm  
of equilibrium  or cooperation  bu t ra ther an agonis­
tic space in which the social classes corresponding  
to the two circuits com pete “for m arket hegem ony 
and  spatial con tro l,” with the u p p er claim ing “total 
unification and penetra tion  of the m arket” and the 
lower seeking to assert “some role in aggregate spa­
tial o rganization .”8'

Cruzvillegas occupies an am bivalent position in rela­
tion to this dynamic. T hrough  professional standing 
he certainly qualifies as a m em ber o f the u p p er cir­
cuit, bu t his w orking m ethods and  personal solidari­
ties align him with the lower: It is no t only a form al 
vocabulary tha t links him  with his ch ildhood  hom e in 
Ajusco b u t also an ongoing set of familial and  com ­
m unal relationships that ex tend  from  his m o ther and 
fa ther to the Comité de D erechos H um anos Ajusco 
(Ajusco H um an Rights C om m ittee). At its m ost com ­
plex, his work involves a negotiation  between these two 
circuits, a shuttling  from  the in ternational art world 
to the Latin Am erican u rban  periphery  and  back, 
which acts to b ring  each term  into opposition  with 
the o ther. As Cruzvillegas writes in the sho rt text that 
serves as som ething of a sta tem ent o f in ten t for the 
AUTOCONSTRUCCIÓN project, “My main purpose is
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to generate  knowledge and  understand ing  of how 
hum an activity produces form s.”9’ But we can be 
m ore specific: The significance o f AUTOCONSTRUC- 
CIÓN is its lesson in how hum an activity produces 
forms within and  in spite of the real social conditions 
o f uneven developm ent that the ir producers, includ­
ing the artist, m ust necessarily inhabit.

O f course, which side prevails in this “nego tia tion” 
betw een u p p er and  lower circuits rem ains up for de­
bate. After all, the finished work exists entirely on 
one side of the divide: W hatever its origins in those 
continuous collaborative processes o f build ing and 
rebuild ing  in the colonia tha t go u n d er the nam e au­
toconstrucción, once Cruzvillegas’s artwork enters the 
gallery it is no longer subject to outside intervention. 
Despite its seem ing precariousness, despite its “dy­
nam ic contingency,” it is a singularly au tho red  object 
p ro tec ted  from  any fu rth e r change.10’ As the artist re­
m inds us in his song, if the wall has long com e down 
in Berlin, the walls tha t separate the wealthy from  the 
poor con tinue  to stand.

But Cruzvillegas’s work, enm eshed  in those con­
ditions, also im agines an o th e r horizon beyond the 
p resen t realities of ou r at once shared  and divided 
space. In a song from  2008, “A prons,” abou t the

A b r a h a m  C r u z v i l l e g a s

m ilitant role o f women in the seizure and  settle­
m en t of Ajusco, we are rem inded , “The land belongs 
to those who work it /  T h a t’s what Zapata said.”111 
T he M exican peasant revolutionary’s words, echo­
ing across the decades, speak of the centrality of 
praxis, of hum an productivity as a m utual reshaping 
of the world; it is the same call we hear in the final 
lines of B ertolt B recht’s Caucasian Chalk Circle, when 
the singer announces the m oral of the play: “Take 
note o f the m eaning o f the ancien t song: /  T hat 
what there  is shall belong to those who are good for 
it . . ,”12) The AUTOCONSTRUCCIÓN sculptures, 
w ithout p re ten d in g  to be free o f all the contrad ic­
tions tha t an econom y o f two circuits imposes upon 
them , nevertheless persist as som ething like prom is­
sory notes for a fu tu re  in which that praxis will have 
been realized, in which all the Berlin Walls will have 
com e down.

