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Modernity-Postmodemism: An
Aesthetic Approximation toward

the Art of Abraham Cruzvillegas

Donna M. Kabalen
Tecnológico de Monterrey

Campus Monterrey

The present article is an attempt to present a personal aesthetic
response to the art of Abraham Cruzvillegas, that is, the sculptures of
the artist which were displayed during an exhibit at the Museum of
Contemporary Art (MARCO) in Monterrey, México. The analysis
presented here focuses on the relationship between the ways in which
art is represented as well as its position within a particular socio-
cultural context. As a means of approaching the work of Cruzvillegas
it is precisely the perspective of postmodernism, where the boundary
between art and everyday life is blurred, that we are able to find
elements that provide the basis for interpreting the work of this artist.
Indeed rather than trying to set forth truth in a real world, the
postmodern artist uses a hybrid mix of elements to suggest parts of
reality which pose questions in opposition to traditional
institutionalized ways of thinking. It is through the work of artists
such as Villegas that this becomes most evident.

El presente artículo intenta mostrar una reacción estética personal
hacia la obra plástica de Abraham Cruzvillegas, específicamente hacia
algunas de sus esculturas mostradas en una exposición en el Museo
de Arte Contemporáneo (MARCO) de Monterrey, México. El análisis
aquí presente se enfoca en la relación entre las formas de representación
artística y su posición dentro de un contexto sociocultural específico.
Como medio para aproximarse al trabajo de Cruzvillegas, es
precisamente la perspectiva de la posmodernidad, donde la línea
divisoria entre el arte y lo cotidiano se desdibuja, la que nos permite
encontrar los elementos necesarios para una interpretación de su obra.
En vez de intentar sostener una verdad específica en un mundo real,
el artista posmoderno se vale de una mezcla híbrida de elementos
para sugerir partes de realidad que inciten cuestionamientos opuestos
a cualquier forma institucionalizada de pensamiento. Es a través del
trabajo de artistas como Cruzvillegas que esta premisa se vuelve más
evidente.
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Introduction

W hat is art? What does it attempt to represent, and how can what
it represents be "read", or be interpreted? How can the

relationship between artistic representation and the sociocultural
context in which it is located be understood? These questions have to
do with my own aesthetic response to the sculptures of Abraham
Cruzvillegas which are on exhibition at Museo de Arte
Contemporáneo (MARCO) in Monterrey, México. My first response to
the sculptures was one of surprise because what I observed was, at
first, strange and "illegible". That is, I had difficulty interpreting the
work of this artist. After careful study and reflection, I carne closer to
understanding some of what I perceive as "text" present in these
sculptures, given the fact that "Text is radically symbolic; a work
conceived, perceived, and received in its integrally symbolic nature is a text"

(Barthes 156). Although I do not pretend to have achieved a complete
understanding of the artist's meaning, my purpose here is to present
an analysis of Cruzvillegas work, which is decidedly postmodern.
My method of analysis will include: a general examination of some
of the pertinent elements of modernity and postmodernity, and a brief
discussion of the aesthetic styles associated with the modern artistic
movement which originated around the turn of the twentieth century.
In addition to the notion of modernism, I will include a brief discussion
of the postmodern artistic tendency. Finally, I will present a
comparative analysis and critical response to various sculptures by
Cruzvillegas.

From the Modern to the Postmodern
So as to understand the framework of the postmodern work of

