











HehorroiasUn.yau.iviaguciavion 1 U/7/=1u-ud

28 NIGREDO | TOMAS ESPINA

19.00 Mayllla cO

SALA GASCO ARTE CONTEMPORANEO

29



HehourroiasUn. yAaud.lviagucociacion 1 Uu/7/=1vu-vgd 1o.0/7 Irayllia ouU 4@*

30 NIGREDO | TOMAS ESPINA SALA GASCO ARTE CONTEMPORANEO 31



HICHor 1 oMasUn. y4Aald.lviaguciatlont 1

ur=1u-vo

19.00 Mayllla oc

32 NIGREDO | TOMAS ESPINA

SALA GASCO ARTE CONTEMPORANEO

33



HICTHOUT T O asUN.U4AU.vViaguciatiull

34 NIGREDO | TOMAS ESPINA

I Ur=1v-vo 1o.09 Iraylliad o=

SALA GASCO ARTE CONTEMPORANEO

35



HICHor 1 oMasUn. y4Aald.lviaguciatlont 1

36

NIGREDO | TOMAS ESPINA

v/r=1u-vog 1o.9U rayllia o0

The distortion of vision as a problem of ethics. Claudio Iglesias

Explosions, smoke, fire and
gunpowder; crowds, executions and
mutilations; blackened walls and
clouds of ash. The paintings, dra-
wings and installations created by
Tomas Espina since 2002 cover every
aspect of destruction, trauma and
violence in a broad range of forms
and materials. Highly symbolic
images such as an act of repression
in the street, a flock of birds tak-
ing flight or a strange Brueghel
scene are made from strongly conno-
tative materials whose use guaran-
tees the magnetism of its meaning:
burning tar, broken charcoal, burnt
gunpowder, all act as verbs in
Espina’ s language and cause a seman-
tic reaction. On the philosophical
pathway of alchemy, nigredo (black-
ness) is that moment of purification
by fire in which salt and sulfur
burn, and the initiate throws himself
into the deepest despair. In Espina’ s
case, going through this stage
involves  juxtaposing images and
materials in a process of redemptive
transmutation, guided by a vision in
which artistic resources can blend
into a sensitive and ethical field of
their own.

In the early stages of Espina’ s
production, the use of gunpowder and
the project to expand painting into
a specific domain of materials and
chemical processes remained subordi-
nated to the overriding importance of
the image. On the 1lying canvas,
Espina placed lines of homemade gun-
powder which he exploded in closely-
controlled conditions. By doing this

he reproduced images taken from the
media, dealing with the social vio-
lence experienced in Argentina in the
worst moments of the economic and
institutional «crisis of 2001. The
gunpowder was used to create burnt
black 1lines alternated with white
spaces, copying an edited, resized
digital image. The process produced
a “moire pattern”, the horizontal
interference which appears when a
lighted screen is photographed.

26 de junio de 2002 (Los Fusi-
lamientos)-image 1, spanish text-(“26
June 2002: The Execution”) initiates
a cycle of works strongly charged
with social trauma. The image 1is
taken from the photographic account
of the acts of police brutality which
took place close to Puente Pueyrreddn
on the date which gives the work its
title. It is a full-frontal shot of
an inspector of police, accompanied
by a deputy; behind them, a third
policeman moves the corps of one of
the demonstrators. The piece focuses
on Jjournalistic representation of
reality, on the interference between
a tragic social event and the speci-
ficities of the apparatus which
reports it. In the tradition of
Gerhard Richter’ s series Oktober 18,
1977*, the works in this series high-
light the circulation of a collection
of controversial icons —images in
which a community invests and recog-
nizes its own antagonisms. The mate-
rial is subordinated to the recons-
truction of a discursive referent, in
a controlled, neutral environment:
the gunpowder is used with the pre-
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cision of an industrial tool to crea-
te a result of engrossing forceful-
ness, but whose clarity appears com-
promised, not by the material but by
the method of interlining. The visual
challenge arises from the confluence
of the gravity of the icon and the
blurriness the procedure gives it.
The work asks for reflection and
awareness of the social character of
the information, while this is only
possible in the most intimate fabric
of the image.