1) Abraham Cruzvillegas, quoted in Francis McKee, “Mutable & 
M utual” in A u to c o n s t r u c c ió n :  A b r a h a m  C r u z v i l le g a s  (Glasgow: Cen­
tre for Contemporary Arts, 2008), 2.
2) The song was written during a 2010-11 DAAD residency in Ber­
lin and set to music com posed in collaboration with Gabriel Ace­
vedo Velarde and Sebastian Gräfe, which the artist characterizes 
as “som ewhere between punk three-chord strategy, sam ple dub 
tradition, rebajada’s ear-splitting, slow m otion, hip-hop appro­
priation, and Tyrolese-Tibetan electro digital tunes.” See Abra­
ham Cruzvillegas, ed ., T h e  S e l f  B u i l d e r s ’ G ro o v e  (Berlin: Berliner 
Künstlerprogramm/DAAD, 2012), which includes a CD.
3) Abraham Cruzvillegas, “A utoconstrucción” in Clara Kim, 
A b r a h a m  C r u z v i l le g a s :  T h e  A u to c o n s t r u c c ió n  S u i te s  (M inneapolis: 
Walker Art Center, 2013), 26.
4) Mark Godfrey, “Instability and Fragmentation /  Improvisa­
tion and A utoconstrucción: Abraham Cruzvillegas’s Sculpture” 
in A u to c o n s t r u c c ió n :  T h e  B o o k  (Los Angeles: REDCAT, 2009), 69-70.
5) See, for exam ple, McKee, “M utable & M utual,” 1-3; or Cata­
lina Lozano, “Making Is T hinking, T hinking Is A cting” in Kim, 
A b r a h a m  C r u z v i l le g a s ,  45-52 , am ong others.
6) Robin A dèle Greeley, “The Logic o f  Disorder: The Sculp­
tural M aterialism o f Abraham Cruzvillegas,” O c to b e r  151 (Winter 
2015): 82.
7) Milton Santos, T h e  S h a r e d  S p a c e , trans. Chris Gerry (London  
and New York: M ethuen, 1979), 86.
8) Ibid., 197.
9) Cruzvillegas, “A utoconstrucción ,” 26.
10) Greeley, “The Logic o f  D isorder,” 79.
11) Abraham Cruzvillegas, “A prons” in A u to c o n s t r u c c ió n :  A b r a h a m  

C r u z v i l le g a s ,  82.
12) Bertolt Brecht, T h e  C a u c a s i a n  C h a lk  C irc le , trans. James and 
Tania Stern, with W. H. Auden (London: M ethuen, 1963), 96. On 
this moral, see Fredric Jam eson, B r e c h t  a n d  M e th o d  (London and 
New York: Verso, 1998), 175-78.

69



A b r a h a m  C r u z v i l l e g a s

t o m  M cD o n o u g h

D ie  B e r l i n e r  
M a u e r

W ährend eines S tipendienaufenthalts in Schottland 
2008 begann A braham  Cruzvillegas L iedtexte zu 
schreiben. Den Stil d ieser Texte beschreib t e r als 
«hybride V erknüpfung von an regenden  Q uellen, wie 
rom antische Schlager aus Mexiko, Volksmusik, Bole­
ros, Dub, Rock ’n ’ Roll, Salsa, Reggae, brasilianische 
Musik, Corridos, Punk, Ska, Cumbia, Trova Yuca- 
teca, Funk, lateinam erikanische Protestsongs der 
70er-Jahre, kom m erzielle Popm usik aus aller Welt, 
N ortenas, Hip-Hop, und  so weiter».1' Die Songs sind 
E rinnerungen  an seine K indheit in den  1970er- und  
80er-Jahren in  e iner inform ellen  Siedlung in Ajusco, 
das damals noch am südlichen S tadtrand von Mexico 
City lag; sie haben  also denselben geographischen 
U rsprung  wie seine AUTOCONSTRUCCIÓN-Werke 
(Eigenbau-W erke) und  sie greifen auch zahlreiche 
T hem en aus der langfristig angelegten (2007 be­
gonnenen) M ixed-m edia-Skulpturenserie w ieder 
auf. A usgangspunkt d ieser Serie waren die im provi­
sierten B auform en in Ajusco und  anderen  Squatter­
siedlungen in ganz Lateinam erika. Bald hum orvoll, 
bald schneidend, bald käm pferisch oder persönlich 
erzählen Cruzvillegas’ Texte vom H eranw achsen in

einem  S tadtrandgebiet, das von U nsicherheit, u n ­
zulänglicher V ersorgung und  Solidarität gepräg t ist. 
Je d e r Text b irg t sozusagen eine Lektion, aber einige 
scheinen auch eine speziellere, allgem eingültigere 
Reflexion zu en thalten , und  zwar n ich t n u r zu den 
struk tu rellen  P aram etern  d er Siedlung seiner Ju ­
gendzeit, sondern  auch zu den jen igen  seiner heu ti­
gen Künstlertätigkeit.

T O M  M c D O N O U G H  ist Autor und Kritiker. Er lebt und  

arbeitet in W estern New York, USA, und T oronto, Kanada.
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Abraham Cruzvillegas

A B R A H A M  C R U Z V I L L E G A S ,  “T h e  S e l f  B u i l d e r s ’ G ro o v e , ” 2 0 1 1 ,  p e r fo r m a n c e  v ie w ,  B e r l in  /  D e r  E ig e n b a u e r -G r o o v e ,  

P e r fo r m a n c e - A n s ic h t .  (PH O TO : K R Z Y SZ T O F  Z IE L IN SK I)

Das gilt insbesondere für «El m uro de Berlin» (Die 
B erliner M auer, 2010), ein Lied über einen  zwischen 
zwei benachbarten  V ierteln hochgezogenen Zaun, 
d er die «blasierte und  grosskotzige» Siedlung Ro­
m ero de Terreros von dem  «proletarischen» Pedre- 
gal de Santo D om ingo trenn t, einem  Viertel «voll 
streitsüchtigem  Pöbel».2) Die M auer, ein Produkt 
d er Intoleranz, ist auch ein Denkm al d er H euchelei: 
Obwohl die B ew ohner d ieser Viertel «einander ge­
genseitig verachteten», w aren sie doch «auch absolut 
au fe inander angewiesen»:

Manche waren Maurer, Klempner und Hausangestellte, 
Schlosser, Schreiner, Maler, Autospengler,
Und die andern beschäftigten sie fü r  wenig Geld.