Cruzvillegas, it is important to begin the present analysis with a
discussion of the meaning of "modernity" as an on-going historical
process and its relation to the notion of "postmodernity". First of all,
the period regarding religión, economics and politics is of special
importance in modernity. In terms of religión, the modern world
became more secularized as traditional religious thought and practice
were no longer seen as the center or focus of life. Religious practice
was displaced and became obscured by an emphasis on reason, science
and technology. Essentially "God had been transformed from a
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parochial deity to a universal abstraction, and the function of
criticism... was to replace theology by anthropology, to substitute Man
for God" (Bell 287-288). Thus, instead of religión, the market and
economic concerns become more central. From the perspective of
economics, modernity is historically situated at a time of the
accumulation of wealth and therefore has to do with the dream of
industrial capitalism and the promise of "social progress through
virtuous, self-controlled work" (Cahoone 12). What is evident during
this period of history is an idealistic, utopian faith in progress aimed
at achieving a new world order which was characterized by politics
based on liberal democracy, individualism, rationalism and
humanism. For example, from the perspective of Germán sociological
theorists, modernity focused on progressive economic and
administrative rationalization. Here the intention was the
transformation of the social order by means of a "human praxis" meant
to solve and go beyond those "contradictions of the social order" (Jay
90) so as to bring about "cultural renewal" (90). Thus modernity was a
"racional" proposal involving something new which was born in the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment, where civilization was perceived
as being "founded on scientific knowledge of the world and rational
knowledge" (Cahoone 12).

Critical theory, however, sees the modern experiment as a failure.
According to Adorno and Horkheimer in Dialectics of
Enlightenment:

The man with leisure has to accept what the culture manufacturera
offer him. Kant's formalism still expected a contribution from the
individual, who was thought to relate the varied experiences of the
senses to fundamental concepts; but industry robs the individual of
his function. Its prime service to the customer is to do his schematising
for him. Indeed, instead of rationally taking hold of his own life, man
is brought under the domination of the logic of capital which can be
seen as a controlling rather than liberating factor in modern life (54).

Essentially, Adorno and Horkheimer posit that instead of progress
and freedom, man/woman is dominated by machines and
industrialization which result in the death of individuality within a
system of bureaucracy.
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Marcuse, another member of the Frankfurt School, emphasized
objective social development; he also saw the importance of
reorienting "the production process towards the needs and deficiency
of the entire society" Qay lll). This developmental process was also
to include "the reduction of the work week and the active participation
of individuáis in the administration of the whole" (lll). Of further
importance from Marcuse's perspective is the achievement of true
happiness by means of "the reality of freedom as self-determination
of humanity freed in its common struggle with na ture" (lll). But rather
than man achieving true happiness, Marcuse ultimately views modern
society as a treadmill where workers are kept enslaved to their jobs
by the desire to purchase newer and ever more material goods
produced by their labor. Rather than organizing and seeking liberación,
workers willingly put up with the indignities of working for their
capitalist (and socialist) masters in hopes of greater material, as
opposed to spiritual abundance. Essentially, then man/woman has
become duped into believing that all these material goods, which are
the result of productive mechanisms, have become a necessary part
of life.

In addition to religious, economic and political concerns of
modernity, we can also speak of modernism as it refers to culture,
especially in the field of art, which witnessed an important period of
experimenta tion. For example, in the área of painting, Gustave Coubet
and Claude Monet are two important artists. Gustave Courbet's
contribution was in the área of Realism in which he rejected "historical
painting, as well as the Romantic depiction of exotic locales and
reviváis of the past" (Adams 404). Courbet's work in general dealt
with physical work and various spectrums of society. Impressionists
such as Monet focused on the formal elements of art, paying special
attention to "genre subjects, especially leisure activities, entertainment,
landscape, and cityscape" (421). The beginning of the twentieth century
ushered in newer vogues such as Fauvism and Expressionism. Artists
such as Henri Matisse, Albert Marquet, Andre Derain, and Maurice
de Vlaminick were closely associated with Fauvism, which involved
the use of forms and patterns in striking colors. Similarly,
Expressionism used color as an expressive means "to créate mood
and emotion" (Adams 459). Key Germán Expressionist artists of this



