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Introduction: 

I write this as an extension of my mother and her mother, and so on. I attempt to 
remember this from the womb. Not here or there, just floating in-between where 
“life and death are knotted in a thread / the hanged man’s rope / and the umbilical 
cord”   from which the space between two knots, is a merging, and not so much a 1

separation.  
 

Like my migrant mother holding me inside of her belly as she crossed the U.S/Mexican 

border illegally, “the Borderlands are physically present wherever two or more cultures edge 

each other... where the space between two individuals shrinks with intimacy.”  Like the 2

amniotic sac, “borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us 

from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge,”  where artists like 3

Cecilia Vicuña create in unknown territories. Existing within the restrictive membrane of 

separate societies that keep Vicuña unsafe and fascinated allows her to continuously create 

something borderless. Vicuña is all about the unraveling, recycling, and reshaping of materials 

while exercising a common thread to weave her work together. Vicuña’s corporeal gestures 

endlessly explore language as material as well as the language of materials to navigate the 

in-between spaces separated by both physical and mental manifestations of borders. Through 

critical analysis, I will examine Gloria Anzaldúa’s border theories and Cecilia Vicuña’s cultural 

productions to create a final book of work inspired by my research. 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s borderland theory imagines this in-between space as both a womb and 

a grave site. Whether borderland theory applies to land or a body, the ideas of borders are 

1 Cecilia Vicuña,  Spit Temple: the Selected Performances of Cecilia Vicuña , (New York, Ugly Duckling 
Presse, 2014), 27. 
2 Gloria Anzaldúa. Borderlands: La Frontera: The New Mestiza. Fourth 
Edition. (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books. 2012 [1987]). Preface 
3 Ibid, 3. 
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malleable like identities, language, and materials. Physical manifestations of borders can exist as 

walls or fences and shift in meaning depending on whether one feels contained, protected, or 

excluded by them. Mental manifestations of borders can exist as frameworks of culture, 

language, and epistemologies. Borderland theory explains how one body can feel contained, 

protected, and excluded by physical and mental manifestations of borders simultaneously 

through a mestizo/border consciousness. Vicuña works from a mestiza/ border consciousness to 

navigate the relationship between materials and languages.  

Vicuña perpetually repurposes conceptual, historical, and material threads to create 

tangible and visual connections in space.  Furthermore, “these threads of unspun wool, so 

omnipresent in her visual art, with their symbolic connection to the Latin American tradition of 

weaving...become metaphorically, a genetic line, one that overlaps and fuses with other genetic 

lines.”   Weaving worlds of history,  identities, languages, and materials,  4

Vicuña’s ouvrage challenges such questions of recent art as the status of the object, the 
relation of the artist and the viewer/reader, bodily action, the space/time relation, the 
inner and outer environment, and the connection of the visual to the other senses, once 
moving viewers away from their habit of compartmentalizing artistic production into 
separate media...She demands a laying open of the mechanisms that produce meaning, 
particularly the formation of a language. Her ideal is a discourse characterized by 
plurality, the open interplay of elements, and the possibility of infinite recombination.   5

 
While I tie Anzaldua’s borderlands theory to Vicuña’s art-making process, I weave Vicuña’s 

work into mine, through research and performance. Ultimately, I create a collection of artworks 

in response to Vicuña ’s original works, in particular Boundhead, Otoño, Antivero, and Hilo 

Azul. Vicuña  states in a poem,  “People say that / unspun wool / contains the power / of the 

cosmos / because it’s not yet--- / it’s nothing you see / it has not been spun / it’s nothing / it’s 

4 Vicuña & Alcalá.  Spit Temple. 16 
5 Catherine Zegher, M. Ouvrage: Knot a Not, Notes as Knots in The Precarious: the Art and Poetry of 
Cecilia Vicuña .( New England, University Press of New England, 1997). 41 
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pure potential.”  The unspun wool is a feeling with intention waiting for the weaver’s direction. 6

Here I weave words.  

Cecilia Vicuña was born 1948 in Santiago, Chile. She was raised in a small  rural town 

where she recalls a childhood full of physical freedom. Her adolescence was greeted with 

Salvador Allende’s Democratic/Socialist presidency which would give Chile a taste of a fluid 

and joyful world, as Vicuña describes. In a pivotal youthful moment, Vicuña  remembers her 

first private performance which would shift her perception and creative practice from that 

moment on. Con Cõn is a private performance and place, conceived on a beach in Chile where 

the Pacific Ocean meets the mouth of the Aconcagua River. Here, “from the union of fresh and 

salt water a boundless energy emerges, the inversion of separation.”  Vicuña describes the 7

moment she felt the ocean had as much life as she did and states:  

I had this awareness––an awareness of its awareness. I felt that I needed to respond, to 
make a sign to indicate to the ocean that I understood. So, I picked up a little stick that 
was just lying about. It was this beach that had a lot of debris. I stood it up, and once I 
stood it up, making it vertical, I knew that in that change––between horizontal and 
vertical––I had woven my place in the world...the meeting point of sea and human being.   8

 

Water, like wool, would have a similar shifting quality for Vicuña. Water, like wool, can take 

many forms and metaphorically they serve interchangeably. From this moment on, Vicuña will 

continue to weave entities together in a communal embroidery of existence through the use of 

languages and organic materials to transform the borders and separations insinuated by cultural 

frameworks.Having the awareness of how materials can be formed and reformed creates many 

meanings while also emerging as an interdependent response. Furthermore Vicuña states,  

6 Vicuña.  Spit Temple. 16 
7 Cecilia Vicuña.  About to Happen. (New York, Siglo Press. 2017). 7 
8 Julia Bryan-Wilson. Awareness of Awareness: An Interview with Cecilia Vicuña in About to Happen. 
(New York, Siglo Press, 2017). 111  
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I believe what changes the world is our awareness, and I consider awareness to be the 
main part of human beings. Awareness is what we share even with subatomic particles. 
So awareness––consciousness–– is the art. The physical act of making actions, 
exhibitions, objects, and so forth, is a sort of minor manifestation, or tangible 
manifestation, of our awareness. If it is not that, it has no power. It cannot change 
anything if it is not loaded with the clearest intent, and the most intense orientation, 
towards touching other forms of awareness.   9

 

Cecilia works from within a mestizo awareness/ consciousness which allows her to challenge 

social constructions and perceptions of borders. The processing of this awareness, in other 

words, can be a sister to Gloria Anzaldua’s La Facultad, described as: 

The capacity to see in surface phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, to see the deep 
structure below the surface. It is an instant ‘sensing’ a quick perception arrived at without 
conscious reasoning. It is an acute awareness mediated by the part of the psyche that does 
not speak, that communicates in images and symbols which are the faces of feelings, that 
is, behind which feelings reside / hide. The one possessing this sensitivity is 
excruciatingly alive to the world.   10

 
This acute almost unconscious feeling leads into the clear intent which serves as the foundation 

for Vicuña’s art practice. The artworks exist within the merging of space and time and are 

critically receptive and dependent on the connection to the viewer/audience. Vicuña’s  artworks 

are the faces of feelings. 