W ährend die M auer physisch schlicht wie eine Bar­
riere wirkt, eine absolute T renn lin ie  zwischen den

beiden sozial auseinanderk laffenden  Siedlungen, 
ist ih re wahre Funktion wesentlich kom plizierter. 
Sie ha t eh er die Funktion e iner fü r A rbeit und  Geld 
durchlässigen M em bran, die jed o ch  die sozialen 
Kosten d er ungleichen V erteilung von G rundbesitz 
und  Reichtum  herausfiltert, verkörpert durch  die 
A usscheidungen -  Pisse, Scheisse und  Abfall - ,  die 
sich au f d er andern  Seite anhäufen. Wie Cruzvillegas 
schreibt: «Es war wichtig, zu arbeiten  u n d  zu überle­
ben /  Mit dem  anderen , ohne den  anderen  und  trotz 
dem  anderen.»

«El m uro de Berlin» ist einerseits eine anschauli­
che Studie dieses spezifischen O rtes und  der dünnen  
Linie, welche die beiden S tadtteile tren n t und  ver­
bindet. A ndrerseits ist es aber auch eine Reflexion 
über die Antriebsdynam ik von Cruzvillegas’ skulp- 
tu ra ler Tätigkeit, die sich ebenfalls zwischen zwei 
W elten positioniert, die eine proletarisch, die an-
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dere todschick. In Bezug auf sein Projekt AUTOCON- 
STRUCCIÓN m einte der Künstler: «Viele dieser Arbei­
ten sind Ausdruck m eines W unsches, zwei oder m ehr 
radikal verschiedene Wirtschaftssysteme m iteinander 
zu konfrontieren  und  dabei hybride V erbindungen 
und  unerw artete V erquickungen zwischen M ateria­
lien und  Techniken herzustellen.»s) N atürlich sind 
diese V erbindungen und  V erquickungen innerhalb

einzelner W erke augenfällig, egal ob wir sie als As­
semblage, Bricolage oder -  wie Mark Godfrey über­
zeugend dargelegt ha t -  als «strukturelles N ebenein­
ander»4' bezeichnen wollen. THE INVENCIBLE (Die 
U nbesiegbare, 2003) k rön t beispielsweise ein raues, 
schweres Stück Beton m it e iner bun ten  Federn­
tracht, e iner vogelartigen Irokesenfrisur -  da das Be­
tonfragm ent die aufgem alte Zahl 190 trägt, nehm en

ABRAHAM CRUZVILLEGAS, EMPTY LOT, 2015, 
Hyundai Commission, installation view Tate Turbine Hall /  

LEERE PARZELLE, Installationsansicht. 
(PH O TO : A N D R E W  D U N K L E Y  © T A T E  2 0 1 5 )

egas

wir an, es sei das Bruchstück eines Hauses. D er Titel 
verweist, wie häufig in Cruzvillegas’ Werk, au f einen 
bestim m ten O rt, h ier au f eine von K ünstlern, Schau­
spielern und  anderen  Leuten frequen tierte  Bar in 
San Angel, nahe d er Avenida de los Insurgentes, der 
grossen Längsachse durch  Mexico City, und  nördlich  
d er Universidad N acional A utònom a de México, wo 
der K ünstler in den  1980er-Jahren studierte.

