EL SALVADOR, A FEW NOTES AND AN INTERVIEW
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Como el resto de los paises centroamericanos, El Salvador co-
mienza su proceso de occidentalizacién a partir del siglo XVI.
Dentro de este proceso largo y complejo hubo ciertas variables
que tuvieron un efecto mds profundo que otras y que modela-
ron la manera de ser y el sentir particular de la sociedad sal-
vadorefia.

Segun el historiador salvadorefio Pedro Escalante Arce, en-
tre las muchas variables histéricas que podriamos mencionar, es-
tan: El hecho basico de haber sido colonizados, y de haber per-
tenecido a Espafia por tanto tiempo; literalmente, como una pro-
vincia a tras mano, que no tuvo relevancia politica, ni adminis-
trativa. El Salvador no fue sede de ninguna capital importante: ni
capital de Virreinato, ni de Real Audiencia, ni tuvo el titulo un po-
co militar de Capitania General que ostentaba Guatemala. El ha-
ber sido subditos de Guatemala durante el periodo colonial, sin
duda tuvo también sus efectos. La Capitania General no permitié
que en nuestro territorio se fundase un solo obispado que pudie-
ra disponer de bienes para la construccién o el embellecimiento
de templos o establecimientos religiosos. Esto es algo que sin du-
da nos atrasé culturalmente. Estabamos relegados a ser provincia
dependiente de una capital. Comayagua en Honduras era sede
de Obispado y Gobernacién, también habia Gobernacién en
Leén (Nicaragua). Alrededor de estos centros se concentraba una
pequeia elite artistica y de pensadores o tedlogos que nosotros
nunca tuvimos. Quizds es por eso que heredamos una especie de
personalidad intelectual un tanto pedestre, un poco basica. Esto
produjo una simpleza provinciana que quizds todavia venimos
arrastrando.

Otra variable que sin duda nos marcé profundamente es el
mestizaje, con su pesada carga de prejuicios y complejos, que ter-
minaria por marcar el destino de los grupos indigenas que poco
a poco han ido desapareciendo, y,por supuesto, el hecho de que
los mismos grupos criollos, que manejaban al pais, no tenian ma-
yor educacién, eran hacendados dedicados al comercio y al aiiil,
que era en realidad lo Unico que nos distinguia en tiempos colo-
niales: nuestra riqueza, como grandes productores de apil.

Al carecer el pais de grandes recursos minerales, pronto se
valoré su tierra fértil y su poblacién indigena como recurso de
mano de obra. La posicién de los grupos indigenas en esta peri-
feria era muy diferente a los grupos del altiplano de Guatemala,
quienes tenian para la corona cierta importancia politica. En El

As in the other Central American countries, in El Salvador, the
westernisation process began in the sixteenth century. Within this
long, complex process, there were certain variables which had a
more far-reaching effect than others and shaped the way of being
and feeling peculiar to Salvadorean society. According to
Salvadorean historian Pedro Escalante Arte, we might mention
the following from among that long list of historical variables:
the fact in itself of having been colonised and of having belonged
to Spain for so long; literally like a province in the backwaters,
with no political or administrative relevance. El Salvador was
never the home of any important capital; neither the capital of a
viceroyalty nor of a Royal Audience. Nor did it bear the
somewhat military title of General Headquarters, as did
Guatemala. Undoubtedly, the fact that the population had been
subjects of Guatemala during the colonial period also had its
effects. General Headquarters did not allow our territory to have
a single bishopric which might, with sufficient resources, build or
embellish temples and other places of worship. This is something
which doubtless set us back culturally speaking. We were
relegated to being a province dependent on a capital. In
Honduras, Comayagua was the seat of the Bishopric and
Government; in Leon, Nicaragua, there was also a seat of
government. These centres were frequented by a small elite of
artists, thinkers and theologians which was never seen in our
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Salvador, los grupos indigenas fueron simplemente usados como
mano de obra. Iniciéndose asi, un proceso de explotacién y de te-
nencia de tierra que habrian de convertirnos en una sociedad
eminentemente agraria. En este contexto el arte del periodo colo-
nial se limita esencialmente a sus manifestaciones religiosas. Du-
rante la época independentista, El Salvador comienza a tomar
bandera como defensor del unionismo centroamericano, un ideal
que pronfo caeria al vacié comenzando asi nuestra carrera como
republica. El neoclasicismo arquitecténico de la era independen-
tista no encontré mayores equivalencias en las artes plasticas, y
no es sino hasta principios del siglo XX que se establece una tra-
dicién pictérica coherente.

El arte académico y el retratismo oficial dio paso al moder-
nismo de la escuela de Carlos Alberto Imery, a las influencias del
realismo social, a la introduccién del costumbrismo y a la escuela
del espafol Valero Lecha.

El arte contempordneo se inicia en El Salvador con la aper-
tura de la galeria Forma en mil novecientos cincuenta y ocho. Su
propietaria y directora, Julia Diaz, forma parte del grupo de pre-
cursores que habrian de romper el academicismo antecedente.
Con sus nuevas maneras y visiones: Julia Diaz fue una gran pro-
motora y coleccionista; Radl Elas Reyes cambié la vision de su en-
torno con paisajes expresionistas; mientras Carlos Cafias y Rosa
Mena Valenzuela se destacaron como grondes artistas y mentores
excepcionales. Hasta el periodo de los afios sesenta se da en El
Salvador una especie de redescubrimiento de las artes pldsticas
locales. Es este el primer momento de encuentro con un sector mas
amplio de la poblacién.

Poco a poco la escena fue creciendo; ya para los afios se-
tenta se habia establecido un mercado para el arfe que en ese
momento parecia prometedor, alejado aun de la barbarie de la
guerra que se acercaba. Los sefenta representaron, en muchos
sentidos, un periodo de bonanza econémica, especialmente para
ciertos sectores de la sociedad salvadorefa. Las artes plésticas de
este periodo coquetean con el internacionalismo latinoamericano,
las influencias precolombinas neo-abstractas, el preciosismo téc-
nico y la expresividad matérica.