9  Julia Bryan-Wilson. “Awareness of Awareness: An Interview with Cecilia Vicuña” in About to Happen. 
Siglo Press. 2017. Pg 119 
10  Gloria Anzaldúa. Borderlands: La Frontera: The New Mestiza. Fourth 
Edition. San Francisco: Aunt Lute Books. 2012 [1987]. Pg 38 
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 Fig. 1 

Inca quipu-maker (khipukamayuq). Administrative Quipu, 1400–1532. Central or South Coast, Peru. Cotton. Brooklyn Museum 

 

Another vital form of materialized language that would inform and guide Vicuña’s work 

is the Quipu. The Quipu is, “a form of embodied language that takes shape like chords of music 

or visual poetry, with every colored string, knot or shell a semantic unit to be read, heard, and 

interpreted in dialogue with other knotted strings”  The Quipu’s symbolic importance as a 11

transmitter of memory and awareness is the very essence of Vicuña ’s ongoing body of work. 

Andean people used Quipu knotted colored strings as transmitters of their cultural knowledge 

and history. Vicuña  discovered the way Andean people materialized wool while she was 

studying art in Chile. By using this alternative form of indigenous knowledge production, Vicuña 

uncovered a history that had been suppressed and almost erased by Western colonization. 

Vicuña’s work weaves through and around the frameworks of written, oral, and material 

language while taking into consideration the raw relationship between material and language. In 

writing about Vicuña, scholar Julia Bryan-Wilson notes, “ it is significant to her that in Quechua 

11  Julia Bryan-Wilson. FRAY. University of Chicago, 2017.111 
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spoken by Native peoples in Peru as well as northern Chile and parts of Bolivia), the word for 

language also means ‘thread.’’’  She uses both words and materials through poetry and 12

performance to translate her experience. She stitches cultures and histories to mend the 

separations and need for categorization imposed by the Western cultures. Throughout Vicuña 's 

cultural production she highlights the necessary essence of the worlds’ materials such as leaves, 

water, trash, wool, and words as transmitters of her major themes and ideas of the need for 

connectivity and bridging. She uses her body as an activator for new realities, an alternative 

reality, and continuously shapes her materials including her body into an abyss of endless forms 

to transform violent perceptions of separations. 

In 1972 Vicuña was accepted to study at the Slade School of Art in London. Soon 

thereafter a U.S. military coup would overthrow Allende and send Chile into a repressive and 

violent Pinochet dictatorship. Vicuña would not return to the home she left behind, she would 

live and have to create in exile until the 1980’s. The artworks I will explore were created during 

Chile’s drastic political shifts between the 1970’s and 1980’s. During repressive political 

climates, artists often highlight the vital necessity for connectivity and resistance and 

regeneration through alternative codes of language due to political suppression and censorship.  13

Although she was not strictly censored due to her exile, Vicuña still “invented a new language of 

dissent.”  While arriving in London, Vicuña was confronted with cultural shock, exile, 14

displacement, a gender division and furthermore the limitations of language. She found a way to 

explore the language of materials to translate her mestizo and exiled experience. In shifting into 

12 Bryan-Wilson. FRAY. Pg 114 
13 ibid. 134 
14 Ibid. 134 
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primarily using English she was exposed to the relationship between language and consciousness 

and how they inform one another: 

In crossing, with and without papers, the language borders maintained by most social 
structures (even that of poetry reading), Vicuna performs what Walter Mignolo calls 
‘languaging’: a ‘thinking and writing between languages, that moves us away from the 
idea that language is in fact (e.g. a system of syntactic, semantic, and phonetic rules), and 
[moves us] toward the idea that speech and writing are strategies for orienting and 
manipulating social domains of interaction.   15

 

Language became a material more like color as her, “English made non-standard in the mouth of 

a native Spanish speaker, this Spanish in a mostly non-Spanish setting- created different levels of 

opacity and unintelligibility, depending on the listener.”  She would often mesh the two 16

languages and speak a form of Spanglish. Spanglish would in a way be an exact translation of a 

multilingual/multicultural of experience where through the fusion of, “different languages, words 

move through and open up new and forgotten histories and meanings.”  She began to 17

incorporate languages in her written and oral poetry and art practice. Ultimately she created a 

space in which both languages as well as indigenous Latin American words and concepts could 

coexist together through the use of language and the gathering of earthly materials.  She began 18

an art form that cannot be fully comprehended from one language alone, but through the 

realization of multilingual combination and coexistence of concepts. It is critical to note that 

Vicuña’s artworks often exist within the context of text. The works I will be exploring all have a 

poem component that transmits the visual as Anzaldua remarks, “An image is a bridge between 

evoked emotion and conscious knowledge; words are the cables that hold up the bridge. Images 

15 Alcala. Spit Temple. 22 
16 ibid. 21 
17 Ibid. 22 
18 ibid. 21 
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are more direct, more immediate than words, and closer to the unconscious. Picture language 

precedes thinking in words; the metaphorical mind precedes analytical consciousness.”  19

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

19 Anzaldúa. Borderlands. 69 
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I tied up my boyfriend and wound myself in a net / Life and death are knotted in a thread / the hanged man’s 

rope, / and the umbilical cord. 