However, in one of the works
forming part of the show entitled
Entre 1lineas -image 2, spanish text-
(“Between the Lines”) in ASGA (2003),
the careful selection of images and
control of the material give way to
a more personal investigation of the
artistic possibilities of gunpowder.
Mancha -image 3, spanish text-(“Stain”),
by its very title gives relevance to
the steady stream of pictorial pro-
jects associated with expressionism.
A Dblack, hardened surface is the
focus of this piece of 35x45cm which,
despite its dimensions, uses
resources typical of tachisme and
American abstract expressionism: the
free distribution of material,
charred pigment in relief, and olfac-
tory and tactual elements move away
from the methodological rigor of the
previous images. As if the strongly
analytical and cohesive attitude of
the large canvases might be under-
mined by a liberating mechanism
(based on the nocturnal tradition of
experimental expressionism starting
with Wols) which reduces the form to
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the specificities of the gunpowder
and spreads over the canvas in an
extremely subjective manner, more
like an event than an image.

These two ©poetic principles,
which appeared separate 1in Entre
lineas, started to converge in later
works. In Noche -image 4, spanish text-
(“"Night”, 2004), the Jjournalistic
image is broken up in a central area
where the pixellated gunpowder thick-
ens 1into a single carbonized mass.
The treatment adds an emotional ele-
ment of oppressive violence the ini-
tial image does not give, as if the
imminence of the destruction were
revealed to us from some other out-
side or future plane. The scorching
is let loose; it no longer functions
like the pencil which writes on the
image in black and white, but rather
as its symbolic nucleus, stripped of
references to a particular event.

Espina then started to develop
the specific possibilities of gun-
powder in the Bum series, a collec-
tion of paintings whose central theme
is explosions. These pieces are real
studies which adopt smoke as a visual
material rich in shapes, capable of
being modeled on the canvas. The
focal point of the conflagration
moves away from the human world
towards the landscape, and from the
earth towards the sky: the dense
black smoke emerging from the blocked
roads gradually gives way to shades
of gray; the images lose the skyline
and devote themselves to the upward
movement of a cloud of smoke. The

view rises; the materials of conflict
vanishes. The challenge suggested by
the material thus leads to a cross-
roads between a work plan focused on
the historic significance of the
images the artist can only negotiate
by reference to the visuality of the
media and a Jjourney of exploration of
form based on the use of the prope-
llant on the canvas, entailing the
double risk of formal affectation and
a sort of “real-life-as-taken-from-
the-media painting” whose conse-
quences would in turn be restricted
to commenting on images.

This question, though at first
sight seems to be merely technical,
in truth becomes culturally complex:
just as Wols taught Espina not Jjust
about free combustion of pigment, but
also about giving the image a drama-
tic treatment, so also, in the his-
tory of art in the 20th century, the
use of an increased range of mate-
rials in art entailed a specific cul-
tural project, driven by the need to
achieve a deeply political impact in
its reception. The loss of evidence
had an intrinsic critical role, and
the explosion of language went hand
in hand with the intention to ques-
tion, at the same time as extend, the
limits of perception 1in order to
redesign the relationship between
art and its audience.?

This relationship between means
and ends is broken in expanded pain-
ting as a trend of recent years. The
absorption of artistic inputs, with-
out the congruence provided by wor-

king on the social material of per-
ception, easily leads to self-com-
placency. Awareness of this risk
allowed Espina to concentrate on the
task of engaging the spectator in a
process sensitive and ethical at the
same time. The idea that the diffi-
culty that merits addressing lies in
the audience, rather in the material,
imposed a tactical reconfiguration
and a fresh set of options.

“Can one be a passive witness to
something? Or, having done something,
does one cease to be a witness to what
one has done?”® This question has
opened up the way, in Espina’ s work,
to an expansion of art which is ethi-
cal rather than material. Different
resources are incorporated according
to his ability to involve the specta-
tor in the development of traumatic
processes, under extreme levels of
cognitive abstraction and perceptual
difficulty. Substituting referential
iconography with the symbol, and
extending the range of formats in
order to place the audience within
the process of the work is how the
spectator 1is given the role of an
agential observer, involved in the
creation of what he sees.*

The icon of trauma becomes sym—
bolic in Padjaros -image 6, spanish text-
("Birds”, 2007): a flock of black
birds takes flight against a dark,
ominous background, engulfed by the
burning in the image. It is a view of
a destroyed, devastated world in
which a great clamor has just
occurred. The Dbirds achieve a
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dystopian meaning: they presage a
dark, foreboding future, without
there being any clues as to location.
While the images of Puente Pueyrreddn
referenced an event on a particular
day and time, this symbol makes a
much more uncertain and disturbing
mark on the spectator’ s memory. The
psychological effect takes prece-
dence over the wvisual one.