Modernity-Postmodernism: An Aesthetic Approximation tomará... W\^J*^ 207

movement are Emst Ludwig Kirchner and Emil Nolde, members of
Die Brücke, who intended to '"bridge' or link their own art and modern
revolutionary ideas" (459). Movements such as Cubism and Futurism
were related in that they drew from elements of Fauvism, especially
in terms of space in painting as well as in sculpture. Picasso's
contribution is important in that he broke with the traditional
convention of the human figure, which now takes on geometric
qualities. Cubism dealt with new approaches to space, and Futurism
was inspired by the machine age and its dynamics. Thus its intention
was art that completely broke with the past and with tradición. Instead,
"speed, travel, technology, and dynamism would be the subjects of
Futurism" (473). Many of these ideas were presented in the Futurist
Manifestó which was written by Filippo Tommaso Marinetti. What is
important to note, however, is that in spite of the experimental quality
of modernist art, "modernism was constantly bound to its own
formally reductive system. Transgression or critique could take place
only within the terms of artistic creation already established" (Wallis
xiii). Herein lies the paradox: although modernism intended to break
with classical norms, it was still constrained by its own self-imposed
structure.

The devastación of World War I had a traumatic effect on Western
Civilización, which carne face to face with the machine of war; that is,
the Great War saw the use of trench warfare, barbed wire, machine
guns and chemical weapons. The international artistic and intellectual
movement that was a response to the despair that resulted after the
World War was known as Dada, which flourished in Europe as well
as in New York. Dada did not correspond to a particular artistic style
with definable qualities. It was, instead, "an idea, a kind of 'antiart,'
predicated on a nihilistic philosophy of negación" (Adams 486). Despair
was the inicial emoción behind this movement, yet it also involved "a
taste for the playful and the experimental" (486). In that respect it
projected a sense of creativity and hopefulness. It was the iconoclastic
impulse of its style which challenged traditional notions regarding
art. Marcel Duchamp was one of the major artists associated with
Dada. Characteristics of his work included playing with words as
well as punning. For example, one of his most famous works, L.H.O.O.Q.,
was a reproducción of the Mona Lisa which was altered with a pencil.
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Essentially, he reproduced a traditional icón of the past and defaced
it. Another of his famous, or infamous, works is the Fountain, which
is an upside-down urinal signed R. Mutt. This type of art was shocking,
yet it was relevant in its break with institutionalized styles of
representa tion.

As is evident from the above explanation, Modernism has
essentially set the standard for our concepción of what art is, and its
experimentalist na ture was a symptom of the great dream of industrial
capitalism, which involved a hope for progress and the possibility of
a new order. As has been mentioned, critical theorists such
Horkheimer, Adorno and Marcuse questioned the capitalist project
of modernity. As far as modernism as an aesthetic form is concerned,
however, "it is exhausted; its once provocative or outrageous products
lie entombed in the cultural institutions they once threatened and
offended" (Wallis xii). Indeed, the focus of art since the early 1960's
has been the "dismantling of the monolithic myth of modernism and
the dissolution of its oppressive progression of great ideas and great
masters" (xiii). This distancing from the modernist tendency is termed
"Postmodernism", which involves a movement in advanced capitalist
culture, especially in the área of the arts. What is important here is
that the boundary between art and everyday life is blurred. In addition,
postmodernism, rather than trying to set forth truth in a real world,
involves a representation of images. Thus there is an emphasis on
imagination with regard to a subjective world of experiences. Very
often these experiences are artistically presented in what may be seen
as a collage where fragmentation and hybridization predomínate.

How is it that we are to observe, analyze, and appreciate
postmodern art? How do we classify a particular author's work? How
is it possible to "read" the authors crearive product? By referring to
Michel Foucault's reference to Borges' story of the Chinese
encyclopedia, perhaps we can shed some light on these queries.