Ya para mil novecientos setenta y nueve habian comenza-
do las presiones politicas, en uno de los periodos mas dificiles y
desastrosos de la historia salvadorefia. Sin embargo, en San Sal-
vador se dio un momento muy importante para las artes plasti-
cas salvadorefas. La crisis politica y social propicié cambios, po-
siciones y expresiones de todo tipo: desde lo panfletario al es-
capismo.

Para tener una idea general del fenémeno de los ochenta en
El Salvador, hice una entrevista a Janine Janowski, directora de
galeria El Laberinto:

Rodolfo Molina 3Cémo era el arte del final de los afos setenta
en el Salvador? zHabia un gusto por el preciosismo?

Janine Janowski Existian en los setenta algunas manifestaciones
de arfe que no tenian un acceso tan fécil a las salas de exposi-
cién: gente como Carlos Cafias e incluso Benjamin Canas que to-
davia no era muy gustado. Habia un arte oficial que dominaba y
mucha gente que estaba produciendo un tipo de obra que no era
necesariamente preciosista no tenia un acceso tan facil, pero si en
ese momento la factura del cuadro, siempre fue importante, por-
que todavia no llegamos a los Bonilla, quien ain no habia entra-
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country. It is perhaps for this reason that we inherited a kind of
somewhat pedestrian intellectual personality, rather rudimentary.
This in turn gave rise to a provincial simpleness which we
possibly still possess.

Another variable which unquestionably left a deep mark
on us was miscegenation, with its heavy burden of prejudices and
complexes. Ultimately, it would set the destiny of the indigenous
groups, which have gradually disappeared. Added to this of
course was the fact that the groups of Creoles who were in control
of the country had not had much of an education. They were
landowners engaged in trade and the production of indigo,
which was really our only distinguishing feature in colonial
times: our wealth as large-scale producers of indigo.

As the country was lacking in major mineral resources, it
was not long before attention shifted to its fertile soil and to the
indigenous population as a source of labour. On this periphery,
the situation of the indigenous groups was quite different from
that of the groups in the Guatemalan highlands in that the latter
had a certain degree of political importance for the Crown. In El
Salvador, the indigenous groups were simply used as labour and
thus there began a process of exploitation and land-holding
which was to make us into a predominantly agricultural country.
In this context, the art of the colonial period was limited
essentially to forms of religious expression.
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do en escena. Bonilla empieza a jugar con el expresionismo de la
forma y nunca estuvo interesado en el preciosismo.

RM ;Qué me dices del trabajo de Rosa Mena Valenzuela en esos
dias?

JJ Bueno, tanto en los sesenta como en los setenta y los ochenta,
Rosa Mena siempre ha sido una especie de epifenémeno que se-
guia un camino muy personal dentro de una linea expresionista y
de rebeldia, pero esto se debe quizds més a su naturaleza propia
que por un deseo de oponerse a la sociedad. Creo que ella esta
conforme con la sociedad, pero su temperamento no la deja ha-
cer otra cosa que lo que esta haciendo con tanta sinceridad y tan-
ta pasién, su trabajo sin duda culmina en los ochenta y noventa
con una expresién maravillosa y excepcional.

RM ;Cudando abres El Laberinto?

1) El Laberinto abre en el 77 justo después de una gran exposi-
cién de arte latinoamericano. Empezé un poco de una manera es-
pontdnea, pero también reconociendo un poco lo conformista que
era el arte que se exhibia en las diferentes galerias, incluyendo la
misma galeria Forma de la época que a veces actuaba més bien
como una especie de cémara, una secta, un grupo, lo cual es to-
talmente legitimo hacerlo. A la vez, habia un exclusién fuerte de
muchos artistas, especialmente habia muchos artistas jévenes que
no se tomaban en cuenta. Cuando decidi abrir la galeria era pre-
cisamente con esto en mente; un artista que estaba bastante ex-
cluido era por ejemplo Carlos Cafias, quien era un artista forma-
do, pero también comenzamos a trabajar con artistas jévenes. Se
empezd pequefio en un principio y poco a poco se fue agran-
dando.

RM ;Y poco a poco fue tomando la galeria un cardcter especial2.

JJ En el camino se hizo este cardcter con cierta intencién desde
un principio. Yo pensé, por ejemplo, en un espacio ecléctico, des-
de el inicio, no queria especializarme en tener, por ejemplo, sélo
obra expresionista. Yo trataba de reunir talentos alrededor de la
galeria... no importaba su linea de trabajo, como no importaba
tampoco su tinte politico. Importaba la calidad de la obra.

RM ;Y no estabas t también creando para los ojos del exterior
una especie de cofradia?

JJ Si, de hecho, inclusive nos lo dijeron; nos llamaban los "Lores"
de la pintura, por el hecho de no poder trabajar con mas de diez
a quince artistas, y con ellos se trataba de obtener lo mejor, vy,
bueno, si quieres lo mejor debes dejar mucha gente afuera, esto

During the period of independence, El Salvador started to
assume a role as the standard bearer of Central American
unionism, an ideal which would soon go up in smoke as our
status as a republic began to take shape. The architectural neo-
classicism of the era of independence had no significant
counterparts in the plastic arts and it was not until the dawn of
the twentieth century that a coherent political tradition was
established.

Academic art and official portraiture gave way to the
modernism of the Carlos Alberto Imery School, the influences of
social realism, the arrival of costumbrismo (a literary genre
focusing on social and regional traditions and customs) and the
school founded by the Spaniard, Valero Lecha.