 

 

Fig. 2 

       

Fig. 3  

Figure 1 and Figure 3: Cabeza amarrada (Bound head), 1970. Documentation of performance; photographer: 
Claudio Bertoni. Archival inkjet prints, sheets, 11 ¾ × 8 ¼ in. (29.8 × 21 cm); image: 10 ½ × 7 in. (26.7 × 17.8 cm) 
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Border Consciousness and Body Language:  

The body is the physical agent of the structures of everyday experience. It is the producer                
of dreams, the transmitter and receiver of cultural messages, a creature of habits, a              
desiring machine, a repository of memories, an actor in the theatre of power, a tissue of                
affects and feelings. Because the body is at the boundary between biology and society,              
between drives and discourse, between the sexual and its categorization in terms of             
power, biography and history, it is the site par excellence for transgressing the constraints              
of meaning or what the social discourse prescribes as normal.  20

 
 -Coco Fusco 

 
 In Cecilia’s documented private performance Cabeza Amarrada (Boundhead), 1970 she 

expresses a border and gendered consciousness through body language and thread.  Border 

consciousness addresses the limitations of language when the translation of a multicultural 

experience is inadequate. Vicuña states in an interview with David Levi Strauss, “ ‘I am a mixed 

person, a person of two cultures. So I don’t trust either––that is the reality. I use everything 

because I want to ask them all to remember...I am at the moment of emergency, at the moment of 

danger, when you actually feel that all of this could go away.”   She explores the relationship 21

with the shifting world and objects which restrict and define her by endlessly using her, “body as 

a vehicle for artistic language.”  22

I wanted to start with these images because there is a clear confrontation and a sense of 

relative separation. In the first black and white portrait, Vicuña’s head is bound by a readymade 

webbed bag that was used to hold fruit and dispersed in grocery stores (Fig.2). In the second 

image, Cecilia used a black thread to tie her boyfriend’s face in a similar yet different manner 

(Fig.3). Cecilia’s practice emerges out of a corporeal reaction from the nautics between body and 

20 Coco Fusco, Corpus Delecti: Performance Art of the Americas. (London, Routledge, 2000). 208 
21 Levi Strauss, the memory of the fingers: A Conversation between Cecilia Vicuña and David Levi 
Strauss in Cloud-Net. 18-21 
22 Fusco, Corpus Delecti. 211 
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object, body and another body, the visible and invisible. In a way, I feel the essence of this work 

is what Vicuña continuously responds to as, “Vicuña has never accepted the boundaries between 

cultural disciplines, creating a terrain of her own in the interstices––the role of the mestizo, or the 

coyote.”   In this documented performance there is omnipresent division and urgency to 23

confront and bridge all entities. When presented with these images, one is unaware of whether 

Vicuña begins with her body and works outward or starts with the object and works inward but 

threads are a constant visual relationship between the two. Vicuñas gestural forms of 

communicating between the conscious and unconscious, “between the corporeal and the 

spiritual”  ultimately exist outside the cultural frameworks and challenge perception. This 24

image is in direct dialogue with the image of her boyfriend considering they were originally 

made in relation to one another. Yet the images also function as their own projects to navigate 

gendered power dynamics. Furthermore, I will address the body as it relates to the object through 

gesture and performance to channel an ephemeral relationship shifting between connection and 

disconnection. 

The heads are both constrained by cultural and gendered experience. There is an 

obscuring of the face, a narrowing of vision from within and outside the bag and thread. The 

intense visual contrast highlights the polarity of inside and outside, black and white, light and 

absence of light to address the binary and furthermore explore the gray tones in-between. Vicuña 

often confronts the binary as, “ a romantic and elemental courtship of sameness and difference.”

 Through framing, and the appearance of the window in the background, the viewer can tell 25

23 Lucy Lippard, Spinning the Common Thread in The Precarious: the Art and Poetry of Cecilia Vicuña . 
(New England. University Press of New England, 1997) 8 
24 Fusco. Corpus Delecti. 8 
25 Maria Damon, Readme in Spit Temple. 296 
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both bodies are in the same space; yet, they are affected and existing differently from one 

another. While both images project otherness and separation it is important to note that Vicuña 

physically placed the netted bag on her head and then used a black thread in what I imagine a 

compulsive yet controlled manner to tie up her partner’s head. Like many other Latin American 

women artists at the time, her gestures and the action of, “these situations exacerbate her sense of 

alienation in a world ruled by masculine representations; borderline situations where she has to 

make the most of her relationship to language and its codes of representation and identity.”  26

Vicuña is aware of the bag and the threads original function and new function. It was a grocery 

bag and now it is a net. It was thread waiting for direction and function now it strangles her 

partner. There is visible violence, yet also a serenity and oblivion to the portraits. Like many 

other Latin American women artists at times of political suppression, Vicuña expressed how, 

The corporeal not only lies at the frontier of the sayable, it also becomes the domain of 
the unsayable. Such body signals provide a carnal symptom of violence used by and 
against language. But they can also recodify that violence by translating the presymbolic 
or trans-symbolic potential of censored material into physical gestures.   27

 

There seems to be no resistance, yet the facial expressions are obscured and untelling or perhaps 

unaware. The material is doing more of the talking. The materiality of the thread becomes this 

‘‘‘undone hem’ that each woman’s vision spirals outward in material language, expanding the 

weave of her matrix and manifesting a new physical graft between her body and the actual 

world.”  Vicuña uses the material to portray and take control of her cultural experience in 28

separate societies. The strings of both the manufactured and virgin wool reemerge as quipus, 

26 Fusco, Corpus Delecti, 214 
27 Ibid, 215 
28 Julia Philips Brown, touch in transit’: Manifestation / Manifestación in Cecilia Vicuña’s cloud-net in 
Contemporary Women's Writing, Volume 5, Issue 3, (Oxford University Press, 2001). 208-231 

http://cww.oxfordjournals.org/content/5/3/208.extract
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quipus that record Spanish colonization and all the toxicities that created a new framework for 

the existence of a mixed woman. 