This book first aróse out of a passage in Borges, out of the laughter
that shuttered, as I read the passage, all the familiar landmarks of my
thought—our thought, the thought that bears the stamp of one age
and our geography—breaking up all the ordered surfaces and all the
planes with which we are accustomed to tame the wild profusión of
existing things, and continuing long afterwards to disturb and threaten
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with collapse our age-old distinction between the Same and the Other.
This passage quotes a 'certain Chínese encyclopedia' in which it is
written that 'animáis are divided into: (a) belonging to the Emperor,
(b) embalmed, (c) tame, (d) sucking pigs, (e) sirens, (f) fabulous, (g)
stray dogs, (h) induced in the present classification, (i) frenzied, (j)
innumerable, (k) drawn with a very fine camelhair brush, (1) et cetera,
(m) having just broken the water pitcher, (n) that from a long way off
look like flies.' In the wonderment of this taxonomy, the thing we
apprehend in one great leap, the thing that, by means of the fable, is
demonstra ted as the exotic charm of another system of thought, is the
limitation of our own, the stark impossibility of thinking that (Foucault xv).

Foucault is clearly laughing at our need to order and classify things;
he laughs at how we turn to "familiar landmarks of... thought" and
our fear of "breaking up" the order we would like to find in the world,
that order we are so accustomed to and fearful of moving away from.
This is the irony we find in Borges' classification which is really a non-
classification. If we are to observe artístic creatíon from a postmodem
view, then, it is necessary to break away from this sense of classification
which is clearly evident in modernism, especially in art.

As mentíoned initially, the art of Abraham Cruzvillegas can be
observed from a postmodem perspective. However, when we speak
of postmodem art, what do we mean? In what way can it be seen as
different, or distinct from modern art? Lyotard tells us that "[h]ere,
then lies the difference: modern aesthetics is an aesthetic of the
sublime, though a nostalgic one ...[which] continúes to offer to the
reader or viewer matter for solace and pleasure" (Lyotard 81). On the
other hand, the notion of the postmodern

would be that which, in the modern, puts forward the unpresentable
in presentación of itself; that which denies itself the solace of good
forms, the consensus of a taste which would make it possible to share
collectively the nostalgia for the unattainable; that which searches for
new presentations, not in order to enjoy them but in order to impart a
stronger sense of the unpresentable (Lyotard 8i).

Postmodern art then deals with what is "unpresentable" and lacking
what traditíonally would be considered as "good form"; art without
form, of course, cannot be classified. Instead, the viewer is faced with
a "new presentation", one which presents novel elements used in
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unexpected ways. It is precisely the unexpected use of materials in
novel ways that intrigues the viewer of Cruzvillegas' sculptures.

Jean-Francois Lyotard has pointed out that "the painter, today as
at all times, and whatever means he uses, does nothing but try to
apprehend sensible presence"(Lyotard in Kemal and Gaskell ll).
Although Cruzvillegas' artistry involves sculpture rather than a
painting on canvas, Lyotard's notion is clearly relevant in the author 's
work where he presents his particular and peculiar sense of presence.
Lyotard also mentions what he calis the "underseens" (ll), that is, what
we normally cali "undertones" or that which can be seen as underlying
artwork. These "underseens" are not visible in a physical sense, but
nonetheless they are there and must be considered in interpreting art.
Lyotard tells us that the first step in observing art is to look upon and
to reflect. Ideally reflecting upon a work of art should be enough, and
it is best to leave out any "account [of] the physical, physiological,
socio-cultural conditions which make the glance possible" (ll). And
yet Lyotard goes on to tell us that "painting is a part of the history of
the mind's knowledge of itself" (ll). I would like to suggest then that
it is precisely because art has to do with a particular history of a
particular artistic mind and its knowledge, it is indeed important not
only to reflect and respond to the artist's sculptures, but also to look
at some of the socio-cultural aspects of a particular corpus of work as
a means of understanding the artistic production.

