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Tlic tilles lell LIS. (-ven hel'ore \\p see llie 

exhibits of José Morales (al Kl Museo del 

Raii'io iii New York) and Luis Canniilzei' 

(holli al El Museo del Barrio and al (he 

Carla Slellw'efí Gallerv). llial llie shows 

will speak ol and I»' niade Irom. 

horders. boiiiidai'ies and liinils. llial ihis 

lension will wed iheni. llial llie module 

will holli nnilti|jlv and consírain 

lliem. riie lilles alsf) announee tlie 

liislorieal criines untler llie {íuise ol law 

llial are central To hoth men s work - the 

shows pr'esenl iheinselves as acts 

Iranslaled inlo ihe \ isual laiifiuage of 

texl and iinai;!'. lexl-rendered iniage. 

and iuiage used as lexl. ( ianini lzers 

palindronnc AMANAPLANA-

flANALPANAMA is inseribed oii the 

floor oí' El Museo del Barrio like soine 

uielallir srar. soiiie spelied-oul r i \cr dial 

ihe \ie\\ci ' niiisl leap oxcr. some 

elongaletl gravestone wliose iiiseri|ili(iii 

is repeated in llic inirror ihal slands 

undernealh llie liollle-eonslrurlioii llial 

liiiils oí slhpwrerk. íailnre. •riinniíiií 

aardiind. llie wdik is eclio<'d b\ 

Morales' eaiixas "Sania Barbara in llie 

Barrio, wliielí liler¿ill\ lilis llie wonnded 

boiK KinuDii llie pallielic liopscolcli-

giid olí' llie aspliall. wilh a riil-onl sainl. 

Tile c a m a s is pisl(}|-\\ liipped b\ M'IIOW 

pigineiU - llie \ioleiil iiiark ol llie arlisi 

respondinfi' lo \ iolence. 

The Island 
Coíitained 

Continent 
Divlded 

lO M A R T O R E L L 

riiroiigh lile jiixlaposilion of a 

groiind-inslallalion and painled groiind 

hiiiig Olí lile w all. a ¡oiiriie\ iil 

niiiseograpliic skillínlness is laid oul b\ 

l'álinia Berclil. wlio llins eslablishes aii 

iiiiex|)ected dialog belween (hese two 

artisls. who are. al l'irsi glaiiee. so 

appareniK uiilike and excn o|)|)osile.... 

For. lile ausleriu and reslraiiU o l l l i e 

siiiall objeels disliibiiled aci'oss llie walls 

and lloor. and liaiiging Irom llie ceiling. 

like lile discreel poinls and lines oí a 

piclorial Icxl iillered in liiislied Iones, 

are as charaeleiislic of (ianiiiilzer s sliow 

al VA Museo del Barrio, as llie\ are ol' liis 

wiirk al llie Carla Hiellweg (ialleíA'. 

.Morales' reeognizable signalure. on llie 

ollier liand. is ihe exiiberance ol'swallis 

and stains, the large rornuil. llie spilling 

olT walls. llie all-encom|iassing embrace 

o rch idmal i c and lexliiral sonor iu . 

eniotive gesliire and daring liiie. 

Fiirlliermore. Camnilzer s íoinid objecl 
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or text (traiisformed or constnicted), is 

in comrast to Morales' canvas and paper 

as traditional bearers of ihe line. And 

yet again: while Morales í'orces us to step 

back in order to better grasp the 

monumenta l scale of his compositions 

(wliicli, paradoxicallv, are l'reighted witli 

an intimacy of texture), Canmitzer 

(althougli the tone of his work is 

distanciiig) í'orces us to step closer in 

we shütdd take. While Camnitzer s color 

is muzzled., in Morales' work color is a 

deafening scream. The former uses color 

as a trace, a remnant , a faded spoor; the 

latter uses it as a herald of the future. 

Morales' "El vivero/Chicken Coop" is a 

riot of grays that anticipates the road of 

blood. Gamnitzer 's "El muro de la 

incredulidad/ Wall of Incredulity" is the 

shattered continent and the stubborn 

spaced out in the rest of the e.xlhbit, vet 

that alwavs tend lowards a surroimding, 

swaddling •nhole. Gamnitzer creates a 

literal "enviromnent" bv using the walls, 

the floor, and suspended objects in the 

Museinri, and the lower par t of the walls 

at the Stellweg. Both of these exliibitions 

créate a stage on which emptv space is 

as important as the plástic objects that 

limit it. Throuüh visitino- the exhibitions 

José Morales. Laminas, 1995. 

order to read the minuscule type or 

faded calligraphy. In "The Book of 

Walls," we are forced to bow, even get 

down on our knees, in a posture of 

ceremonial genuflection, in order to take 

in his memorial objects which are 

momited like a staccato wainscot on the 

lower half of the wall. 