Doch diese K onfrontation «radikal verschiedener 
Wirtschaftssysteme» muss so verstanden w erden, dass 
sie auch ausserhalb des einzelnen skulpturalen O b­
jekts stattfindet. W enn THE INVENCIBLE beispiels­
weise im Rahm en des Überblicks über Cruzvillegas’ 
W erk 2013 im W alker Art C enter, M inneapolis, ge­
zeigt wird, bekom m t man dieses und  alle anderen  
W erke gezw ungenerm assen vor dem  H intergrund  
des eleganten weissen Ausstellungsraum es zu sehen. 
U nd erkenn t darin  ein O bjekt, das eine weite Reise 
h in te r sich hat, quasi von jenseits der B erliner M auer, 
die seine proletarische reale H erkunft von seinem  
aktuellen A ufenthaltsort in d er unverkennbar «bla­
sierten und  grosskotzigen Um gebung» des zeitge­
nössischen Kunstm arktes trenn t. Viele Kritiker be­
trach ten  Cruzvillegas’ Kunst n u r als ein E lem ent der 
W elt au f dieser Seite des Zauns: Für sie handelt es 
sich dabei um  eine unproblem atische Ü bersetzung 
in das skulpturale V okabular der inform ellen und 
gem einschaftlichen Bauweisen, die er als Kind in 
Ajusco ken n en le rn te .5' So anregend  solche Darstel­
lungen sein m ögen, übersehen  sie doch das grössere 
institutionelle Gefüge, in dem  sich seine Skulptur 
bewegt. Diese Auffassungen w urden denn  auch erst 
jü n g st von G rund au f in Frage gestellt, vor allem von 
d er K unsthistorikerin Robin Adèle Greeley, die das 
W erk von Cruzvillegas präzis «in den  systemischen 
V erzahnungen zwischen der O bjek terfahrung  in Ent­
w icklungsländern ... , der O bjekterfahrung in den 
H errschaftszentren d er entwickelten L änder und 
dem  m arktgesteuerten  in ternationalen  Kunstkreis­
lauf verortet» -  eine Position, die es dem  Künstler 
erlaube, «die Missverhältnisse d er O bjekterfahrung 
aufzuzeigen, die durch  die wirtschaftliche Globalisie­
rung  en tstanden  sind».6'

V ielleicht könnte m an sagen, dass Cruzvillegas’ 
W erk im espace partagé w ohnt -  dem  geteilten (ebenso 
gem einsam  geteilten wie zweigeteilten) Raum -  zwi-
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sehen diesen beiden Erlebensweisen und  W irtschafts­
form en. D er Ausdruck stam m t von dem  grossen bra­
silianischen G eographen M ilton Santos, d er 1975 im 
Pariser Exil ein Buch m it ebendiesem  Titel schrieb, 
L ’Espace partagé. D arin legt er dar, dass L änder wie 
Mexiko eine Doppelw irtschaft haben , oder wie e r es 
nannte: eine W irtschaft m it «zwei Kreisläufen»; beide 
sind Produkte des m odernen  technologischen Fort­
schritts, n u r wirkte sich dieser Prozess n ich t in allen 
Bevölkerungsschichten gleich aus. Es gibt einen  obe­
ren  Kreislauf, bestehend  aus d er kapitalintensiven 
m odernen  Industrie , dem  Bankwesen, dem  Export­
handel und  so fort, d er für die A ngestellten ein hö­
heres E inkom m en abwirft, aber n u r eine begrenzte 
Anzahl von Arbeitsstellen schafft; und  es gibt einen  
u n te ren  Kreislauf für einen  hohen  Prozentsatz von 
Leuten, die keine feste A nstellung und  kein regel­
mässiges E inkom m en haben , «bestehend aus kleinen 
Fertigungs- und  H andw erksbetrieben, K leinhandel 
und  vielfältigen D ienstleistungen».7' Aus diesem 
Kreislauf bezieht Cruzvillegas sein R ohm aterial, und  
auf ihn  verweist er auch gerne, wenn er über seine 
A rbeit spricht. D ennoch wäre es zu einfach, ihn  aus­
schliesslich diesem unterpriv ilegierten  Bereich zu­
zuordnen; wie Santos schreibt, lassen sich d er obere 
und  der u n te re  Kreislauf n ich t sauber trennen . Sein 
«geteilter Raum» bezeichnet keinen Bereich des 
Gleichgewichts oder d er Zusam m enarbeit, sondern  
eh er einen Bereich d er A useinandersetzung, in dem  
die den  beiden  Kreisläufen en tsp rechenden  gesell­
schaftlichen Klassen «um die M arktvorherrschaft 
und  die Kontrolle des Raumes» käm pfen, wobei die 
u n te re  Klasse versucht, sich «eine Rolle innerhalb  
des gesam tw irtschaftlichen Raumes» zu sichern .8'

Innerhalb  dieser Dynamik n im m t Cruzvillegas 
eine am bivalente Position ein. A ufgrund seines Be­
rufsstandes ist e r zweifellos dem  oberen  Kreislauf zu­
zurechnen, doch seine Arbeitsweisen und  seine p er­