A Comparative Analysis of the Sculptures of Abraham
Cruzvillegas

The work of Abraham Cruzvillegas is interesting in terms of the
response it evokes in the observer. I must laugh at my first response
to his sculptures, which I considered quite odd and certainly
something other than what I expected to see. As mentioned by
Foucault, I must laugh at my desire to classify his work as a means of
trying to understand. His work is composed of a number of "ready
made" objects which were discovered by the artist in his own
backyard, so to speak. That is, he found them in México City, where
he resides and works. His artistry involves a bringing together of
different components which he piles one on top of the other and which
are of ten tied together as well. This process of pulling things together
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can be called a "welding technique... [and does] not result in organized
syntactic compounds or distinctive evocative images" (Morsiani 3).
Of particular importance is his use of materials that have been craf ted
by artisans. As has been pointed out by Morsiani, Cruzvillegas spent
a period of time in Michoacan, where he took time to learn arts and
crafts from the Purépecha inhabitants. It seems that he has been drawn
to those things that are made by hand; things that are in stark contrast
to the cold, impersonal constructions to be found in the urban setting
of México City. He perceives local crafts as part of an economy that
has resisted the incursión of "capitalist drives of urban centers" such
as those found in México City (Morsiani 3).

As I walked into the first room of the exhibit, I observed two
leather shoes. One was on the floor, and the other was on the ceiling.
What connected the two shoes was a series of bamboo reeds held
together with bolts. At about the middle of the reeds, an oil-painted
canvas that was folded had been wrapped around the structure. This
sculpture, which occupied a large space, was entitled, San Cristóbal.
What is evident in this particular piece is a postmodern mix of hybrid
elements. Reeds are from nature as is leather, which is derived from
animal skins. There is an obvious connection between nature and
machine technology, represented by the metal bolts. The tennis shoes
are quite modern looking and rather chic. The shoelaces of the shoes
are perfectly tied. So what are we to make of this? First of all, it is
important to recall that Saint Christopher is known as the patrón
saint of travelers. He is usually depicted with the Christ child on his
shoulder, and he is traditionally shown holding onto a tree or staff
as he crosses a stream. Recently, however, the Catholic church has
questioned whether the saint in fact existed at all. Cruzvillegas seems
to be relating a number of things. Shoes are worn for walking, for
traveling: thus the reference to the patrón saint of travelers. Although
the reference to the saint can be found in the title of this sculpture,
which is of great proportion, the connection between the elements of
the structure and its historical reference seem vague. What do leather
tennis shoes have to do with the tradition of a patrón saint, especially
a saint whose existence has come to be questioned? Why one shoe
on the ground, and one shoe on the ceiling? Perhaps this varied use of
positions in space refers to celestial as well as earthly realms of being. It
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is precisely the indeteiminate relation among the objects of the sculpture
and its relation to history that places it within the postmodern.

Las guerras floridas at first seems overly simple. A series of maguey
leaves are nailed to the wall. The leaves of this plant are usually used
for culinary purposes in Mexican recipes. For example, they are used
to wrap different ingredients, such as meats, during the cooking
process. The sculpture consists of sixty leaves placed horizontally in
six rows of ten, placed equidistant in both directions. Anyone familiar
with the maguey plant knows that the light blue leaves grow in layers
away from the center of the plant; the leaves of the maguey plant are
graceful and wavy in appearance. In this sculpture several changes
in the natural state of the leaf can be observed. Firstly, the original
light blue color of the living leaves has changed to a dark greenish
tone of leaves that have dried over time. They are no longer living,
ñor are they gracefully stiff; instead they are curled. The nails seem
again to be a technological reference, in relation to the leaves, which
grow in nature. The wall of the museum is used as a kind of canvas
for exhibiting the sculpture. My response was to see this as a type of
fragmented collage, because the leaves do not touch or overlap. Nature
never repeats itself; no two plants are alike. Yet here the leaves are
perfecüy placed and spaced. From my point of view, this is the paradox
which gives the sculpture a postmodern air.