In El Salvador, the starting point of contemporary art was
the opening of the gallery known as Forma in 1958. The gallery’s
owner and director, Julia Diaz, formed part of the group of
pioneers who would tear the preceding academicism asunder
with their new ways and visions. Julia Diaz was a great promoter
and collector. Raul Elas Reyes would change the vision of his
medium with expressionist scenery, while Carlos Canas and Rosa
Mena Valenzuela stood out as great artists and exceptional
mentors. Up to the sixties, El Salvador witnessed a kind of
rediscovery of local plastic arts. This was the first encounter with
a broader sector of the population.

Little by little, the ambit expanded and, by the seventies, a
market had been established for the art which, at the time,
seemed most promising and was as yet removed from the
atrocities of the approaching war. In many ways, the seventies
constituted a period of economic boom, especially for certain
sectors of Salvadorean society. In this period, the plastic arts
flirted with Latin American internationalism, the pre-Columbian
neo-abstract influences, technical preciosity and the
expressiveness of matter.

By 1979, political pressure had been brought to bear in one
of the most difficult and disastrous periods in the history of El
Salvador. However, in San Salvador, there came developments of
great significance for the country’s plastic arts. The political and
social crisis triggered multiple changes, along with the emergence
of new positions and expressions of all kinds: from the
propagandistic to escapism.

So as to form a general idea as to the phenomenon of the
eighties in El Salvador, I interviewed Janine Janowski, the director
of the gallery, El Laberinto:

Rodolfo Molina What was the art of the late seventies like in El
Salvador? Was there a taste for preciosity?

Janine Janowski In the seventies, some forms of artistic
expression did not have such easy access to exhibition rooms.
People like Carlos Canas and even Benjamim Canas, who wasn’t
very popular as yet. A form of official art dominated the scene
and many people who were producing a kind of art that was not
necessarily in the vein of preciosity did not have such easy access.
At that time, the facture of the picture was important because the
Bonillas had not yet arrived. He hadn’t made his appearance. He
started to dabble in the expressionism of form and was never
interested in preciosity.

RM What can you tell me about the work of Rosa Mena
Valenzuela at that time?
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cre6 una especie de resentimiento o nerviosismo de parte de al-
gunos artistas. Inclusive c|gunos tratarian eventualmente de ha-
cernos directa o indirectamente un poco de dafio.

RM Los ochenta es el periodo més conflictivo que hubo en El Sal-
vador durante el siglo veinte. ;3Cémo crees tG que incidié la gue-
rra en El Laberinto y cémo actuaban los artistas respecto al con-
flicto? Porque habria algunos que hablaran del conflicto en su tra-
bajo y otros que no.

JJ Si, claro, para mi El Laberinto siempre ha sido un lugar de ar-
te, independientemente de la circunstancia que nos rodeaba en-
tonces. Quizas, un ingrediente inherente al arte podria ser la di-
ficultad.

La guerra fue un momento dificil para todos los artistas, al-
gunos prefirieron expresarlo en su arte, ofros no. Siempre que en
la obra se manifestara de alguna manera el hecho artistico a mi
no me importaba de qué tendencia pudiera ser. De hecho, se nos
advirtié un par de veces: qué peligroso, jcomo van a poner eso
en la galeria! etc. Sin embargo yo nunca lo crei mucho, porque la
verdad es que no creo que el arte permeara mucho en las capas
de poder en la sociedad de El Salvador. Pienso que los persona-
jes que dirigian la guerra o lo que fuera en aquel entonces, no es-
taban para nada sensibilizados con respecto al arte que nosotros
exhibiamos. No veia yo realmente el peligro, y probablemente tu-
ve razén ya que nunca tuve un llamamiento de parte de las auto-
ridades, a pesar de que a veces hemos tenido muestras extrema-
damente contestatarias.

RM De alguna manera El Laberinto cambié la escena del arte en
El Salvador, porque le dio espacio a ofra gente y le dio valor a
ofro tipo de trabajo

JJ Si, diria que si, y también le hemos dado espacio a expresio-
nes que en ese tiempo eran Unicas en El Salvador; teniamos ex-
posiciones de instalacién, teatro y ofras manifestaciones, que,
efectivamente, animaban mucho la escena. Hemos tenido video, e
inclusive un maratén de cortometrajes que ilustraban un poco la
historia del video en los Estados Unidos. La gente asistié encanta-
da a todo esto.

RM ;Performances?

JJ Claro, Julio César Sequeira era el “performer” de El Laberinto
tanto actuando como en su vida, o en su manera de vivir.

RM ;Habia también un sentido de grupo ¢

J) Si, habia una especie de sentido de pertenencia, se logré jun-
tar personas, artistas, que aunque hicieron cosas totalmente dis-
tintas unos de los ofros, si habia un gran respeto mutuo, que se
sostuvo durante mucho tiempo, y eso establecié una especie de te-
iido que funcioné como un todo por bastante tiempo. Por lo me-
nos hasta los noventa. Después de la firma de la paz de hecho ya
no, ya no funcioné.

RM El trabajo de El Laberinto vino a romper un poco el arte oficial.

JJ Por supuesto, primero de fodo porque el arfe oficial no tenia
entrada en El Laberinto, a pesar de que después de un tiempo las
personas que representaban este arte oficial hubieran querido en-
trar en El Laberinto, porque logramos una especie de prestigio en
el pais y quizds afuera también sin darnos mucha cuenta. Siem-

J] Well, both in the sixties and in the seventies and eighties, Rosa
Mena had always been a kind of epi-phenomenon who went
very much her own way within an expressionist direction of
rebellion. But this was perhaps due more to her own character
than to a desire to oppose society. I think she’s happy with society
but her temperament doesn’t allow her to do anything other
than what she is doing, with so much sincerity and passion. The
culminating point of her work undoubtedly came in the eighties
and nineties, with a marvellous and exceptional manner of
expression.

RM When did you open El Laberinto?