sönliche Solidarität schweissen ihn  m it dem  u n te ren  
zusammen: Es ist n ich t n u r ein form ales Vokabular, 
was ihn m it dem  Zuhause seiner K indheit in Ajusco 
verbindet, sondern  auch eine ganze Reihe nach wie 
vor lebendiger fam iliärer und  gem einschaftlicher 
B eziehungen, die von seinen E ltern  bis zum Comité 
de D erechos H um anos Ajusco (der M enschenrechts­
kom m ission von Ajusco) reichen. Im kom pliziertes­
ten Fall findet in seinem  W erk eine V erhandlung  
zwischen diesen beiden  Kreisläufen statt, ein steti­
ges P endeln  zwischen in te rna tiona le r Kunstszene 
und  lateinam erikanischer S tadtrandzone, das jed e  
Aussage sogleich m it ihrem  Gegenstück widerlegt. 
Wie Cruzvillegas in dem  kurzen Text schreibt, der 
eine Art A bsichtserklärung zu seinem  Projekt AUTO- 
CONSTRUCCIÓN darstellt: «Es geht m ir hauptsäch­
lich darum , zu verm itteln  und  verständlich zu ma­
chen, wie durch  das m enschliche H andeln  Form en 
geschaffen w erden.»9' Im Klartext: Die B edeutung 
von AUTOCONSTRUCCIÓN liegt in der Lektion, wie 
durch  das m enschliche H andeln  Form en geschaffen 
w erden innerhalb  und  trotz d er realen  gesellschaft­
lichen Bedingungen e in er ungleichen  Entwicklung, 
denen  alle P roduzenten , auch d er Künstler, notw en­
dig unterw orfen sind.

N atürlich b leib t noch zu e rö rte rn , welche Seite 
in dieser «Verhandlung» zwischen dem  oberen  und

74

Abraham Cruzvillegas

dem  u n te ren  K reislauf die O berhand  behält. Im m er­
h in  befindet sich das vollendete W erk ganz auf der 
e inen  Seite d er Kluft: A uf welche U rsprünge auch 
im m er die -  u n te r  dem  N am en autoconstrucción lau­
fenden  -  an d au ern d en  gem einschaftlichen Arbeits­
prozesse des Bauens und  W iederaufbauens in der Co­
lonia zurückgehen, sobald Cruzvillegas’ Kunstwerk 
im A usstellungsraum  steht, ist es keinerlei Eingriffen 
von aussen m ehr unterw orfen. Trotz seiner p rekären  
Situation, trotz seiner «dynam ischen Kontingenz» ist 
es als singulär geschaffenes O bjekt vor je d e r  weiteren 
V eränderung  geschützt.10' Wie der K ünstler uns in 
seinem  Lied in E rinnerung  ruft: Auch wenn die Ber­
liner M auer längst gefallen ist, die M auern zwischen 
Arm und  Reich stehen  nach wie vor.

Cruzvillegas’ in diese B edingungen verstricktes 
W erk entw irft jed o ch  auch einen  w eiteren H ori­
zo n tjen se its  der heu tigen  Realität u nsere r zugleich 
gem einsam en und  g e tren n ten  Räume. Das Lied 
«Aprons» (Schürzen, 2008), ü b e r die m ilitante Rolle 
d er Frauen bei d er Inbesitznahm e und  Besiedlung 
von Ajusco, e r in n e rt uns daran: «Das Land gehört 
denen , die d arau f arbeiten  /  Das sagte schon Za­
pata.»11' Die W orte des m exikanischen Revolutionärs 
und  B auernführers, die über die Jah rzeh n te  nichts 
von ih re r Kraft eingebüsst haben, sprechen  von der 
zentralen  B edeutung d er Praxis, von d er m enschli­
chen Produktivität als gem einschaftlicher U m gestal­
tung  d er Welt; es ist dieselbe A ufforderung, die wir 
in den letzten Zeilen von Bertolt Brechts Der kaukasi­
sche Kreidekreis vernehm en, wo d er Sänger die Moral 
des Stücks verkündet: «N ehm t zur K enntnis die Mei­
nung  d er Alten: /  Dass da gehören  soll, was da ist, 
denen , die fü r es gut sind [ . . .] .»12) Die AUTOCON- 
STRUCCIÓN-Skulpturen behaup ten  nicht, von allen 
W idersprüchen frei zu sein, die m it der W irtschaft 
der zwei Kreisläufe e inhergehen , dennoch  haben  sie 
Gültigkeit, d enn  sie sind eine A rt V ersprechen oder 
Schuldschein fü r eine Zukunft, in der diese Praxis 
Realität sein wird und  alle B erliner M auern gefallen 
sein w erden.

( Ü b e r s e t z u n g :  S u z a n n e  S c h m i d t )

1) Abraham Cruzvillegas, zitiert in Francis McKee, «Mutable & 
Mutual», in A u to c o n s t r u c c ió n :  A b r a h a m  C r u z v i l le g a s ,  Centre for 
Contemporary Arts, Glasgow 2008, S. 2.
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Schrillheit und Verlangsam ung des Rebajada, Hip-Hop-Approp- 
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10) Greeley, «The Logic o f  Disorder» (s. Anm. 6), S. 79.
11) Abraham Cruzvillegas, «Aprons», in A u to c o n s t r u c c ió n :  A b r a ­

h a m  C r u z v i l le g a s  (s. Anm. 1), S. 82.
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ABRAHAM CRUZVILLEGAS, A UT OD ES TR U C CIÓN 7: 
DESHACIENDO EL NUDO (Self-Destruction 7: Undoing the Knot), 