My own observation is enriched as I read about the sculpture. We
discover that Las guerras floridas is actually the ñame of a cantina in
México City. We are informed that

Las guerras floridas is the ñame of an ancient Purépecha ritual to
improve oneself that involved the ingestión of the internal organs of
an opponent belonging to the same class. Nowadays in México, the
artist explains, the original meaning has been forgotten, and this
cantina ñame sounds more like a flower or a festive social gathering (6).

Essentially we see that what was once an importanf, albeit
cannibalistic, cultural practice, is now used as the ñame for a cantina
where people get together to drink and socialize. Analogically, just as
the leaves are removed .from their place in nature, just as the leaves
lose their natural color and dry up, so too does cultural memory
become transformed in the postmodern world.
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Progreso is an interesting collage of components: a brass hinge,
bunches of dried toothpick-and-weed flowers which are native to
Morroco, golf tees and wax from the state of Campeche. The golf tees
are mounted on the eight-foot brass hinge, where they are placed at
fairly regular intervals. Here what is evident is the mix of elements
such as the toothpicks, which are made by hand. Toothpicks are
generally used after a meal. Golf tees are produced industrially; they
are identical in size and shape, and are used at the beginning of a
play in the game of golf. The large hinge reminds us of an element of
technology which is used to hold wood or metal panels together and
allows them to open and cióse. Toothpicks are used to pick food from
teeth. The wax from Campeche is a natural, hand-made element used
for sticking things together. All of the components, then, would seem
to have a functional use. It is only the golf tee, even though it used to
hold a golf ball, that would seem to be frivolous, of no functional use
except in a game generally taken up by the bourgeoisie. The sculpture
tries to relate that which is seemingly unrelated, that which is made
naturally and that which is made industrially. This hybrid mix of
elements is typical of postmodern art especially because the brass
hinge recalls modernity with its reference to the failure of progress,
whereas the natural elements such as the toothpicks and the wax refer
us to man's natural essence.

Observatorio Oriente is composed of beeswax, balls of stuffed fabric,
iron wire and paper cutouts. Of interest here are the paper cutouts of
living things from the realm of both animáis and vegetables. These
cutouts remind us of posters which are used in the classroom to teach
the taxonomy or classification of the kingdom of living things. The
visual impact of the sculpture is interesting. The cutouts are attached
to long pieces of flexible wire which are in turn attached to a base
which looks like a thick orange candle. On top of the base is a round
object, perhaps a soft flattened ball, which is covered with fabric. Again
we find a mix of hand-made elements together with elements that
have technological connotations. The candle is said to be made of
beeswax, and this object formed from beeswax has pieces of wire stuck
into it. Here there seems to be a forced marriage between the natural
and the technological. The author has combined elements in a
sculpture that reminds us somewhat of a flower, and the petáis are
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paper cutouts of animáis and vegetables. These animal and vegetables,
however, are only observable as pictures. There is no Ufe, even though
the cutouts dance up and down from their position on the flexible
pieces of wire. Thus the candle, a symbol of na ture, has been invaded
by technology, and we see only pictures of animáis and vegetables. It
appears as though science has intervened in na ture and what is left is
merely a semblance of Ufe as it once was. The explanation of the
sculpture that is posted on the wall tells us that "these ready-made
materials carry even less illusionistic associations than usual as this
piece is made of what Cruzvillegas refers to as 'simple fact'". The
simple fact is that we are left only with the illusion of a flower that
has been technologically redefined. This is a type of postmodern
transvestitism; that is, we see a flower dressed up in technological
clothing, or perhaps technology dressed as a flower.