JI El Laberinto opened in 1977, just after a big Latin American art
exhibition. It started off in a somewhat spontaneous way, as a
reaction to the conformist art on show at the various galleries,
including the Forma Gallery as it then was. It often acted more
like a chamber, a sect, a group, which is quite valid. At the same
time, there was a strong tendency to exclude a good number of
artists. Above all, there were many young artists who weren'’t
taken into account. When I decided to open the gallery, this was
precisely what I had in mind. One trained artist who had suffered
quite a lot from this exclusion was, for instance, Carlos Canas.
But we also started working with young artists. We started off on
a small scale and expanded in a gradual manner.

RM Was it also in a gradual manner that the gallery acquired its
special character?

JJ That character developed as we went along, although the
original intention had been on those lines. For instance, from the
outset, I had thought of an eclectic space. I didn't want to
specialise only in expressionist work, for example. I tried to
gather different talents round the gallery... the trend of the work
was not important, not were its political hues. What mattered
was the work’s quality.

RM But, from the point of view of outsiders, weren’t you also
creating a kind of brotherhood?

J]J Yes. In fact, people said so, they called us the lords of painting,
because we were unable to work with more than 10 or 15 artists.
The idea was to bring out the very best in them and, if you want
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pre se discutia con los artistas sobre la obra, habia un respeto por
la obra y una especie de auto exigencia.

RM ;Crees que El Laberinto rompié también cierta complacencia
que existia en el medio?

JJ Si, porque se creia que sdlo si se "confeccionaba" tal tipo de
arte se iba a "vender". Era una especie de artesania. Yo siempre
pensé que el arte era algo més personal. En el medio se habia
trastocado totalmente este sentido de unicidad de la obra de arte,
déndole énimo a una serie de artistas para que repitieran forma-
tos previamente aceptados.

RM ;Cémo ves al pablico salvadorefio de estos dias con relacién
al de los afios ochenta?

J) Han pasado mdés de veinte afios desde los afios ochenta y es-
te periodo ha traido un publico que quizas ha regresado de otras
partes, artistas que han regresado pero no me parece que el po-
blico de los afios ochenta estuviese siempre a la altura de los ar-
tistas o de la obra que se estaba produciendo, pero debido justa-
mente a la guerra llegé mucha gente extranjera, de periodismo,
de organizaciones de ayuda y por cierto este fue el publico prin-
cipal de El Laberinto, el piblico salvadorefio fue un poco timido
en cuanto a las obras ya afianzadas de los artistas. Al principio
si se acercaban, pero ya cuando los artistas comenzaron a reali-
zar obra mds seria, el publico salvadorefio se alejé un poco, in-

the best, you have to exclude a lot of people. I think this was a
kind of resentment or uneasiness on the part of some artists,
some of whom would eventually try to do us harm, either directly
or indirectly.

RM The eighties were the most conflictive period in twentieth-
century El Salvador. In what way do you think the war affected EI
Laberinto and how did artists react to the conflict? I suppose there
would be some who spoke of the conflict in their works and some
who didn't.

JJ Yes, of course. To my mind, El Laberinto has always been a
place for art and so, irrespectively of the circumstances
surrounding us, an inherent ingredient of art could possibly be
difficulty.

The war was a difficult moment for all artists. Some
preferred to express it in their art while others didn’t. As long as
the artistic act was somehow made manifest in the work, I didn’t
mind about the tendency. In fact, on a couple of occasions, we
were warned: “That’s really dangerous. You can’t put that in the
gallery!” However, I never took much notice of this because the
truth of the matter is that I don’t think that art penetrated very
deeply into the layers of power that make up the society of El
Salvador. I think that, at that time, the individuals who were
directing the war, or whatever it was, had no acute awareness of
the art we were displaying. I didn't see any real danger and I was
probably right because I was never summoned by the authorities,
despite the fact that we held highly non-conformist exhibitions.

RM Somehow, El Laberinto changed the art scene in El Salvador,
in the sense that it provided other people with space and gave
credit to other types of work.

J] Yes, I'd agree with that. We also provided space for forms of
expression then unique in El Salvador. We held exhibitions of
installations, the dramatic arts and other representational media
and this, it is true, did a lot to galvanise the scene. We had video
and even a shorts marathon to give a brief insight into the
history of the video in the United States. People got a lot of
enjoyment out of all this.

RM What about performances?

J] Obviously, Julio Sequeira was the key performer at El Laberinto,
both artistically and in his own life, or in his way of life.
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clusive escuchamos comentarios de la época donde se decia que
no les gustaba nada en El Laberinto. Diria que el piblico ya no
caminé a la par de los artistas. Con la firma de la paz se perdié
el publico extranjero, el publico comprador, esto confundié un po-
co al artista que siempre necesita comer, y me di cuenta que con
este nuevo cambio algunos de los artistas bajaron los brazos,
uniéndose al grupo de artistas complacientes.

RM :T0 crees que la produccién actual es demasiado intimista?

JJ Bueno, el hecho de ser intimista no tiene nada de malo siem-
pre que no se vuelva un soliloquio o una cosa tan obtusa que na-
die lo entienda. Creo que se estd viendo demasiado a las revistas
extranjeras y lo que en ofros lugares ha sido el resultado de un
proceso que ha funcionado allg, al adaptarse aqui pierde auten-

ticidad.

RM Tampoco parece que hay un discurso muy claro

JJ Si, se diluye todo porque justamente parece que no hay una
reflexion.

En ofros paises se da mas la critica y se escucha a la criti-
ca, aqui se ofende un poco de la critica; es dificil, pero pienso que
el artista toca un poco todas las cuerdas a ver cudl le suena me-
jor al publico,lo que considero un gran error, ya que en vez de
buscar dentro de si mismo, es como si tanteara para ver que pe-
ga, y es alli donde estamos mal, alli no puede haber ninguna in-
tencién auténtica de libertad ni de creatividad y de hecho, con
propiedad, podemos hablar de un producto, pero no de creacio-

RM Was there a group feeling too?