The netted bag is a cultural production and mechanism whose defined role is challenged 

and repurposed by, “nominating everyday objects as with delving into the tensile properties of 

fiber––its ability to withstand stress.”  The net is a contradiction. If the net is a bag and she is 29

inside of it- she is objectified and commodified. She could be misinterpreted, mistreated and 

disposed of because of her gendered and racial body. The bag (like her body) is made of crosses 

(of contradictions). The cross is a meeting of opposite lines that cross to make unions stronger as 

a whole. The knot is a borderland, the space in between, the meeting, the connection. The cross 

in the bag insinuates woman’s work of weaving and also a bi-cultural experience.   Ultimately 30

that net serves as a framework, one that sifts water and sifts experience when it is placed on 

Vicuña’s head. Not only does it sift it, also traps experience. Vicuña’s head is a merging of grey 

space within the white bag and the dark environment. A bag is disposable and the net is not. A 

bag does not hold much weight but a net is used to catch fish and other things that are vital for 

the body. A net also kills the fish. It is used to kill something and nurture another. Vicuña is 

aware of the inherent contradictions of the bodies and the objects. The contradictions exist in, “a 

reality, therefore, that is not a mere crossing from one borderline to another, or that is not merely 

double, but a reality that involves the crossing of an indeterminate number of borderlines.”  The 31

infinite crossings of the bag and the thread are the intricacies that Vicuña aims to express through 

a border crossing and border unraveling consciousness. Through the use of a disposable garbage 

29 Bryan-Wilson. Fray. 116 
30 Lippard. Common Thread. 11 
31 Trinh T. Minh-ha, When the Moon Waxes Red in Performance on the Edge: Transformations of Culture. 
(The Athlone Press, 2000.) 34 
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material and repurposing her chosen material as a form of modern quipu she, “confronts 

otherness––whether as a result of remoteness of time (colonialism) or remoteness of space (first 

world) ––by creating a vision of indigenous culture that balances both and at the same time 

demonstrates its durability through strength and vitality of the fabric.”   32

With this netted bag placed on Cecilia’s head and thread wrapped around her boyfriend, 

she confronts, “dominant paradigms, predefined concepts that exist as unquestionable, 

unchallengeable, are transmitted to us through the culture.[The dominant] culture is made by 

those in power––men. Males make the rules and the laws; women transmit them.”  Vicuña not 33

only confronts the inner workings of her marginalized experience but also challenges the 

structure of the material by taking control of the thread of the structure and reshaping it. The 

thread is a symbol of connection and disconnection and of infinite possibility as, “it is clear that 

her work is all about alliance, about threads, about connections, about responsibilities to the 

histories of words and languages, and how they shape us.”  She works from her personal 34

relationship with her boyfriend at the time, Claudio Bertoni to portray the often considered 

inherent gender divisions and power dynamics which structure a larger political patriarchal 

picture.  

While this project was made before the military coup, this darkly foreshadowed the 

violence and disappearance of many bodies after 1973. Contextually Vicuña addresses the 

suppression and colonization of indigenous peoples in Chile to confront the very nature of 

Western frameworks used to shape consciousness and experience. The thread always has the 

possibility to be unraveled and the bag is made to be eventually disposed of or reused. Through 

32 Zegher. Knot a Not. 28 
33 Anzaldúa. Borderlands.16 
34 Juliana Spahr, Link, Link, Link Please, in Spit Temple. 316 
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her materials she communicates to the viewer an erasure of identity and visualization of the 

structure of colonial suppression. By alluding to the knots of the quipu as a record making for 

Spanish colonization she depicts how “border crossing involves a process of decolonizing the 

mind and the body. It always reveals the ambivalence at the source of traditional narratives of the 

nation, of authority, of identity.”  Vicuña allows us to visualize the frameworks of colonization, 35

language, and consciousness formations that have often been left unquestioned by using threads 

and a netted bag that insinuate the materials of language. The thread and the gesture of 

weaving’s core faculty are, “that threads and knots are woven together and then have the equal 

potential to be undone or unraveled.”  We must have the awareness of the structures, 36

innerworkings, the knots before they can be undone and worked on. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

35 Homi K. Bhabha, Nation and Narration in Performance on the Edge: Transformations of Culture. (The 
Athlone Press, 2000.) 34 
36 Jena Osman, Mapping the Root of Response in Art in General in Spit Temple. 298 
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First I tried to capture spring, but the petals / rotted. The leaves from the trees, though, / were harder. / I wanted 
to keep them before they were swept up or burned, / not out of a desire to make them eternal, but as an act of 

folly. / Several million years after the creation / of autumn and a few years after the creation of the plastic bag, I 
decided to keep autumn in a bag. / Consciousness of your own death brings a new vision of time. / A work 

dedicated to delight wants to make the urgency of the present, which is the urgency of the revolution, palpable.  
 

Fig. 4  

                                        Fig.5 

Figure 4 and 5: Otoño / Autumn. 1971. Documentation of Performance. Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes. Santiago, 

Chile.  
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Border as Process: 

Some works exist forever invoked, always in performance...Invoked art is 
communal and speaks of everyday life.  37

 
 -Gloria Anzaldúa  

 

In 1971, a year after Salvador Allende was elected as president, Cecilia Vicuña along 

with Claudio Bertoni and Nemesio Antúnez decided to fill a room at the National Fine Arts 

Museum in Santiago, Chile with Autumn leaves. Vicuña asked the museum to send out a poster 

calling out gardeners around the city to help collect leaves for the performative installation titled 

Otoño, 1971. Through the poetic act of gathering and community formation, Vicuña along with 

friends, family, and workers filled plastic bags with leaves. They occupied the gallery three feet 

deep with debris as a contribution for the construction of Socialism. While Socialism was deeply 

rooted in the class struggle, Vicuña also wanted to address the necessity of a complete 

transformation of the senses which would be triggered by the dead leaves stating: “the ‘new 

being’ is one who has a new perception of time and knows it can’t be wasted. The new being will 

work to accelerate revolution, to metamorphose her mind and relationships, because it does not 

make sense to suffer having such a short time to live.”  As the people collected their share of 38

leaves, the leaves bridged the collective and the individual through a ritual-like performance. 

The collective manifested itself through the organic ephemeral borderland sculpture. Within the 

conception of Otoño, it is critical to consider: “the borderlands [as] places of collaboration, of 

interactivity, of shared as well as opposing values, of exposed and juxtaposed weaknesses, and of 

37 Anzaldúa. Borderlands. 67 
38 Cecilia Vicuña. Sabor a Mi. ChainLinks. Oakland and Philadelphia. 2011. 67  
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ignorance, unmasked and re-masked. Borderlands beckon to risk takers, meaning awakers, and 

vision makers.”  Vicuña used the leaves as connective tissue, one like the skin of the trees that 39

shed and regenerates in the spring, to weave a communal experience and visualize a cyclical and 

integral existence. In Otoño, Vicuña’s process-based approach includes individual and collective 

gestures, precarious objects, and a final installation to challenge Western cultural perceptions of 

art-object, space and time. I would like to consider Melissa Harrison’s critique on how, “borders 

have been transformed from bilateral national boundaries to cultural and epistemic sites of 

contestation.”  Furthermore these borders are continuously challenged within Vicuña’s art 40

practice. 