2015, installation view Museo de Arte, Lima /  
SELBSTZERSTÖRUNG 7: DEN KNOTEN AUFLÖSEN, 

Installationsansicht.(P H O T O : M U SU K  N O L T E )
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D O R Y U N  C H O N G

IN TE R C O N TIN EN T A L
MISSIVE

D ear A braham ,

I rem em ber two particu lar m om ents when I was 
struck by som ething you said. The first occurred  
when you showed the film AUTOCONSTRUCCIÓN
(2009) in New York. D uring the post-screening 
Q & A, a gentlem an in the audience raised his hand  
and  observed that there  is a certain  “O rien ta l” (or 
did he say “Asian”?) quality to your film. The polite 
audience, myself included, shifted in the ir seats, 
feeling som ewhat confused and discom fited by what 
sounded like a genuinely innocen t bu t politically 
incorrect statem ent. You, kindly bu t also in a ra th e r 
tongue-in-cheek way, said som ething to the effect of, 
“We are, o f course, all Asians because Asians crossed 
the Bering Straits and settled in the Americas thou­
sands o f years ago.” And that was that.

N ot long ago, I learned  of this scholar in Korea. 
A lthough he officially specializes in Spanish litera­
ture, m ore recently he has been  prolifically writing 
articles and  books, and  even lecturing on TV, about 
alleged connections between ancien t Koreans and 
ancien t M exicans." He claims that certain  early Ko­
rean tribes trekked from  the Asian co n tinen t to the 
Americas to start new civilizations. O ne of the an-

D  O  R Y  U  N  G  C H O N G  is ch ie f curator at M+, H ong Kong, a 

new m useum o f visual culture scheduled  to open in 2019.

cien t K orean tribes was called Maek (or Maek-i) and 
is believed to have lived near the m odern-day bo rder 
betw een N orth Korea and  China, in the no rtheastern  
Chinese provinces of Liaoning, Jilin , and H eilong­
jiang , the area that used to be known as M anchuria. 
They, along with some o th e r proto-K orean groups, 
are said to have established the semi-mythical na­
tion Gojoseon (2333-108 BC) as well as the power­
ful, vast kingdom s of Buyeo (2,Kl century BC-494 AD) 
and  Goguryeo (37 BC-668 AD). G oguryeo’s territory 
stre tched  far up into M anchuria and  deep down into 
the K orean peninsula, pushing o th e r kingdom s to its 
sou thern  extrem es. T hrough  unexpected  twists and 
turns o f history, however, Goguryeo fell to its m uch 
sm aller com petitor, Shilla, which unified  all of the 
Korean kingdom s in the seventh century AD. Since 
then , the Korean nation  has been confined to the 
peninsula, and  Koreans have grieved over the irrevo­
cable loss o f vast n o rth e rn  territories. The lost land 
has long been claim ed by the Mongols, M anchus, and 
Chinese, and few historical accounts o f these early 
sovereignties rem ain, o th e r than  in Chinese classical 
chronicles. The question is, where did all these van­
quished proto-Koreans go?

This scholar claims tha t those lost proto-K ore­
ans crossed over to the Americas-—specifically, to 
M esoam erica—betw een the ten th  century BC and 
the ten th  century AD (but in especially large num-
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bers from  around  the fifth century BC for about 
200 years) to establish civilizations there. How does 
he substantiate this declaration, you wonder? Much 
o f it is via linguistic com parisons. First o f all, there 
are the sim ilar-sounding nam es of Maek and Mexica, 
which is how the rulers of the Aztec em pire referred  
to themselves when they came into contact with the 
Spanish conquistadors. He has many o th e r examples: 
The nam e o f M exica’s language, N ahuatl, is derived 
from  Korean Na tua tadl (I and everyone); Aztlan, 
the mythical hom eland  of the Aztec people, is in fact 
Asadal, the capital o f Gojoseon; the N ahuatl word 
for m ountain , tepee, comes from  Taebaek, the tallest 
m ountain  located on the b o rd e r between China and 
N orth  Korea, which is often referred  to as the spiri­
tual hom e o f the Korean people. He also found  nu­
m erous cultural similarities, such as traditional cos­

tum es and  body decorations. For instance, Aztec men 
kept the ir long hair in a topkno t and  som etim es wore 
a headdress closely resem bling the gat, a tall cylindri­
cal ha t with a wide bream  worn by literati m en during  
the Joseon Dynasty (1392-1897). Both K orean and  
Aztec wom en pain ted  two red  circles on the ir cheeks 
and  kept the ir ha ir in place with long hairpins, at 
times decorated  with avian motifs. And so on and  on.