In Mutualismo we see a unicycle positioned on the ground as we
observe a metal protrusion sticking up in the air. The long piece of
metal extends from one side of the axle, and it is cantilevered in that
it is only supported at one end of the sculpture. At about the middle
of the metal piece is an inverted cowbell that is filled with seeds. This
sculpture has been interpreted as a bird feeder. Here the artist seems
to be appropriating elements from modern art, specifically in his use
of the wheel, which was previously used by Picasso's Bull Head, where
he used the assemblage of the bicycle saddle and the handlebar of a
bicycle, thus recalling the ancient motif of the bull with the more
modern médium of plástic and metal. Mutualismo borrows this
modern notion of assemblage as a technique. The unicycle is being
used for a new purpose here—as a new type of birdfeeder. It is not in
an upright symbolic position of dominance. Rather it is positioned
on the ground, and protruding from it is a metal extensión which
now serves as the base for serving nature as a bird feeder. The seeds
found in the cowbell are from nature and they are for feeding birds,
yet they are placed in a metal container which alludes to the technology
of modernity. What is evident in this sculpture is a postmodern
sculpture which is born of the modern, that is, the critique of the
bourgeois Ufe of modernity. Of further importance in this sculpture is
its title. Mutualismo may simply refer to the ñame of a street in México
City, yet most probably the word is meant to conjure up thoughts
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regarding the use of the term in biology which means a symbiosis
with mutual advantage to the organisms involved. Therefore,
technology, as represented by the unicycle, has a symbiotic relation
with nature, which is conjured up as we contémplate the cow's bell
and the seeds which come from nature and are also used to feed nature.

The reference to nature and its counterposition to the modern
technological world is evident in Revolución, which uses a decorated
leather bag and iron wire. We are informed in the brief text posted
near the sculpture that the leather bag was originally owned by a
man who sold water in the desert in Morocco. When he sold water,
which was paid for with coins from different parts of the world, he
would them attach them to his bag. On his trip where he met this
man, Cruzvillegas was able to convince the man to sell him the bag.
This is a "ready-made" bag which symbolizes the plural, postmodern
world where economic exchange takes place in the marketplace. The
bag itself then is a work of art in and of itself. It has a use, and it has
been decorated, albeit with coins from different parts of the world. It
is the coins which provide the element of hybridization in this
sculpture. In addition, the author has added an iron rod "to
commemorate the comrnemoration itself", that is the commemoration
of two human beings meeting in the desert. Two human beings from
very different cultures. One human being from the West who is able
to understand and appreciate the beauty and significance of the bag
owned by a man from the Middle East.

Although the exhibit included other sculptures, I have mentioned
those that truly caught my eye. What is evident is that we can see a
similarity in the literal use of the components. Both San Cristóbal and
Progreso use large áreas of space: the floor to ceiling span between the
two tennis shoes in one, and the large, eight-foot hinge in the other.
We find a delightful mix of elements as they are often placed in a
collage or an assemblage such as seen in Progreso and Mutualismo. In
opposition to his use of collage, Cruzvillegas also organizes
components in series such as the grid-like placement of the maguey
lea ves in Las guerras floridas. We also see the golf tees in Progreso are
identical in size and shape, and they are placed at regular intervals
on the hinge. There is a consistent juxtaposition of elements that refer
to nature with elements from the área of technology. There are the
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bolts that hold together the reeds in San Cristóbal, the nails that hold
the maguey leaves to the wall in Las guerras floridas, and the flexible
wire that is inserted into the candle of Observatorio Oriente. As
mentioned previously, Cruzvillegas greatly appreciates things that
are crafted by hand such as the candle in Observatorio Oriente and the
toothpicks found in Progreso Man's symbiosis with nature is certainly
evident in the seeds that are present Mutualismo and the reference to
animáis and vegetables in Observatorio Oriente.