JJ Yes. There was a kind of feeling of belonging. We managed to
get people together, artists who felt tremendous respect for one
another despite the fact that they were producing totally different
things. This relationship was forged over a long period, forming a
kind of web which worked as a whole for a considerable length of
time, at least up to the nineties. It stopped working after the
peace treaty.

RM Activities at El Laberinto were a kind of breakaway from
official art.

JJ That'’s right. First and foremost because there was no room for
official art at EI Laberinto, in spite of the fact that, after a while,
the people who represented that official art would have liked to
join in. This was because we acquired a certain amount of
prestige in the country and, perhaps, abroad as well, although I
wasn't really aware of this. The works were always discussed with
the artists, there was a feeling of respect for the works and we all
demanded a great deal of ourselves.

RM Do you think that El Laberinto also broke away from a
certain sense of “keeping the customer satisfied” then existing in
the milieu?

JI Yes, because it was thought that only if a certain type of art
was “put together” would it be sold. It was a kind of handicraft. 1
have always thought that art is something more personal. In the
milieu, this sense of uniqueness of the work of art had been
totally transformed, encouraging a number of artists to repeat
previously accepted formats.

RM In your view, how does the Salvadorean public of today
compare with that of the eighties?

J] Over 20 years have passed since the eighties and this period
has brought with it a public which has perhaps returned from
elsewhere, artists who have returned. But I don’t think the public
of the eighties always measured up to the artists or the work they
were producing but, precisely on account of the war, many
people arrived from the field of journalism and aid organisations
and, incidentally, this was EI Laberinto’s main public. The
Salvadorean public was rather wary of these by now established
works of the artists. At the beginning, they came to have a look
but when the artists started producing more serious work, they
became a bit distant. At the time, we even heard remarks to the

BeaTRiZ DE LEON. Figura recostada. Concreto | Concrete.
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Jost DavID Herrera. Sin titulo. Técnica mixta sobre acrilico | Mixed media on

nes. Por supuesto, siempre pondria aparte un par de artistas que
si estén trabajando de un modo personal, que estan trabajando
muy bien, ofros se contentan con un poco de... no diré fama, di-
gamos de reconocimiento adquirido; y que a partir de alli van a
hacer cualquier cosa, piensan que tienen este derecho... y no es
asi. En vez de seguir siendo indagadores, buscadores, investiga-
tivos, siento que esto sinceramente en los noventa se ha perdido,
habia mucha més investigacién en los ochenta. Es como si cayé-
ramos en caida libre, con la firma de la paz, la gente se confié,
de repente hubo mucho dinero al principio de los noventa, hay
que recordarlo. Y la gente compraba cualquier cosa, con este au-
ge. Creo que dlli se perdi6 un poco el artista, tuvo una tentacién
y esta lo vencié.

RM Alguien me comentaba el otro dia que sentia que estamos vi-
viendo en un estado de apatia, que ya a nadie le interesa com-
prometerse con nada, porque ya nadie cree en nada.

JJ Si, hay una suerte de cinismo, ya no hablo de los artistas de
los setenta o los ochenta que siguen existiendo, sino de otros ar-
tistas que han querido imitar el proceder de los artistas anteriores,
pero que si, han perdido la brijula, y manejan un cinismo, siem-
pre tanteando al pablico; lo cual es una vergiienza, y son muchos.
Quizés seria provechosa una confrontacién de artistas salvadore-
flos con otros artistas centroamericanos o latinoamericanos en un
foro donde se pudieran enfrentar las obras.

Y con criticos reales, no como otros, que vienen sélo a que-
dar bien con cierta gente como a veces sucede. Vienen y no dicen
nada, no aportan nada....

Creo que el aporte de el laberinto ha sido este: que tuvimos
la libertad de hablar, de pensar, de discutir, y habia discusién de
buena manera, no este espiritu tan nefasto que hay ahora. Creo
que El Laberinto tuvo su aporte, pero este estd en vias de perder-
se por la falta de autenticidad de la gente, de los mismos artistas.

2Qué era El Laberinto para los artistas?, seria la ofra pre-
gunta, la cual quizés no se ha contestado.

effect that people had no liking whatsoever for El Laberinto. 1
would say that the public was no longer marching in step with
the artists. With the peace treaty, the foreign public and the
foreign buyer disappeared. This bewildered the artist, who needs
to eat like everybody else. And I realised that, as a result of this
new change, some of the artists would sell out and join the group
of artists who worked to please the public.

RM Do you think that present-day production is too intimist?

J] Well, there’s nothing wrong in being an intimist as long as the
whole thing doesn’t turn into a soliloquy or something so obtuse
that nobody can understand it. I think too many foreign reviews
are being read. What in other places is the result of a process
that’s worked there, loses authenticity when you try and adapt it
here.

RM There doesn’t seem to be a clear discourse either.

J] Yes, everything melts away precisely because there doesn’t
seem to be a reflection. In other countries, there is more criticism
and that criticism is heeded. Here, people tend to take offence at
criticism. It's hard, but I think that the artist tries a little bit of
everything to see what suits the public most. I see this as a big
mistake because, instead of searching within himself, it’s as if
he’s trying to find out what goes down well. That’s where the
whole thing goes wrong because, in this approach, there can be
no genuine intention as regards freedom and creativity. In fact,
we may rightly speak of a product, but not of creations. Of
course, I would always set aside a couple of artists who indeed
are working in a personal way and are, moreover, working well.
Others are contented with a bit of ... I won't say fame, let’s say
acquired recognition; and they think that, from there, they’re going
to move on to do anything and everything, they think they have
this right ... but it’s not like that. Instead of continuing as
investigators, searchers, researchers. I really do think that this
was lost in the nineties. There was far more research in the
eighties. It’s as if we were in the midst of a free fall. With the
peace treaty, people’s confidence returned. We have to remember
that, suddenly, in the early nineties, there was lots of money
about and people would buy anything. I think that it was in this
boom that the artist, to some extent, lost his direction. He felt a
temptation that he couldn't resist.