While Camnitzer privileges 

twilight and isolatcs every piece in a 

frustrating maze of walls and cañáis, 

texts and objects, raising obstacles in our 

])ath to the goal. Morales turiis on the 

lights, whether on canvas or on ])aper in 

its raw whiteness, and his explosive color 

calis us to "take sides," "get involved," 

inside and outside the picture-space, 

though it is not alwavs clear which side 

blood that refuses to bleed away. Yet 

continents/contents, 

containers/containment, are the themes 

of tliis reading of two bodies of work 

which share a single space - together 

they constitute a ménage that looks 

arbitrary, but turns out to have many 

eloquent comiections. 

For, both bodies of work are 

"installations," if we take the word to 

mean "mounting, distribution úi space, 

pictorial signs transformed bv 

arrangement and juxtaposition." 

Morales' work becomes an installation 

from the inoment his easel-paintings are 

transformed into wall-coverings 

(literally, in the case of the polyptych 

titled "Picture") that mav be more 

several times, 1 was able to confirm rnv 

first impression that thev were single, 

solitary shows yet characterized Ijy a 

great deal of mutualK -bolstering 

solidarity. In both. the presence of other 

viewers produces an unpleasant change 

in the sense that one has of communion, 

of shared solitude with the artist 's 

testimonio (as the mode of personal 

reporting of great historical moments is 

called in Spanish). The presence of other 

peo])le breaks a silence so inijierative 

that it can not bear even the miited 

sound of wandering footsteps. Morales' 

large canvases and the gigantic scale of 

soine of his figures (which ask to be seen 

in their totahty so that one can better 

sense the weight of their desolation) and 



The inimite, conspirulorial delail of 

(Jaiiinitzer. dcinand a secrecy l'rom the 

viewer. and evokc a sharcd liiiiiülialioii. 

For bolli arlists, arl has a 

proloiiiidly |)oHtical iirgencv, however, 

their identification wifh tliat urgencv is 

so completo thal ¡t l)cronies Tlie life-

breath itseH. ihe piilsiag ol blood 

tlirough the veiiis., a pnlsing which 

aiiswers to no individual poliiiral 

prograní or pai'lv. W hile ( 'ainnitzer 

combines documeius. data, and the 

manipulatioii ol objects in a 

craftsmanship of loss., an aching word 

game., so as to enuncíate a Iragic riddle. 

in Morales' work, vioience becomes ihe 

jiainter's gesture in the making. erasing, 

and re-painting of an image that 

struggles to establish its primacY, to be 

allowed to proliferate o\'er a médium 

ihat constantly checks its advanee, 

resists its l'ormulation. 

It is the continent of ihe Americas. 

which the l¡iiited States has truncated 

with the forcé of the historie wound that 

is the Panamá Canal, that is the 

immediate subject of Gamnitzer 's 

AMANAPLANACANALPANAMA. It is a 

wounded conlineiU. a conlainetl or 

walled-in bottle. a word like the 

ourouboros which hiles its own tail, a 

textual isthnuis tlnoiígh which llironging 

contents (chopped into a \'ast co|)|)er 

collage) constantly travel, a brilliant beit 

aroimd the narrow waist ol a shiimkcn 

America. From the softlv-Mt wall. the 

work beckons us vet distances us. At the 

Stellweg, •'• The Book of Walls" l'orces us 

to stoop down so as lo read. implore, 

pei'haps prav belore the announcements , 

inliinations. aiins. incredulitv, 

instrumenls, homages. exits, davs, 

Luis Camnitzer. 
El Muro de las Metas, 1995. 



rewritiiigs. sileiice, and finally before the 

lost ideiitities. The surgerv on the 

Islhnms and the cordoning-of'f of the 

Island are acts that will soon have their 

Imndredth l)irthdavs - a hundred vears 

of tlie United States continental 

0[)erations on the New World's body. 