Most, if no t all, o f these claims are no t difficult 
for even non-specialists to debunk. Incredibly for a 
literary scholar, if no t officially a linguist, he never 
seems to consider how pronunciations in any lan­
guage change, evolve, and  get co rrup ted  over time, 
nor does he seem to reckon with unavoidable dis­
crepancies tha t occur betw een two languages in the 
process of transliteration . T hat his archaeological o r 
art-historical sources are drawn from  sources that are
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hundreds of years apart does no t p ertu rb  him. For 
exam ple, he com pares w ithout com punction  a m ural 
from  T eotihuacan  (approxim ately l sl century BC to 
8th century AD) with an eigh teenth-century  Korean 
genre painting. E ncoun tering  an o th e r culture, we 
often rejoice in finding in it certain  fam iliar traits we 
know about ourselves. We may even distort ou r own 
m o th er tongue and  m old the foreign one so tha t they 
sound like one ano ther. Even an allegedly serious 
scholar m ight fall prey to this desire for such connec­
tions and  identifications, a lthough I am tem pted  to 
th ink  of this particu lar exam ple as wishful th ink ing  
at best, and  at worst, quackery.

Advances in archaeology and  physical an th ro ­
pology, genom e m apping, and  plate tectonics and 
ice-age geology toge ther now allow us to fairly accu­
rately p in p o in t the period  of Asian-American in te r­
con tinen ta l m igration  to a round  fourteen  to fifteen 
thousand  years ago—in  o th e r words, far earlie r than 
the alleged d isappearance and  out-m igration o f the 
proto-K oreans o f n o rth e rn  territories. In this legiti­
mately scientific way o f establishing connections be­
tween peoples o f the two continents, one relies on 
data derived from  fossils and  geological strata, car­
bon dating, Y-chromosome and  m itochondrial DNA 
haplogroups, and  arctic and  even underw ater archae­
ological digs and  finds. Even so, we may never know 
conclusively who from  w here crossed over exactly 
when for what reasons and purposes. T he crucial evi­
dence tha t can answer the questions once and  for all

may be long gone. I canno t deny, however, tha t part 
o f me finds tha t this realistic, fatalistic acceptance of 
the limits o f science makes the self-confidence of the 
pseudo-linguistics and  chronology-busting com para­
tive m orphology ra th e r alluring. No?

T he second com m ent o f yours tha t has stayed 
with me came up during  a conversation we had in 
Berlin, several m onths after the New York episode. 
You were speaking about A ntonin A rtaud’s time in 
Mexico, and  his quest to experience the Tarahu- 
m ara p eo p le ’s peyote dance. You described this as 
a desire to experience a time and  cu lture  u n adu lte r­
ated by m odernity , which m ight open the do o r to a 
fundam ental insight in to  the p roduction  o f hum an 
knowledge and  language. For you, A rtaud ’s expedi­
tion exem plified a longing to find  o n e ’s own identity 
ra th e r than  seeking to belong to a group no t o f o n e ’s 
own origin. Every search is always ultim ately about 
the seeker himself.

I th o ugh t of this again recently, w hen you wrote 
to me that—as you have said previously in o th e r con­
texts—you feel tha t every object o f yours is “alive, has 
opinions, will, and  attitude, with which it participates 
in a dialogue with o th e r objects, things, events, p er­
sons, anim als, and  so o n .”2' This im m ediately m ade 
me recall some o f my favorite objects by you, which 
date from  2002 and  2003: LA POLAR (N orth  Star), 
an u p tu rn ed  pho to  um brella  sprou ting  peacock and 
pheasant feathers from  its rim; LA MODERNA (The 
M odern), six sickles whose sharp  ends converge on

A B R A H A M  C R U Z V I L L E G A S ,  N U E S T R A  I M A G E N  A C T U A L :  R O L L O  

( O u r  R e a l  I m a g e :  R o l lo ) ,  2 0 1 2 ,  v i n y l  p a i n t ,  i n k  o n  w a te r  b a s e d  a c r y l ic ,  

e n a m e l  o n  k r a f t  p a p e r ,  1 8 ‘/ , x  1 5  7 ' / ’  /  U N S E R  W I R K L I C H E S  B I L D :  

R O L L O ,  V in y lfa r b e ,  T i n t e  a u f  w a s s e r b a s ie r te r  A c r y l fa r b e ,  E m a i l  a u f  

P a c k p a p ie r ,  3 0 0  x  4 0 0  cm . (PH O TO : E ST U D IO  M IC H E L  ZAB É)
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a single p o in t on a w ooden oar; and AEROPUERTO 
ALTERNO (A lternate A irport), a bundle  o f knives of 
various sizes stuck on a round  w ooden block standing 
on three long legs. I have always felt tha t the elegance 
o f these works relies in large part on the simplicity 
of the ir construction: two found things b rough t to­
gether in an alchem ical m arriage. T hrough  the gov­
ern ing  principles of balance and  gravity, the unions 
transform  into whole o ther beings—a constellation, 
a machine-for-living, and an agave plant, perhaps. At 
the same time, I like to th ink  o f them  as sham anic 
objects tha t wield great powers, even though they 
may no t be m ade from  precious m aterials—like the 
staff o f the T arahuram an  m edium  with whom A rtaud 
becam e obsessed, o r the m undane walking stick he 
believed to belong to St. Patrick.