RM The other day, someone was telling me that he has the
impression that we're living in a state of apathy, that nobody is
interested in committing himself to anything because nobody
believes in anything any more.

J] Yes, there is a kind of two-facedness. I'm not referring now to
the artists of the seventies and eighties who are still around but
to other artists who have tried to imitate the actions of previous
artists. These are the ones that are off course, these are the
phonies, always probing the public. It's a disgrace. And there are
lots of them. It might be a good idea to bring Salvadorean artists
face to face with other Central and Latin American artists at a
forum where they could compare their works. And with real
critics, not the sort that only want to make a good impression on
certain people as is sometimes the case. They come along but say
nothing, contribute nothing ...

I think that the contribution of EI Laberinto was like this: we
had freedom to speak, to think, to argue and the discussions were
healthy, not tainted by that awful spirit you find nowadays. I
think that tl Laberinto made its contribution but that it'’s going to
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RM Yo creo que era muy importante, ha sido un espacio forma-
tivo para mucha gente, y también era un lugar de reunién, don-
de no habia que buscar una excusa para poder llegar, era como
la casa comtn de todos; se dio en un momento muy especial, di-
ficil de repetir.

J) Si, El Laberinto duré unos veinte afios y debe haber funciona-
do bien durante unos quince afios. Cuando digo que el legado de
El Laberinto se estd perdiendo, no me refiero a nada material; E/
Laberinto ya no existe, estd cerrado. Me refiero a un espiritu que
no se supo mantener, de alguna manera funcioné por un fiempo
pero es como si finalmente fracasara con el paso del tiempo.

RM Personalmente, y habiendo sido parte de El Laberinto, creo
que este tuvo sus efectos mds importantes en el medio, dio la pau-
ta que cambié las cosas en una sociedad que era muy cerrada, co-
mo una galeria que de algin modo se impuso, en el sentido de po-
der decir “nosotros también valemos y somos importantes y hace-
mos lo que queremos aunque a ustedes no les guste”; esta posicién
siento yo que es el hecho mas importante de El Laberinto ya que
dio la pauta para que ahora puedan ocurrir un montén de cosas,
que no se estén dando en este momento es fotalmente circunstan-
cial, pero el paso ya se dio y eso, creo yo, es lo mds importante.

JJ Puede ser, yo la sensacién que tengo es que esa libertad que
se tuvo actualmente no existe, excepto quizds por el trabajo que
en otro dmbito estd realizando Beatriz Alcaine, sin embargo no
con mucho éxito, porque le cuesta lo que nos costé a nosotros,
que de repente viene alguien a imponer una cosa més encasilla-
dora y ahi ya ella pierde el terreno, porque esta sociedad es tre-
mendamente conformista; es como hacer una lucha desde una
posicién un poco marginal. Respecto a los arfistas actuales siento
que hay un espiritu que en este momento no estd, creo que pue-
de estar en otras partes pero no entre los arfistas plésticos. Hay
algunos, por supuesto, con quienes estoy en contacto siempre. No
es quizds casualidad, las cosas se han complicado ahora, hay
que tener cuidado, no se puede estar dentro del sistema y a la vez
en la libertad, por eso hay que reflexionar un poquito...

Como Janine Janowski refleja en su entrevista: Los Gltimos veinte
afios del siglo veinte en El Salvador se caracterizaron por los cam-
bios acelerados. La politica, la sociedad, la cultura, sufrieron pro-
fundas transformaciones. La gran movilidad poblacional, provo-
cada por el conflicto armado, torné al pais de ser una sociedad
eminentemente agraria a una nueva sociedad urbana, con sus
problemas consecuentes.

La enorme emigracién hacia los Estados Unidos, Canada y
Australia, han terminado por globalizar en pocos afios a un pais
con una identidad cultural apenas incipiente. La realidad del sig-
nificado de ser salvadorefio ha cambiado radicalmente, y esta
nueva realidad no ha sido asimilada todavia, menos ain com-
prendida, ni explicada. A esto le afiadimos la gran proliferacién
de iglesias protestantes, no podemos negar que se estd dando un
problema de distorsién en el sentido que se estén trayendo patro-
nes de comportamiento externos mientras se descartan los locales.
La tradicional vida vernécula salvadorefia ha pasado a ser siné-
nimo de pobreza. Ante esto, las politicas culturales oficiales ante-
ponen campaiias folcloristas de una sorprendente ingenvidad.

be lost because of the lack of sincerity shown by people, by the
artists themselves.

What did El Laberinto mean to the artists? That would be
another question, one which perhaps has not been answered.

RM 1 think it was really important. It was a training ground for
many people and also a meeting place. There was no need to go
there on some excuse, it was an open house, and it appeared at a
highly specific time, difficult to repeat.

1) Yes. El Laberinto lasted about 20 years and probably worked
effectively for about 15. When I say that we’re losing the legacy
of El Laberinto, I don’t mean it in any material way. El Laberinto
doesn’t exist. It’s closed. I'm referring to a spirit that wasn’t
allowed to last. It somehow worked for some time but it’s as if,
ultimately, it failed in the course of time.

RM Personally, having been part of El Laberinto, 1 think that it
had its greatest effects on the milieu, it set the pace which
changed things in an extremely closed society, as a gallery that
somehow made its presence felt by giving us the chance to teil
the world that we too have something to say, we’re important
and we do what we want whether you like it or not. In my view,
this stance is the most important thing about E! Laberinto
because, thanks to its efforts, so many things can happen now.
That they’re not happening at this very minute is purely
circumstantial, but the first step has been taken and that, to my
mind, is what really matters.