If Claninitzer's wounded contiiient 

onlv haitinglv yields its vioialed contents 

iii Panamá and Uruguay, in the Canal 

A Zone and the Southern (^one, Morales' 

^ contained island/island-content is a 
L 

A Puerto Rico encysted. a Puerto Rico 

encapsulated as inuch in the Bronx as in 

' the (^aribbean. Morales, like Camnitzer. 
c 

^ uses the module to structure his wall-

IIJ discourse. The j)ictorial drairia of his 

• work is the formulation of an image, the 

' recognition of its sources, its 

„ niultiplication, affirmation, and 
a 

t negation. the repeated act of 

" '"picturation." the attempt, so often 

" frustrated. yet so consistent, to discover 

a definitive ideinitv. The Island is an 

icón worshipped in time and at a 

distance. hi its urgencv to escape its 

limits, to push out of its confines, to 

break out of its containment and to 

become a continent in its owii right, the 

colony colonizes the empire. Morales is 

part of the Puerto Rican diaspora and its 

offspring, now living npon the continent. 

In him. there is a central awareness of 

the violence that isolates him. Tliis 

iinage/Island. drawn so many times, 

onlv to be erased and drawn again, 

reproduced, blown up. its color, climate, 

and temperature changed, is traced and 

destroyed, to appear in another place -

content and continent. 

The amputated body and the 

prosthesis in Morales' work are echoed in 

Camnitzer's fragmentation of memory; 

both are children of political violence. 

Thus, the words etched in the glass of 

"Wall of Sayings"' almost disappear. only 

to be rescued in their own ujiread 

shadow: "Después de lograr por decreto 

que la ficción ocupe toda la realidad, 

\'ieron que la ficción sabe recordar, y (]ue 

lo que las sombras son a las cosas, los 

recuerdos son a la \'ida.' (After thev had 

managed, hy decree, to make fiction 

occupv all of reality, they realized that 

fiction can remember. and that what 

shadows are to things. memorv is to life.) 

It is not possible lo forget that, thoiigh 

Cajnnitzer has lived nmch of his life in 

the United States, he is a Uruguavan. 

who arrived in Uruguav in the same vear 

in which he was born in Nazi Germanv. 

Camnitzer s baggage is his memorv. 

In Morales' work, words disappear 

because the image is the word; words are 

embedded in the image, they bed dowii in 

it, remaking and reflecting themselves, 

flexing the powerful rnuscle of 

imagination. In the triptych called 

"Lámina,' figuration appears and 

disappears, fades iiito the promising 

rectangle of the canvas, is heralded in the 

gesture that announces it, or erases it. In 

Spanish, laminar can mean two things; 

firstlv, "'to make a picture,' to construct 

something as fragüe as the paper or 

canvas that supports the image, but also, 

"to stiffen - to cover, protect, armor one 

thing with another" - and to make it 

resistant to time. Thus, in "Lámina" 

Morales explores the format of the 

rectangle, unsquaring it by expanding it -

blnrring the boundary between 

"foursquare" and "picture," and between 

"foursquare/picture" and "room." 

Both artists are artificers of 

memorv', executors of the legacy of 

memory who interrógate the futiire. On 

one of his walls, Camnitzer quotes 

General Omar Torrijos. the president of 

Panamá who died under mysterious 

circumstances: "I do not wanl to enter 

the histon' books. I want to enter the 

Canal Zone." Almost a hundred vears 

after the LiS intervention both in the 

Panatna Canal and in Puerto Rico, 

neither the Canal ñor Puerto Rico have 

foimd a solution that is either definitive 

or fair. Morales' "Four Corners" are, 

amongst other things. the crossroads of 

history. In his "Book of Walls," 

Camnitzer tries to read. and to make us 

read. the handwriting on the wall, 

liandwriting which foretells the future. 

Both artists approach the writing on the 

wall in a staccato way: the writing is as 

fragniented as it is provocative, a text in 

which iniages and words are fired off in 

everv' direction, creating a maze of 

signáis. 

Camnitzer's and Morales texts, 

both written and painted, are constant 

testiinonv to the artist and the hard 

work of configurinK an image of his/her 

world: they speak particidarly of the 

body-to-body dialog as creation itself. It 

is this dialog that gives the intrinsic 

drama to their work, with its meticulous 

technique, its transformative 

manipulation, its clarifying erasures, its 

confusing corrections, its maddening 

repetitions, its arresting amplifications, 

its commanding reduction, its ruptures 

that beg for bridges, its threatening 

fragilities. Continent and content. 

containers and contaiiunent, interrógate 

each other, (with)drawing into isolation 

and then coming together again in the 

process of becoming another thing, and 

we viewers are left feeling like the 

scribbled message in the shipwrecked 

sailor's bottle, like the picture invaded at 

all four corners. 




