Omni Zona Franca and Nadal Antelmo. A Special Summer Offer

To my friend Raúl M. Ferrera Balanquet
This text aims to provoke debate about the normative character of contemporary art and that maxim according to which one must always approach, enter, and remain within the art world from certain prescribed stances. Its title, then, might have been Contemporary Art versus Transgression—were it not that what truly interests me are two projects which, by virtue of their inventiveness and their still-uncertain public acceptance, have prompted these reflections: the most recent exhibition by the OMNI-ZONAFRANCA collective, and the artistic project La mentirosa by the artist Nadal Antelmo.

It concerns the question of aesthetic judgment and the valuation of artworks at a time when they have taken as their “fields” of action or reference territories and disciplines such as politics, sociology, etc. Today this issue presents a paradox. On one hand, as a digression from the art’s own content (its transgressive capacity); on the other, the need felt by those who produce, enjoy, and evaluate art to preserve their status within sealed compartments (its normative capacity). Well-known are Pierre Bourdieu’s reflections on the dialectics of “fields” and his attention to art as part of sociology (The Field of Cultural Production; On Cultural Relativism), or Jacques Rancière’s (The Politics of Aesthetics), to cite just two authors who have dealt with these relationships and whose intellectual prowess might help us prefigure an era yet to come.

Although we are no longer in the anti-aesthetic territory of the 1960s (new forms and their critical function became new formal paradigms; the auratic condition of art is now, practically speaking, a sine qua non), we are witnessing the use of expressive options already canonical to the so-called neo-avant-garde and anti-art—happenings, performances, process art, ecological art, body art—alongside new electronic and photographic narratives, links to new technological media or mass-media outlets in general, or relations with musical, literary, and live-media practices, all aimed at creating a sense of confusion, subversion, or twisting of the aesthetic and “contemporary” sense. Likewise, post-conceptual aesthetics has spawned a tangle of labels for practices deemed non-hegemonic by virtue of their tangential operation within the system and their violence to our mental neocolonialism: relational art, action art, political art, behavior art, aesthetics of the event, etc. (sometimes even within formalist ideology and not always genuinely transgressive).

By any neoconservative model—obviously market-driven—or one that, in a fair balance of formal and critical elements, demands special attention to the art object, many Latin American artists continue to force symbolic references into circulation through an intentional disregard of these values. I wish to refer to that utterly de-hierarchized option where mixture and the transfer of fields define a slippery, transgressive sense of belonging that is simultaneously value and identity. I speak of practices that, without abandoning the field—or attempting to enter it—know how to question the supposedly inherent “morphological” and “conceptual” value of the “glamour” of contemporary art, and foster a sense of abandonment (entry and exit, escape or slide) of that criterion or judgment; that is, a pilgrimage or search for other anchoring points in the social and artistic scene, a new kind of heterotopia of art. We champion an art that is pristine, immaculate, and seductive, yet ultimately does not allow nor admit the appearance of new aesthetics and visual meanings.

Among these “other” practices I want to mention the case of the Cuban group OMNI-ZONAFRANCA, an artistic project that—given its intense outreach and community activism spanning more than ten years—struggles with the contradiction of being, on one hand, a social instance not assimilated per se, due to its operation around the cultural campus of art, and on the other, insisting on its belonging to the sphere of the arts even as it seeks to violate its laws and workings. Although connected with many contemporary Latin American art collectives, OMNI-ZONAFRANCA remains a rara avis in the Cuban context. They neglect the rules of an obsolete yet active system like the Art Institution, whose social components—the public, critics, institutions, and the market—view such resistance with suspicion, attributing it more to a lack of talent or artistic skill than to the practice itself. As a collective, OMNI-ZONAFRANCA downplays the “artistic” outcome, though not their methods and tools. They function like a workshop without a predefined aesthetic anchor, save for those drawn directly from our urban existence, through which a street-level aesthetic utopia is realized. Thousands of experiences have sedimented into an “ecology of thought” about cohabitation, friendship, and creation, generating performances, exhibitions, graffiti, contests, workshops, conferences, rock and rap festivals, poetry readings, poetic cabarets—in short, total interactivity that involves everyone, even beyond the “expanded” realm of Visual Arts.