The installation was a recollection of the cycles of life and a reminder of death. It is 

critical to note that on the date of the opening reception, Edmundo Pérez Zujovic who was the 

ex-minister of the Interior, was killed. This would mark the first political violent act leading into 

the coup that would overthrow Allende’s socialist presidency.  Due to the violent death, the 41

museum closed for national mourning and the exhibition only lasted three days after it reopened. 

This visceral individual performance, as well as the collective experience of mourning,  explored 

the personal as political. While the leaves were originally intended to represent a potential for 

change, the shifting context of their symbolic charge was momentarily turned toward grief and 

the disillusionment of a socialist future. 

Within Vicuña’s Otoño, I would like to consider Juan Acha’s term ‘non-objectualist’ to 

think about:  

39 Melissa Harrison and Margaret E. Montoya. Voices/Voces in the Borderlands. In The Latino/a 
Condition: A Critical Reader. Edited by Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic. 1998. New York: New York 
University Press. pp. 659 
40 Ibid. 641 
41 Vicuña. Spit Temple. 66 
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A set of ideas about an aesthetic practice that paralleled those associated with the 
dematerialization of the art object in the US. This implied, in addition to a rejection of the 
focus on a finished object, a blurring of the art/life boundary and questioning of cultural 
institutions and policy.   42

 

This performative installation emerged from collaboration and was deeply rooted in process and 

ephemerality more so than the final product, or Western considerations of art as a commodified 

object. The installation, allowed the public to contribute to the natural construction of 

institutional deconstruction and furthermore gave people the experience of collective energy 

through the reevaluation of private space, time, and material perception. By transforming the 

tactility and physicality of language through the materiality of leaves and gesture, Vicuña 

recontextualized nature inside of the institution and created a coexistence. She created a 

connection and contested the notion of natural and cultural separation while also considering 

private and public separations of often considered organic materials: 

Vicuña sees all her work as a response to her materials (and everything in life is material 
for art); These materials are lying down and I respond by standing them up. The gods 
created us and we have to respond to the gods. There will only be equality when there is 
reciprocity   43

 

The alternative language is that of gesture and material through the use of metaphor. Otoño was 

a physical transformation of a space that served as a metaphor for Socialism and its inherent 

process of transformation through the awareness of common good. It was art made by and for the 

people to visualize change. 

42 Fusco. Corpus Delecti. 13 
43 Lucy Lippard R. Spinning the Common Thread. 15 
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The project considered linear and circular modes of thinking to challenge perceptions of 

cultural institutions and knowledge production. This installation was deeply informed by the 

individual yet collective experience of gathering the leaves. Like Socialism, the individual 

gatherings culminated in a heap of leaves that was only made possible by the contribution of 

many. In Vicuña’s Otoño, “the body is the stage on which this division primarily leaves its mark. 

It is the meeting place of the individual (or one’s biography and unconscious) and the collective 

(programming of the roles of identity according to the norms of social discipline).”  The works 44

exist always invoked both inside and outside through the individual and collective experience to 

cross physical and mental manifestations of borders.  

Instead of committing to a set daily routine, people drifted and followed nature. To 

further inform my research I redirected my focus to collect leaves after the rain one day to 

further understand Vicuña’s process and intention. I dedicated a couple of hours to gathering 

eight plastic bags of leaves, I felt at peace and surprisingly concentrated in letting the leaves 

guide me. While I collected the leaves I saw people in their cars going to work, to school, home, 

or wherever they were off on their daily excursions. Some looked at me strangely but I felt a 

radical form of non-conforming propel me. By conducting this research through performance, I 

was reminded of Guy Debord's theory of the dérive. The dérive is a pedestrian technique, 

conceived by the Situationists and published in 1958, by which one takes time to pass through 

space with no aim but to be aware and driven by the space itself. Guy Debord states that: 

Chance is a less important factor in this activity than one might think: from a dérive point 
of view cities have psychogeographical contours, with constant currents, fixed points, and 
vortexes that strongly discourage entry into or exit from certain zones. But the dérive 
includes both this letting-go and its necessary contradiction: the domination of 
psychogeographical variations by the knowledge and calculation of their possibilities.  

44 Fusco. Corpus Delecti. 208 
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Vicuña and Guy Debord both find it vital to have an awareness of space and the construction of 

it. Only through the awareness of the constructions, accessibility, and relationships of cultural 

and natural space, can one attempt to challenge and reimagine alternative possibilities of 

existence. This particular project allowed for people to navigate through space differently than 

they normally would. The drift, therefore, shifted perspectives and brought into consideration a 

more natural gaze. How does one walk around the city, what are we driven by, structure to 

structure, tree to tree? How do nature and culture relate, and do we always think of them as 

separate? Cecilia Vicuña, as well as the Situationists, used surrealist tendencies of practicing 

avant-garde techniques by using natural and discarded materials to portray ephemerality and the 

subject in process who is “equally constituted by symbolic and semiotic elements.”  While 45

Cecilia Vicuña at the time of this installation was not considering or really aware of Avant-garde 

techniques she was more driven by what she considered arte precario. Arte Precarios: 

As their name suggests, subject to time and the elements; they are prone to disintegration, and to 
a shifting of their composition, not unlike the unscripted and ephemeral quasars. Yet, the 
tensions between determinacy and indeterminacy, contingency and the absolute- so at the center 
of discussions regarding mid-century avant garde practice––seem for Vicuña rather to be found 
more specifically in the ancient roots that underlie the notion of the “the precarious”   46

 

This “Precarious Art” form was the name for the collection and reconsideration of found and 

natural objects she would use to make temporary sculptures that should be considered by their 

shifting environment. I would like to consider Otoño’s leaves as individual precarious sculptures, 

ones that exist in-between past and future and are subjected to decompose.  