The action seems like another
way of giving prominence to the sym-
bol and engaging the audience. Van a
volar (“About to go off”) was an
event which took place in May 2007 in
Ferrocarril Oeste’ s railway sheds.
On a wall, Espina drew a flock of
gunpowder birds linked by fuses. The
video record shows an exasperatingly
long initial moment as a fuse burns
calmly towards the wall. When the
explosion occurs the flames, instead
of spreading throughout the drawing,
is concentrated in one area which
gives way to a perfect cloud of
smoke. For a moment, the visual indi-
cation of the greatest basic threat
of the twentieth century exists side
by side with the scorched image of
the birds in full flight, like the
metaphor of a catastrophe on the
horizon. The shrieks of the small
thronging crowd add to the effect.
The work unites representations of a
range of emotions and juxtaposes them
onto an ephemeral monument before an
audience expecting to see drawings
and fire, which ended up shouting.

The involvement of the specta-
tor is also achieved in the insta-
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llations. For the Bum -image 8, spanish
text-exhibition (CCEC, 2005), Espina
burnt the walls of a closed room,
creating a totally oppressive soot-
black space. Simultaneously, he
started to make drawings based on a
postcard of Brueghel’ s The Triumph of
Death. Habitacidén quemada -image 9,
spanish text- (la furia de Léucade)
(“Burnt Room: Fury of Leucade”), a
project undertaken for the 6th
arteBA-Petrobras prize (2009),
reunited these two sources in a com-
plex installation. The work consis-
ted of a square room (3.6 meters high
by 4 meters wide), barely 1lit by a
25W bulb, with walls covered in soot
and drawings along with some bits of
tar scattered on the floor. The lack
of light and the indistinct drawings,
made by finger in the soot, submerges
the eyes into a light pressure which
dilates the pupils. The desire to see
is manifested in a physical reaction,
a reflex. The drawings look 1like
graffiti on the walls of a cell or
hiding place, charged with a sense of
urgency. The remains of the destruc-
tion merge with their imminence. As
in other works, the language of mem-
ory folds over a non-linear tempora-
lity, which can equally look to the
past or the future. The political
effectiveness of the work is direc-
tly related to the poverty of stimu-
lus: it 1is the spectator who 1is
forced to look at the traumatic signs
of violence and imprisonment in the
visual message on the scorched walls,
in the exhausting semi-darkness, in
the heavy air that forms a yellowish
bubble around the light bulb.

Being a witness to an image
which functions as a memorial to
grief in its most basic sense, in
conditions in which one’ s perception
is greatly altered, involves a far-
reaching cultural problem. Expanding
perception in order to involve the
spectator emotionally in the repre-
sentation of traumatic social
processes, 1in a project which feeds
on sources such as alchemy, Goya and
Brueghel, suggests a deliberate hos-
tility to European colonial moderni-
ty. Using the eye’ s distortion to
empower the spectator in ethical as
well as perceptual terms also
involves a tactical decision.

In terms of historical concep-
tualism, the strategic task of the
artist as ideological-cultural agent
was measured in terms of the ability
to overcome entropy, the erosion of
information, based on certainty in
the power of art to teach?®. Espina
greatly distrusts this idea, as
greatly as he seeks to move the pu-
blic. It is so difficult to reduce
his work to the themes and didactic
aims of political conceptualism as it
is ultimately illegible if we deprive
it of its almost Brechtian emphasis
on the reception sphere as battle-
ground. On the one hand, Espina con-
trols obsessively the amount of
information the audience receives,
striving for effectiveness —there
isn’ t any gesture at this point. On
the other hand, his works do indeed
feed on the erosion or elimination of
information and its potential
effects. Communication is certainly

a problem, but what is sought is the
distortion of perception: confusion,
even hostility. The statement behind
this apparent contradiction is that
the political aims of art, considered
strategically, must transcend the
limits of criticism in the form of
pedagogical rationalism.

Nigredo carries this approach,
thus far latent, to its extreme. In
the charcoal drawings, the subject of
rationality, looked at from a poli-
tical perspective, appears as a for-
mal and tactual hostility. A short,
descriptive stroke is set against the
rays of the geometric figures which
dissect the bodies. The series as a
whole shows us different miniatures
of the same event, as if we had seen
it from within: here someone falls,
there someone cries out, a dismember-
ment takes place. Triangles and
prisms of light come together in a
glittering, constantly changing
cloud which moves forward among dis-
membered bodies and pieces of burnt
charcoal. Distinctiveness and clari-
ty combine in a nightmarish represen-
tation of modern European reason as
an instrument of mutilacion and war.