J1 You could be right. The impression I have is that the freedom
we had then is not here now, except perhaps in the work being
done by Beatrice Alcaine in a different ambit. Nevertheless, she
isn’t having much success because she’s running into the same
difficulties as we did: all at once, somebody comes along and
imposes something that better fits the bill and it is here that she
loses ground, because this society is tremendously conformist. It’s
like waging a battle from the sidelines. As far as present-day
artists are concerned, I sense that there is a spirit which isn’t here
right now. I think that it might be in other places but not among
the plastic artists. Naturally, there are some with whom I'm in
constant contact. Perhaps it’s not coincidence. Things are more
complicated now and you have to be careful. You can't be inside
the system and have your freedom at the same time. That’s why
we need to ponder awhile ...

LR

As Janine Janowski says in the interview: In El Salvador, the last
20 years of the twentieth century featured rapid changes. Politics,
society and culture underwent profound transformations. The
large-scale movement of the population as a result of armed
conflict changed the country’s character: a predominantly
agricultural society was turned into a new urban society, with all
the problems this entails.

In a matter of years, the huge emigratory flow to the
United States, Canada and Australia has globalised a country
whose cultural identity had barely started to burgeon. The reality
of the meaning of being Salvadorean has changed radically and
this new reality has not as yet been assimilated, even less
understood or explained. To this must be added the great
proliferation of Protestant churches. We cannot deny that a
problem of distortion is appearing in the sense that foreign
behaviour patterns are being brought in while local ones are
being left to one side. El Salvador’s traditional vernacular life has
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A partir de los fuegos artificiales posteriores a la firma de
la Paz en 1992, El Salvador retoma la via del progreso econé-
mico e inclusive de un cierto liderazgo empresarial a nivel Cen-
troamericano. Sin embargo, todavia persiste el paralelismo tem-
poral y el contraste socioeconémico en los modos de vida de los
salvadorefios.

Dentro de este marco confuso, el arte en El Salvador se
mueve tratando de redescubrirse o reinventarse. En su gran ma-
yoria, las instituciones culturales se encuentran todavia en un pro-
ceso de formacién o maduracién, de manera que no existe en es-
te momento en el pais ni critica, en bases permanentes, ni institu-
ciones de formacién para las artes en el émbito profesional. La
mayoria de los artistas que de alguna manera se distinguen, qui-
zas con la excepcién de Antonio Bonilla, o han estudiado afuerq,
o han tenido algun tipo de formacién profesional afin a las artes
plésticas.

En este momento, en El Salvador, quizés el aporte mas im-
portante lo estdn dando precisamente estos artistas aislados que
estén trabajando por una obra que vale por si misma como lo ha
dicho Janine Janowski.

La escena del arte salvadorefio se ha mantenido como en el
resto de Centroamérica bastante aislada de las tendencias y van-
guardias internacionales, en una posicién esencialmente peri-
ferica.

Sin embargo, se estan haciendo esfuerzos regionales por el
arte contempordneo centroamericano, y por el mutuo conoci-
miento a través de un grupo de organizaciones no gubernamen-
tales: Teoré/tica en CostaRica, La Curanderia en Guatemala; Fun-
dacién Julia Diaz en El Salvador, La Revista ARTEFACTO en Ni-
caragua; Mujeres en Las Artes en Honduras y TALINGO en Pa-
namd, que como gestores independientes realmente estan mar-
cando una diferencia.

En El Salvador se esté dando un proceso lento de cambio en
el medio de las artes pldsticas. Afortunadamente, existen también
ofras perspectivas positivas, como la pronta apertura del Museo
de Arte Moderno de El Salvador. Un espacio privado, qye bien
podria instituirse en un ente esencial para las artes nacionales y
en una ventana digna para el arte contempordneo.

En el ambito internacional son pocos los artistas salvadore-
fos que han tenido alguna notoriedad.

GARBINE LARRALDE. Al borde del abismo. Triptico, técnica mixta | mixed media,
23 x 23 cm c/u.

become a synonym of poverty. In view of this, official cultural
policies are launching surprisingly naive campaigns for the
promotion of folklore.

After the firework display to celebrate the peace treaty of
1992, El Salvador returned to a path of economic progress and
even of a certain corporate leadership at the Central American
level. Nevertheless, temporal parallelism and socio-economic
contrast still persist in the ways of life of the Salvadorean people.

It is within this hazy framework that art in El Salvador is
evolving, trying to rediscover or reinvent itself. The large majority
of cultural institutions are still going through the stages of
formation and maturity and so, at the present time, the country
has no permanent critical bases or professional training
institutions in the field of the arts. Perhaps with the exception of
Antonio Bonilla, most of the more prominent artists have either
studied abroad or have received some form of professional
training linked to the plastic arts.

At the present time in El Salvador, perhaps the most
important contribution is coming precisely from those isolated
artists who are working towards a work which is valid in itself, as
Janine Janowski has pointed out.

The art scene in El Salvador has, as in the rest of Central
America, remained fairly isolated from international trends and
avant-garde movements, assuming an essentially peripheral
position.

Nonetheless, on the regional level, initiatives are in place
to favour Central American contemporary art and enhance
mutual knowledge. This is being done through a group of Non-
Governmental Organisations: Teoré/tica in Costa Rica; La
Curanderia in Guatemala; Fundacion Julia Diaz in El Salvador; the
review, ARTEFACTO, in Nicaragua; Mujeres en Las Artes in
Honduras; and Talingo in Panama, all of which, as independent
agents, are making a real difference to things.

In El Salvador, the process of change is slow in the field of
the plastic arts. Fortunately, there are other positive perspectives
too, like the coming inauguration of the Museum of Modern Art
of El Salvador. A private initiative, it could well become an
essential entity for the national arts and a worthy window for
contemporary art.

In the international scope, few Salvadorean artists have
made their mark. There are two, however, who are in some way
involved: Muriel Hasbun and Luis Paredes Trigueros. They both
use photography as their means of expression. And both, though
living abroad, keep their points of contact with El Salvador.