45 Zegher. Knot a Not. 37 
46 Alcala. Spit Temple. 24 
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The fallen leaves that have nothing left to give and giving it new life through art allows 

for a visceral experience outside of the ordinary. The fall leaves are symbolic of the seasons and 

stand for death but also foreshadow the turn to spring and regeneration of life.  Becoming aware 

of the change in seasons shifts perception and consciousness. On the outlook of time between 

western and non-western cultures, linguistics professor Zuo Biao notes how:  

Western culture looks upon a time as the extension of a line going ceaselessly forward 
and never returning, and therefore holds the future in high regard and plans for it. In 
contrast, (non-western) culture thinks of time as the rotation of a circle, going repeatedly 
round and round, day in and day out, and thus cherishes and reveres the past.  47

 

In Western cultures, the perception of time and notions of the individual are deeply rooted in 

linearity likened to borders where, “the universe is divided into two opposites with a clear-cut 

demarcation line drawn between the two: man and nature, subject and object, mind and matter, 

the divine and the secular.”  In Vicuña’s Otoño, the leaves become a reflection of the individual 48

and the past. The piled heap of leaves becomes the reflection of the collective past. Our own 

personal awareness of reflection through the material becomes a political awareness one that 

bridges: “man and nature, subject and object, mind and matter, the divine and secular.”  The 49

seasons are a circular form of thinking which challenge Western conceptions of time and 

structural institutions. Structures are made of walls which are made of lines that not only take up 

space but also hold it in place. The ideas of continuation and circular forms of thinking are more 

prominent in indigenous, Non-Western cultures. The leaves like many of the other discarded 

materials used in her art practice are used, “ in defiance of an excluding differentiation. The 

47 Zuo Biao. Lines and Circles: West and East. in Quest Magazine.  90.4 (JULY - AUGUST 
2002):140-145. 
48 Ibid. 142. 
49 Ibid. 142. 
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impartiality (or abstractness) is maintained once the found objects are appropriated materials. 

Such nonhierarchical use of materials allows reflections on balance, equality, and freedom, 

which are emphasized by the fragile state of equilibrium in many of her precarious objects.”  50

This “act of folly” as Vicuña described, is a different type of a circular awareness in a linear 

structure. It is a revolutionary tactic of cross-cultural coexistence and it aims to transform all the 

senses. The crunching of leaves, the smell of Autumn and the visual manifestation of a joyful 

experience through gathering could only be experienced through the intricacies of Otoño’s 

fleeting specialization. 

The leaves are natural and decomposing, the plastic bag is a product made from the 

violent extraction of oil from the land. The leaves inside the plastic bag are a minor 

manifestation of the larger installation where the leaves are piled within the art institution. 

Through process, Vicuña uses precarious material to reclaim natures space and deconstructs the 

frameworks which separate nature from culture. Vicuña challenges what Gloria Anzaldua 

considers, “the ‘sacrifices’ Western cultures make are in housing their artworks in the best 

structures designed by the best architects; and in servicing them with insurance, guards to protect 

them, conservators to maintain them, specialists to mount and display them, and the educated 

and upper classes to “view” them.”  By using such ephemeral and disposal material in Otoño as 51

well as the unnatural plastic, Vicuña’s art process crosses, 

Beyond the gallery and the museum, into the environment, mixing media, and inviting 
the participation of the public.” Striking here are the concurrences, not only in the use of 
‘precarious’ materials (netting, strings, shells), but also in the notions of space/time, of 
beginning, of bodily action (perception, touch, manipulation, voice, smell; the 
‘eye-body’), of dialogue, even of another basic human creation: architecture.   52

 

50 Zegher. Knot a not. 36 
51 Anzaldúa. Borderlands. 69 
52 Zegher. Knot a Not. 38 
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Like Gloria Anzaldua’s writing which she likes to consider as performance, Vicuñas precarious 

art exemplified in Otoño should be considered as,  “performances’ and not as inert and ‘dead’ 

objects (as the aesthetics of Western culture think of art works). Instead the work has an identity; 

it is a ‘who’ or a ‘what’ and contains the presence of persons, that is, incarnations of gods  or 

ancestors or natural and cosmic powers.”   Through material, Vicuña is able to bridge a 53

collective experience and challenge the institution. The plastic bag is a metaphor for the larger 

violent neoliberal structures that have been founded on a violent history that has continuously 

expropriated from the land through the violent dispossession of indigenous people. 

In Otoño, Vicuña weaves the individual and the collective through gesture and material. 

She allows others to challenge cultural perceptions of space and time to create ties between 

culture and forms of making sense of time and production. She uses specialization as a tactic to 

contest, to protest, but also bridge existence through cultural production. Vicuña is continuously, 

“dealing with the past and the other, the crossing of borderlines and the seams of cultural 

articulation are highlighted in this work”  The power of Otoño is that like a borderland it is 54

continuously evoked and rooted and shifting. Furthermore she challenges perception through the 

materiality of her chosen objects while,  

 
Impermanence, dissolution, and change have been at the heart of her work since its 
inception; these are not qualities prized by the art market or museum, and her witchy, 
womanly slant has meant that her precarious have sometimes been dismissed as strange 
charms rather than serious sculptures   55

 

53 Anzaldúa. Borderlands. 67 
54 Zegher. Knot a not. 40 
55 Bryon-Wilson. 114 
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Otoño as a collection of precarious little sculptures invoking the past, present, and future through 

process and material. While most of her works exist in a fragile state of disappearance and often 

not fully considered by art establishments, Vicuña states: “My work responds to an awareness of 

place and a sensory memory of the land. Desire, offering, prayer and the body as metaphor are 

all key. Everything is cyclical and to respond is to offer again.”  56

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

56 Cecilia Vicuña. Lines of Communication.  Selvedge Magazine. 22    
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Tired of my room's normality I have crisscrossed it with a blue thread...taut and geometrical 

as a sky to communicate with other worlds. Fig.6 

  
Hilo Azul ( Blue Thread) 1972 

Hilo de agua, hilo de vida, hilo de voz 

“crossing precariously between two worlds”   Fig.7 

 

Antivero, (1981) 
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Border as Bridge: 

Forget it / Stretch or drown / Evolve or die / The bridge I must be / Is the bridge to 
my own power / I must translate / My own fears / Mediate / My own weaknesses / 
I must be the bridge to nowhere / But my true self / And then I will be useful   57

 
-Donna Kate Rushin 

 