Conflict also arises from the
great explosion, with other methods
of agential observation. Unlike what
happened in the Bum series, this time
the creative process is revealed as
one of destruction. In the image a
cloud of smoke rises over a grid of
black lines. The explosion occurs far
from the point of view and is com-
pletely outlined in the image, but
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its consequences almost reach out and
touch the spectator, who by approa-
ching the piece becomes aware of the
use of scorching which eats into the
support. The flat surface of the
series of drawings maps out a sphere,
while the explosion distorts the rec-
tilinear space between the spectator
and the canvas, working with the
asynchrony between the wvisual sign
and the tactual disorder.

Nigredo presents us with an
image of the light of reason sifted
through magic and madness. The opti-
cal distortion no longer suggests
that we approach the image critica-
1lly, nor that we should reflect on
the effect of the medium on the me-
ssage: it is not about seeing the act
of seeing on reflection, but rather
about using one’ s vision to expand
the capacity to experience and act
beyond the boundaries of understan-
ding. The large work on paper deep-
ens this at once both psychedelic and
ethical aspect. The image is based on
the corresponding photo of a demons-
tration, from which all reference to
an actual event has been deleted. In
the distance, we’ d see a flag-bearing
crowd attacking a police line.
Closer, the story is impossible to
grasp; it seems to be encrypted in
the canvas. The delay, the changes of
perspective, challenges the eye's
ability to discern forms which are
about to dissolve into a random
anthill of scorch marks collapsing
vertically towards the spectator.
The eye’ s equipment 1is put to the
test in the face of a stimulus which
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dissolves images of political wvio-
lence and social struggle in delirium
and rebuilds them in the visual mate-
rials of noise, chaos and oppression.
The immensity of the conflagration
which takes place in the image 1is
more than can be understood in cog-
nitive terms; the chaos acts as a
trigger; it is as 1f the image and
the collection of emotions that su-
rrounds it already existed in the
mind which strove to give form to it.

This icon spread out on paper in
an almost unrecognizable form raises
questions about the older and most
recent cultural legacy which can be
inferred from the visual arts in
Latin America, relative to an irra-
tional review proposal; since the
images of death and destruction, in

all their forms, are ultimately
merged in the melting pot of
dystopias represented by modern

European colonialism. In the same
way, the work of Espina 1is criss-
crossed by changing mixes of strate-
gies and processes which come from
the history of European painting,
from baroque to expressionism, but
also by the Latin American tradition
ranging from social <realisms to
political conceptualisms.

From this range of sources one
can think that perhaps Espina hasn’ t
too much faith in contemporary art as
a way of stating political problems.
Never before had art exhibitions
accommodated so much information
related to historical, social and
political processes, often set in

peripheral areas and exhausted human
landscapes. Art has a thousand eyes
turned towards the backyard of con-
temporaneity, in forms ranging from
documentaries and ethnographic
investigations by artists to the
organization of discussion groups,
workshops and even schools at bie-
nnial exhibitions. There are many
themes: crises, wars, environmental
disasters define the agenda. But
emergency does not guarantee the
creation of an audience. This raises
a heuristic question: how to generate
a constructive relationship between
means and ends; how to involve the
spectator in an active production
process. Perhaps there is no single
answer, but we can at least be sure
of one thing: that the criticism of
human tragedies carries no weight
until the meaning of the criticism
itself is expanded. And this expan-
sion has to be sensitive in order to
be political. It is in this way that,
as Espina puts it, we are no longer
merely witnesses. The agential role
of the observer increases the crea-
tive factor of the emotions as tools
for acting. An ethical shift in the
artistic practice involves the pro-
duction of a mechanism for reception,
a process in which the public takes
an active part in terms of knowledge
both cognitive and emotional, sensi-
tive and philosophical, which art can
put into circulation. No reassess-—
ment of the role of politics in art
should forget the question posed by
Tomas Espina: have we merely been
witnesses?

1 Festnahme I, one of the central pieces in this
series, displays the aerial shot of a building in
which an arrest takes place. We are barely able to
discern the house and some cars in what seems an
awful transmission.

2 See Diedrich Diederichsen, “Kritik des Auges -
Auges der Kritik”. In Kritik des Auges, Philo Fine
Arts, Hamburg, 2008, p. 36-49.

3 Tomds Espina, “El1 Aleph. Sobre EI1 Triunfo de la
Muerte de Pieter Brueghel el Viejo”. In Pdgina/12,
Radar, 8/10/2008.

4 See Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway, Duke
University Press, Londres, 2007. (Specially chap.
4, “Agential Realism: how material-discursive
practices matter”, p. 132-185.)

5 In terms of historical conceptualism, the strate-
gic task of the artist as ideological-cultural
agent was measured in terms of the ability to over-
come entropy, the erosion of information, based on
certainty in the power of art to teach.
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