I will now speak briefly of Luis Paredes, as he has been
invited to show his work in one of the sections of this review.

Luis Paredes Trigueros lives in Denmark and, for some time now,
has been basing his work on photographic series, connected in
some way or another with his perceptions of various themes.

In the series, Revelaciones (1993-95), the artist uses the very
nature of photography itself. The central theme is the human
figure, made to look hazy, almost diffuse. This contrasts with the
violent treatment to which the image has been submitted
through the scratches and blotches produced during the
photographic process. We are at once deeply disturbed and
seduced by the twofold effect of these images.

In the series, El jardin quemado (1996-98), the intention was
to express his feelings about El Salvador, which he saw as a kind
of paradise lost, an idea born of the contrast of his memories of
childhood and the consequences of repression, of violence and
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Dos artistas que se estdn moviendo en este medio son Mu-
riel Hasbun y Luis Paredes Trigueros. Ambos utilizan la fotografia
como medio de expresion. Y ambos, aunque viven en el extranije-
ro, mantienen nexos con El Salvador.

Me referiré brevemente a Luis Paredes, ya que ha sido invi-
tado a mostrar su trabajo en una seccién de esta revista.

Luis ParedesTrigueros vive en Dinamarca y, desde hace ya algin
tiempo, ha venido trabajando su obra con series fotogrdficas, re-
lacionadas de algin modo con sus percepciones sobre diferentes
temas.

En la serie Revelaciones (1993-95) El artista utiliza la na-
turaleza misma del medio fotogrdfico, el tema central de estos
trabajos es la figura humana, que mantiene una presencia bas-
tante borrosa, casi difusa. Esto contrasta con el tratamiento vio-
lento que ha recibido la imagen, gracias a los rayones y man-
chas, provocadas durante el proceso fotogrdfico. El efecto dua-
lista de estas imagenes nos perturba y nos seduce profunda-
mente.

En su serie El Jardin quemado (1996-98), la intencién era
expresar su sentir respecto a El Salvador, viéndolo como una es-
pecie de paraiso perdido, una idea que nace de la contraposicion
de sus recuerdos de infancia y las secuelas de la represién, de la
violencia y de la guerra (el artista trabajé como corresponsal de
prensa durante el periodo conflictivo).

Esta serie, con sus variantes, tiene como Unico motivo flores
quemadas; las fotografias fueron terminadas en copias en blanco
y negro y posteriormente se tifieron con café concentrado (El café
tiene implicaciones socioeconémicas y politicas en El Salvador).
Una variante de este tema es la serie Cruzada, que esté relacio-
nada con el proceso de sincretismo ocurrido en Centroamérica
con la llegada del Cristianismo. En esta serie la fragmentacién
geométrica es usada a manera de metafora de la fragmentacion
histérica de una identidad ahora casi olvidada. Ademas del uso
del café, a manera de tinte, también el fuego ha intervenido en
estas piezas.

Ambientes Minimos (2000-...) se llama la serie en que Luis
Paredes se encuentra trabajando.

En esta nueva serie el artista ha querido interiorizar, tra-
tando de "expresar la mayor profundidad posible por medio
del lenguaje mas sencillo y silencioso". Se trata de construc-
ciones minimalistas a manera de paisajes atmosféricos frag-
mentados y construidos mediante horizontes borrosos, donde
lo figurativo ha quedado del lado en una bisqueda de expre-
sién que ha abandonado la cualidad de reproduccion inhe-
rente a la fotografia, acercédndose a una abstraccion atmosfé-
rica, en un afan de limpieza, de desmitificacién, de busqueda
de lo esencial.

En esta obra Luis Paredes ha dado un cambio grande res-
pecto a su trabajo anterior, en donde habia existido un sabor de
alguna manera cercano a sus vivencias personales y al acontecer
en su tierra natal. En la serie Ambientes Minimos el lenguaie cier-
tamente es mas frio, mas lejano, pero también mds trascendente.
El artista nos muestra, con sus composiciones de fotos maltiples, el
mismo espacio fotografiado en el mismo sitio en diferentes tiem-
pos y bajo diferente luz. La unificacién de este paisaje fragmen-
tado produce una visién muy contempordnea del tema del paso
del tiempo y sus connotaciones.
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Juan CARLOS Rivas. Antigua ruta a un Nuevo Mundo. Técnica mixta sobre tela
| Mixed media on canvas, 95 x 95 cm.

war. (During the period of conflict, the artist worked as a press
correspondent).

The only motif in this series and all its variants is burnt
flowers. The photographs were developed in black and white and
then stained with coffee concentrate. (Coffee has socio-economic
and political connotations in El Salvador). A variation on this
theme is the series titled Cruzada, which relates to the process of
syncretism occurring in Central America with the arrival of
Christianity. In this series, geometrical fragmentation is used by
way of a metaphor of the historical fragmentation of an identity
now almost forgotten. Coffee has also been used as a dye in these
pieces, in which fire has also played a part.

Ambientes minimos (2000-....) is the title of the series on
which Luis Paredes is now working.

In this new series, the artist’s aim is to interiorise, trying to
“express the greatest depth possible by means of the simplest and
quietest language”. Here, we are looking at minimalist
constructions in the form of fragmented atmospheric landscapes
constructed on hazy horizons, where the figurative has been put
to one side in a search for expression which has abandoned the
quality of reproduction inherent in photography. The work so
approaches an atmospheric abstraction in a desire to clear away
all mythicisation and embark on a search for the essential.

In this work, Luis Paredes has forged a major change in
respect of his previous output, where there had been a flavour
somehow reminiscent of his personal experiences and the events
of his native land. In the series, Ambientes minimos, the language
is certainly colder, more remote, but it is also more significant.
With his compositions of multiple photographs, the artist shows
us the same space photographed in the same place at different
times and under a different light. By joining this fragmented
landscape together, the artist achieves an extremely
contemporary vision of the theme of the passage of time and its
implications.
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