A weaver is a shapeshifter, a mother, a bird, and a spider. Vicuña, like a bird, builds nests 

like a spider weaves webs, and like a mother directs thread. The thread like a child is as an 

extension of a body to bridge space and furthermore evoke relationships. The act of weaving is a 

form of copulation delivering new visions and extensions of life.  Vicuña moves to stray 58

aesthetically towards unexplored zones of private and public spaces while using indigenous 

cosmologies and craft to stitch ephemeral installations in spaces as memory maps/memory 

bridges. Her fragile spatial weavings allow for a tangible visualization of dialogue between 

bodies and their constantly shifting environment; where the act of weaving is not only likened to 

childbearing  but a generational continuation of delivering through material manifestations and 59

healing. Within her practice, Vicuña often recalls an ancient myth telling that,  

Mapuche women learned how to weave from observing spiders at work and from 
contemplating their cobwebs (both nest and traps). When a baby girl is born, mothers 
walk out to catch a spider and let it walk on the babies hand: the movements of the spider 
will stick to her hands, and the spider will teach her.   60

 

Weaving becomes the power passed on from mother to child and so on. Vicuña has continuously 

used thread to weave environments such as two sides of a road, two sides of a river, and 

57. Donna Kate Rushin, The Bridge Poem in This Bridge Called My Back: Writings By Radical Women of 
Color. Watertown, Mass: Persephone Press.1981. 
58 Zegher. Knot a not. 19 
59 ibid 
60 Zegher. Knot a not. 29 
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opposing walls to explore the multifaceted perceptions and relationships of space and time. 

During the 1970s-80s, Vicuña’s spatial weaving performances unfolded as, “a visual metaphor 

for bridging divides but also for disruptions to speech and thwarted gestures of communication 

during the dictatorship.”  In Vicuña’s installations,  Hilo Azul (fig.6) and Antivero (fig.7) she 61

utilizes her body through gestures to bridge the personal and political divide by spatializing and 

mapping material memory. 

Vicuña’s Hilo Azul and Antivero are likened to webs, nests, bridges but I would also 

consider these works as actions, crossings, and performances. The body and gesture are critical 

in the crossings. The crossings become a moving bridge that heals, protects, connects, and 

projects alternative forms of awareness.  Similar to the way water bodies such as rivers, creeks, 62

and lakes weave themselves through the land, Vicuña weaves her body with thread and urges 

that “everything is falling apart because of lack of connections. Weaving is the connection that is 

missing, the connection between people and themselves, people and nature.”  Like the bridge 63

poem that opened the beginning of this section, the stretching thread becomes a metaphorical 

inclination of a bridge formation. An urgent formation of the gendered and racial body that has 

felt the pressure of translating the shaping of a specific yet universal experience.  

In Jennifer González’s article titled Autotopographies in Prosthetic Territories, she 

elaborates how, “memory, like identity, is a process of situating not unlike placing within an 

architectural model for our perusal those rooms, objects, events, and landscapes that we have 

encountered again and again in pacing through time.”  I would like to correlate the process of 64

61 Bryan-Wilson. Fray. 135 
62 Alcala. Spit Temple. 12 
63 Lippard. Spinning. 11 
64 Jennifer A. González. “Autotopographies” in Prosthetic Territories- Politics and Hypertechnologies. 
West View Press. 1995. 135 
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memory and identity formation to the duality in Gloria Anzaldua’s Coatlicue and furthermore to 

the crossing of threads in Vicuña’s work, where a meeting point in space consists of two 

different lines coming together. Coatlicue is the Aztec goddess that, “simultaneously, depending 

on the person, she represents: duality in life, a synthesis of duality, and a third 

perspective––something more than mere duality or a synthesis of duality.”  Furthermore, 65

Anzaldúa conceptualizes the Coatlicue State, which she describes as the prelude to the crossing 

and understanding of a shifted perception. I think that the Coatlicue State can be considered as 

the context for the way Vicuña navigates space in her life size weavings. Like memory, one’s 

intersectional identity is crystallized at the meeting cross of two or more opposing lines of 

thread. The way Vicuña creates new structures to remember allows for new constructions of 

memory and her relationship to space, therefore, creating new perceptions. 

My cat knocked a nest out of a tree the other day. I found it and brought it into my 

bedroom. I examined the nest closely and saw the many things it was made of. I put it on my bed 

and saw the tiny nest as a minor manifestation of my own bedroom, both collections of worldly 

things: twigs, hair, plastic. Things that make up a place to sleep, to dream with the potential to 

create and recreate. I saw myself as a bird and I saw the bird like myself. A bedroom is a nest 

made up of objects that project memories. We come to collect things from the world which serve 

as a desire and we let it fill our space to make it feel safe and purposeful, these things are 

extensions of the self and our memories. Nesting is an essential metaphor evoked in Vicuña’s 

practice. According to Catherine Zegher, a nest is a meshwork that, “relates to a framework of 

interwoven flexible sticks and twigs used to make walls, fences, and roofs in which to rear the 

65 Anzaldua. Borderlands. 45 
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young. To give birth and to protect the lineage, women needed to weave nests into 

wattle-and-daub shelters.”  I would like to consider this act of nest making, childbearing, and 66

childrearing as one that is not necessarily gendered but accessible to all who feel like bearing 

themselves as a continuation and a reflection of their mother. Nest making is preparing for birth, 

it is a form of spatialization for regeneration. It is a place for dreams and accessing other 

dimensions of our imagination. A bedroom is an intimate place where we are free to feel any 

feeling and to give birth to new versions of ourselves. The bedroom is also a space we inhabit to 

access the child inside of us that has too often been suppressed and separated from us as we grow 

older. We keep objects that remind us of that child. A bedroom is a wonderful place of secrets, 

dreams, play and everything in between.  

Imagine a young Vicuña tired of the normality of her childhood bedroom, where she has 

collected pictures on the walls, love letters, band posters and many other little objects that serve 

as minor manifestations of memories and people. Objects she feels evoke and fill a space with 

powerful memories. From this space, she decided to go to the local craft store to buy some thread 

to create her first spatial weaving, Hilo Azul (fig. 7). Deeply inspired by conceptions of negative 

space, Hilo Azul, like a birds nests was, “barely visible at some moments of the day, at other 

times bristling and invasive...Vicuña has frequently integrated industrial or commercial materials 

in her work, relishing these oppositions and making do with materials on hand, found, 

scavenged, and cheaply purchased.”  This personal installation was originally created in her 67

childhood home in Chile making it site specific. At the store, she finds that there is only one 

color thread available and it is blue. Blue is significant and magical to her and according to the 

66 Zegher. Knot a Not. 18 
67 Bryan-Wilson. Fray. 116-117 
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Mapuche people blue is celestial and sacred because it does not exist in reality.   She began to 68

weave the blue thread in her bedroom. Vicuña describes the process and performance as 

connecting to other worlds. Blue is a dream color which could be used to create a dreamscape 

and furthermore a visual mapping of memory connected to the objects she’s collected. I would 

like to consider these objects inhabiting her childhood bedroom as Vicuña’s autotopography. 