Their presence in the Cuban cultural field constitutes a right wrested from the institution itself: recall the 2003 Havana Biennial inaugural event, to which they self-invited as performers, and likewise inserted themselves into the Biennial’s program in Alamar—a zone of exchange and action for their members. Official participants in the 2006 Biennial with a project conceived from and for their own Alamar base and its community implications, it is only today that they appear within the city’s gallery network as part of the “institutional body of contemporary art.” The Alamar Utópico exhibition (Luz y Oficios, July–August 2009) encapsulates years of work to incorporate and legitimize the quotidian street visuals of this peripheral, working-class neighborhood’s humblest residents. It reconstructs various collective environments—the house, the street, the neighborhood, and by extension, Cuba—as independent but not necessarily recognizable spaces: 7 Potajes (seven pressure cookers filled with different beans for cooking and tasting in situ); Altar TV (an installation with every detail—including a video—addressing community life and needs); Comienzo el día (four dawn photographs contrasting coastal beauty with dilapidated buildings); Diazepán (a decorative tapestry depicting harmonious cohabitation of dogs and cats); El librero (a shelf of books by various political and social ideologies alongside a photo of Alamar as a model of the worst Soviet-style socialist architecture in Havana); Fast Food (an installation of discarded soda cans alluding to those who survive on waste); Remake (two public telephones for imaginary calls and a wall for writing wishes, making appointments, and painting the city); Neuma (a frame-by-frame video of daily life in popular Cuban neighborhoods, recording public signage, national cuisine, urban visuals, psychological atmosphere, and collective mood, interwoven with sounds and movement); Nuevo soporte para el poema (sweaters with handwritten poems hung on lines toward the exterior gallery and street); Relativo al confort (a chair made from tin scraps, its design and availability the antithesis of comfort)—all attest to a straightforward, unpretentious practice devoid of grand resources. Also included were the customary Poetry Fiesta or Poetic Cabaret (a performative-poetic-musical synthesis of all concepts and signifiers presented), and a cycle of lectures situating them within current art dynamics—questions and doubts that inspired these lines.

Plastic antecedents for the group exist in Cuban visual culture of the 1980s (Purê, Arte Calle, Lázaro Saavedra…), yet OMNI-ZONAFRANCA has been more cumulative, more hybrid, or at least for a much longer time, establishing with their characteristic material scarcity and frugality an ethics and aesthetics of everyday life. Their proposals border on political art or behavior art without confining themselves to those categories, thereby gaining a poetic vitality, rituality, and mysticism understood as the principle of sustainability for humanity in general and for deeply rooted yet paradoxically contemporary Cuban culture in particular. It is a practical, real mode of civic interactivity and an authentic way of making urban art and culture—a resource of representativity turned into an absolutely singular, transgressive artistic experience that demands a transformation of our expectations as an audience and of socialization habits not always inclusive or tolerant of difference.

If OMNI-ZONAFRANCA attempts to occupy the art “field” by stepping outside it, the case of  Nadal Antelmo (Nadalito) is the inverse: he seems to step outside precisely when he is already inside. In the city of Matanzas—specifically Varadero, another peripheral zone of our artistic-cultural landscape—this artist lives and works. Contrary to the idea that summer is a “low” season for exhibitions, Nadalito finds in it a compelling reason to concentrate his creative efforts; unfortunately, for the same reason, some of his shows have not received the attention they deserve. Such was the case with Estética x Genética (summer 2007), a landmark exhibition for its critical reflection on the art-advertising relationship. The artist recycled and superimposed his own photographic trajectory in a strategy that appropriated the juxtaposition of messages and codes forming the contemporary visual environment. At the Havana gallery on 23 and 12, steps from the shopping complex of the same name, he equated artworks and merchandise, gallery and shop, attracting a diverse audience who innocently inquired both about the shoe sale advertised there and the price of the art pieces on offer—or, at best, about the currency (Cuban pesos or convertible pesos) to purchase either.