A Critical Response
The work of Abraham Cruzvillegas reminds us that of Gabriel

Orozco, whose art refers to the urban environment and the everyday
objects that he discovers within it. Orozco takes a particular object
only "to twist conventional notions of reality and engage the
imagination of the viewer" (Miller 2004: http: / /www.pbs.org/art2l /
artists/orozco). Cruzvillegas participated in creative workshops with
Orozco. These two artists, together with others, "were concerned
with initiating an altemative to outdated art institutions and the
'grandiose, paternalistic institucional demagoguery inextricably tied
to the Institutional Revolutionary Party/" (Morsiani 4). Cruzvillegas'
art can certainly be seen as non-institutional as well as a critique of
what is seen as "grandiose". Although the sculptures strike us
visually as being fragmented and made up of bits and pieces from
here and there, when taken as a whole they have much to say to the
observer. At first these sculptures seem strange to the viewer, yet as
one walks from sculpture to sculpture, familiar things are discovered:
leaves of a maguey, a plant that we find in our own back yard; the
hinge that allows us to open our bedroom door; toothpicks that we
have used after a delicious steak dinner; balls of wax; perhaps not a
unicycle, but definitely a bicycle that we have all ridden at one time
or another; nails that hold things together; golf tees that we have
given as a gift to our favorite únele who loves the sport; leather
tennis shoes so popular for today's jogger. None of these can be seen
as "grandiose", and the way in which they are used is certainly in
an altemative, non-institutional format. Cruzvillegas appropriates
this
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twist[ing] of conventional notions of reality. And it is precisely this
twist on familiar things into new and innovative formats that provides
us with a truly postmodern visual experience.Indeed, [i]t is by virtue
of its separation from empirical reality that the work of art can become
a being of a higher order, fashioning the relation between the whole
and its parts in accordance with its own needs (Adorno in Adams and
Searle 232).

Although the elements of Cruzvillegas' art are of the everyday sort,
often ready-made, through their implicit message they take on a
meaning of "a higher level".

Theodor Adorno has said that "[w]hile it is true that works of art
provide answers to their own questions, it is equally true that in so
doing they become questions for themselves" (in Adams and Searle
234). If anything, Cruzvillegas' art turns everyday things on their sides,
just as he has turned the unicycle on its side and used it for something
else in Mutualismo. Yet that something else involves seeds to feed birds.
And what of Observatorio oriente? Are we to be satisfied with cutouts
that resemble what is in nature, vegetables and animáis? Are we to be
satisfied of only being reminded-of flowers whose petáis ha ve been
reduced to paper cutouts devoid of life and fragrance? These are the
questions we are left with as we reflect upon the work of this author
who invites us to an appreciation of what is crafted from elements of
nature. He is well aware of the conflicting nature of the components
of his sculptures. And when in Revolución he includes the leather bag
of the Morrocan desert merchant, as well as the toothpick-and-weed
flowers of Morroco, we are reminded that we are mutually tied to the
rest of the world through the cultural flows of the postmodern world.

I am amazed that I have been able to understand something here.
Yet if Cruzvillegas were to read this, I wonder what he would say
about my analysis. Would he approve? Or would he say I had entirely
missed his point. I will never know what his thoughts are regarding
my perceptions, yet of importance to me is what Lyotard has
suggested; that is, I experience a definite "nostalgia for the
unattainable". I cannot attain complete truth regarding my
interpretation because I am viewing components that are registered
in my memory in a particular way, yet I am being called upon to
experience the author's representation of these elements in ways that



218 ^ ^ — ^ ^ Donna M. Kabalen

are totally foreign to me. Again, Adorno has something of relevance

to say here: "[w]hereas the line separating art from real Ufe should

not be fudged, least of all by glorifying the artist, it must be kept in

mind that works of art are alive, have a Ufe sui generis." (in Adams

and Searle 232). Observing art then involves observation of Ufe. Just

as I cannot understand all of Ufe, I can merely contémplate much of it,

so too must I be content to observe art and let its lessons wash over

me. Here the lessons have to do with man's/woman's relation to

nature and to technology. Other lessons have to do with the coliage of

elements that we interact with on a day-to-day basis, but which we

often ignore. For instance, the beauty of the maguey leaf, the

importance of the metal hinge which asks us to remember how we

are connected, hinged together with others. I observe. I am confused.

I begin to understand. This is my relation to art.
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