Shamans continue to exist in certain contem po­
rary societies, such as Korea and Mexico. They can­
no t be wiped out by m odernity because the lands from
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which they spring forth still dem and their m ediation, 
and the animistic force that endows things with life 
has no t been expunged. Lands like these are haunted  
by brutality and  precariousness— the brutal o rder of 
hum ans and things that shifts often and irreversibly 
as if in seismic jolts, and  the two somehow m anaging 
time and again to be in a precariously balanced co­
existence or a prolonged suspension ra ther than in 
a rigid hierarchy. M odernized citizens of these lands
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submit, helplessly and yet willingly, to autochthonic 
(autoconstructive?) forces. They deal with the dark 
yet liberating forces by em ploying sham ans to fall, 
on their behalf, in to  a “divine illness,” when the ap­
poin ted  m edium s speak in tongues, can change gen­
der, and even leap over gorges o f time and  culture.

This som ehow  leads me to th ink  of the first m ajor 
work you exhibited  in Korea, an AUTOCONSTRUC- 
CIÓN you m ade for the 2012 Gwangju Biennale. In 
it, you transposed a m ethodology o f gathering , recy­
cling, and repurposing  from  your ne ighborhood  of 
Ajusco, outside Mexico City, and  im bued it, as you 
did  in the original context, with an “ethics o f m utual 
assistance and  cooperation , and  of alternative econ­
om ies,” as one w riter pu t it.3) This new application 
m ade sense given the historical victim hood, disen­
franchisem ent, and  resistant solidarity tha t perm eate 
Gwangju. But for me, the artworks you m ade there  
were no t so m uch the results of a “com m unity” act 
bu t ra th e r pulled  themselves together, as if by grav­
ity, in to  th e ir own ragtag wholeness. They were less 
organized than  self-organized—or “self-constructed.” 
They were themselves beings, no t sham anic objects 
bu t sham ans. All your AUTOCONSTRUCCIÓN works 
may have been so, bu t perhaps I had tha t realization 
finally when I saw one in a place tha t I knew had  so 
many unresolved grievances, m ournings, and  . . . 
ghosts.

I like to th ink  that the series of g iant calligraphic 
paintings of simians you m ade with a broom , follow­
ing your first couple of trips to Korea—and which you 
p resen ted  in  the exhibition “N uestra im agen actual” 
(O ur C urren t Image) in 2012— as arising from  a kind 
o f divine illness, a sham anic possession. At the time, 
you said tha t in Korea, “I recovered no t only my love 
for calligraphy and drawing, bu t also the pride for 
my opposable thum bs and  my hum bleness in the face 
o f the fierce and  destructive n a tu re  tha t stirs within 
us.” F urtherm ore , you said, despite or because o f the 
heigh tened  fear and fatigue in today’s Mexico, “I 
would like to recover for myself the pride in being an 
anim al, a beast, o r a m onkey.”4' W hile I do n o t fully 
grasp the sta tem ent on a rational level, I sense that 
you m ade an intuitive linkage— possessed vision?— 
betw een drawing (the m ost basic artistic act), hum an  
evolution, and  the id, while in tercontinentally  shut­

tling betw een two far-off places. And what resulted 
from  it is a visual language tha t m ight be easily recog­
nizable bu t still on the m argin of intelligibility. I do 
no t feel tha t you pain ted  monkeys simply because of 
your realization that you are a monkey.

Perhaps it is in this a ltered  state tha t you re tu rn ed  
to Korea to stage your m ost recen t exhibition, an 
installation tha t you decided to call AUTODESTRUC- 
CIÓN 8: SINBYEONG, using the K orean word for “di­
vine illness” as subtitle. You have been  em ploying the 
antonym ie term  autodestrucción (self-destruction) in 
place o f autoconstrucción (self-construction) as a title 
m ore often o f late. On the surface, the m ethodology 
of gathering  the flotsam and je tsam  o f a place and 
assem bling them  seems m ore o r less the same. Is it 
then  your own a ltered  state that dictates w hether it is 
destroying, ra th e r than  building, the self? The self as 
nonhum an , as simian?

O ne of these days, I may find the righ t approach 
to probe your encounters, identifications, and  pos­
sessions in what may be your original hom eland , and 
what you b ro u g h t hom e from  them . Maybe I will 
never find the p ro p er words, n o r will you. T hen  p er­
haps we can try to speak ou r own m other tongues 
and  see if we may find an unexpectedly liberating  
com m on language am id a divine illness.

Yours,
Doryun
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