After an intense period of production and creativity, he reemerged with a new project, La mentirosa, expanding itself to the permissible and accessible limits of e-mail and the web. La mentirosa finds antecedents in Cuba in practices such as Ángel Ramírez’s 1980s CIPE (Mail for the Exchange of Small Prints) and, more recently, Alexis de la O’s Postal Gallery and Lázaro Saavedra’s E-mail Gallery. Yet Nadal’s intervention stands apart. “It’s not a bulletin, it’s not a work, but a download,” he tells us—undercover of a communication project probing the intricacies of the national art scene and its most complex interiorities. Six editions or chapters in a first season traverse those aspects that, by their modest insignificance, do not become public (at least before international fame), placing them in a media dimension that establishes a new type of circulation and consolidation of the symbolic, while offering varied entry points for analyzing today’s relations between art and non-art, reality and fiction, sociocultural space and everyday life, virtuality and physicality in that new “space.” It is a marketing exercise turned artwork—or vice versa, an artwork turned marketing exercise—in which humor and ingenuity are used to insert himself and, ultimately, to insert another project that seems to have suffered bad luck: Redes de Confidencia.

In La mentirosa, the artist need not present himself through the customary academic or art-system curricula, but with the naturalness of one who resists the fallacy of an artistic “should,” even as he uses and manipulates that “should.” He presents himself as he is or as he wishes to appear, but above all he makes the work its own means of dissemination and promotion, outside or in question of any other promotional system deemed insufficient or limited. In the hybridity of these circulation processes, of a new world already at our doorstep, Nadal repositions his photographic work to assert that he does not abandon it but continues its exploratory course as an utterly contemporary, ductile, and non-canonical medium.

Of course, the technological demands of staging the Redes de Confidencia project—which closes this season—would have sufficed to place the work in a translocal dimension under the pretext of first having to insert La mentirosa… But what would have become of this country-boy-beach-dweller if web visitors did not know his artistic trajectory? And who could truly learn about and participate in Redes de Confidencia if he did not first provide a device of knowledge for those of us who still lack web access? He has thought of everything. Art and non-art concatenate here in a perverse game to conquer an audience (collector, curator, new electronic friend…) and at the same time to unsettle them. Nadalito plays with today’s knowledge-and-information-society technologies at deception or lying—tools that have become more than ever implements of mass power. One might say that his project La razón de la duda (2003) anticipated this edition of six “chapters” of La mentirosa, by understanding photography as “image” rather than “double” of reality and introducing visual notions of skepticism and suspicion that pervade everyday life today as interpreted through new media; while in Estética x Genética (2007), through the fusion of the aesthetic, the advertising, and the commercial, he reaffirmed art’s increasingly instrumentalized destiny—yet with La mentirosa, such reflections reach a paroxysm. The immediacy of the word and its apparent narrative transparency, the chosen medium (e-mails), and their transpositions of art to life and vice versa, give a new twist to his need to weave metafictional and social-knowledge plots that perhaps would be more difficult to carry out fully in an “autonomous” work (and style), given its dependence on the cultural field and its mediated exchange habits.

That an artist whose career is thriving and healthy can leap toward what could be a credibility abyss in an art context usually devoid of such practices and enamored of the art-object confirms his sense of risk. Nadalito tells us that schools do not manufacture artists, that once a personal style has been achieved—or even before—the artist should focus on what is essential: challenging humanity’s creative capacity and its codification mechanisms. Hence his expansive movements to enter and exit, return and question his own work. La mentirosa is unmistakably an intelligent—albeit cynical—exercise to put everyone and everything on the table. It probes identity, Cubanness, idiosyncrasy, art as hobby and art as profession, survival, the market, etc., drawing on or quoting popular sayings, media outlets, fashion magazines, or sanctioned academic dictionaries. What is truth? What do we hide of ourselves? Who are we and where are we going? Confounded by what seems to be a work but is not (yet it is!), we have entered the electronic game. Counsel and calls—from the normative sphere of art—to sanity, not to confuse what is not art with art have not been lacking.

What is and what is not art? It is an old question but worthy of revisiting because today it is other fields that challenge art, not merely art itself as language. Where are art’s limits and who sets them? And what can we do with these works now forever lodged in the domains of artisticity? Ultimately, these doubts bring to light elements of communication, socialization, and exchange related to a new circulation of art as a tool of social mediation. These are not, as some claim, strictly novel experiences; both (Nadal and OMNI-ZONAFRANCA) have significant precedents in and outside Cuba, and they operate at the same dubious threshold of entry-exit, negation-affirmation of the avant-garde tradition. But of one thing I am certain: their communicative authenticity and efficacy—amid so much recycling (quotation, simulation, re-appropriation) of art from all eras—are a vital vein toward a new contemporaneity of aesthetic-artistic practice to which we must open every door.

Havana, August–September 2009.