Coined by Professor of History of Art and Visual Culture at UCSC Jennifer González,  

An autotopography––which does not include all personal property but only those objects 
that are seen to signify an ‘individual’ identity––the material world is called upon to 
present a physical map of memory, history, and belief. The autobiographical object(s) 
thus become a prosthetic device: an addition, a trace, and a replacement for the intangible 
aspects of desire, identification, and social relations.  69

 

There is wonderful insight created through the visualization of blue thread moving and stretching 

through space. It is a tracker of where the body has been in relationship to the walls and objects, 

the thread prompts the body to move through space differently than before. Vicuña creates a new 

awareness of space to be explored and navigated alternatively. An auto-topographical map 

questions corners that hold up walls–– and the windows that let light in and out to ultimately 

access memories. These objects, “take on a meaning that lies far deeper than the layer of 

language that names them.”  70

While exploring an exhibition at the Hammer museum titled, Radical Women: Latin 

American Art 1960-1985 displayed in 2017, I was introduced to Cecilia Vicuña’s work for the 

first time. The show was organized by themes which included the self-portrait, body landscape, 

the mapping of the body, reference to eroticism, and the power of words. The themed space I 

68Justo Pastor Mellado. Interview: El Hilo Azul. Vimeo https://vimeo.com/12411405. Museo Nacional 
de Bellas Artes in Santiago de Chile, 2000. 
69  González. Autotopographies. 134  
70 Ibid. 135 

https://vimeo.com/12411405
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found myself circulating over and over again was titled body landscape. Artists such as  Lygia 

Pape, Mara Alvarez, and Ana Mendieta- all spanning separate landscapes had one common 

urgency—to make the invisible, visible. They used the landscape, cameras, and their own bodies 

in the front lines of society to combat political and gender-based oppression and furthermore use 

their bodies as bridges to connect nature and culture. These radical women felt the pressing 

nature to call on people’s ability to understand the importance of resistance through their artistic 

practice. Although Vicuña’s work was featured in a different section relating to text, I would like 

to also consider Vicuña’s spatial weaving Antivero as a body landscape performance. Her 

gestures in producing this multi-dimensional weaving like the body landscape artists also,  

explored psychological and intimate experiences of nature, created metamorphic and 
symbiotic relations with landscape, constructed ephemeral situations that symbolize the 
disappearance of cultures, expressed concerns about the effects of human activity on the 
earth, and depicted the body freely relating to the natural environment. For some artists, 
the landscape became a locus of engagement between the body and the natural 
environment. Such connections between land and body reveal conceptual and aesthetic 
operations of a symbolic, cultural, and ritual nature.   71

 

Many Latin American women artists were creating from an ecofeminist perspective during the 

1960’s -80’s and still continue to as ecofeminist concepts ring louder than ever today in 2019. 

Ecofeminism is a concept from which direct correlations can be drawn between the mistreatment 

of the land and women’s bodies.  The rivers are open wounds, like the Rio Grande used as a 72

violent not natural border between the US and Mexico. Rivers around the world are also being 

continuously expropriated and contaminated. In Antivero, Vicuña stitches water like a surgeon 

urging us to see the wounds we’ve made worse, urging us to let the water bodies heal- let our 

71 Wall text, Radical Women: Latin American Art 1960-1985, Hammer Museum, Los Angeles CA. 
2017 
72 Michelle Summer Fike and Sarah Kerr, 1995, "Making the Links. Why Bioregionalism Needs 
Ecofeminism", Alternative, 21 (2): 22-27. 
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gendered and colored bodies heal. In the ephemeral performance, she moves like a spider with a 

ball of yarn unraveling and connecting to sides of the river bank,  

The line––as a cord and a single row of words in a poem––is a trail of communication, 
and the gift is the completion of the circle, in which the process of forming through 
disappearance is taken up again in the flow of events…. It blurs the borderline between 
the ‘real’ and the ‘imaginary,’ between art and life––the object consumed in the act; 
because it circumscribes and ‘protects’ the mountain water as a source of life before 
contamination; because it alludes to joy, play and ramble; because it refers to the whole 
meaning in the action––even more to perpetual motion of ‘doing’ and ‘undoing’ in 
weaving as in language.   73

 

This web-like installation can be considered to protect and catch prey but also to bridge space. 

Vicuna often insinuates the metaphorical connection of thread and water as they are both fluid 

and flexible by nature. Considering Lucy Lippard’s insight in her article Spinning the Common 

Thread Vicuña’s thread, “ is combined with or stands for water. This is an apt emblem for her 

art, which also has a certain fluidity, clarity, and fragility, as well as a sense of change.”  This 74

installation and performance serve as a visual and temporal resistance to neoliberal agendas to 

expropriate and contaminate the rivers. Vicuña continuously states, “the water wants to be 

heard.”  This slogan has been furthermore adopted by different environmental activists 75

protecting rivers in both Latin America and North America.  Weaving as a bridge, the gesture is 76

a bridge maker, protector, healer, and connector. Not only does thread as material recall a 

specific history of indigeneity and weaving as women’s work, but the environmental weavings 

produce a political act of resistance and protection for the world. There is “a ritual element in all 

73 Zegher. Knot a not. 18 
74 Lippard. Spinning. 11 
75 Ibid. 11 
76 Ibid. 11 
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of these works where, “weaving and crossing are healing process”  for both the land and 77

women’s bodies.  

In Hilo Azul, Vicuña used a blue thread, to weave the walls of her bedroom together. She 

performed a similar gesture in Antivero out in nature tying together two sides of a river bank. By 

creating this similar gesture in two separate spaces, Vicuña is delicately creating a connection 

between nature and culture. The bedroom is culture as it considers the physical “man-made” 

construction of a home, safety, and private space. The river is nature, wild, separate, and in 

public space. By using thread Vicuña occupies the empty space of her bedroom and vast space of 

the outside to create a tie between worlds while insinuating connectivity and tension between the 

two. From this project, she describes how this piece functions on the border of the visible and 

invisible as the thread is so thin and easily dismissed. Vicuña’s specific spatial weavings Hilo 

Azul (fig. 6) and Antivero (fig.7) physically incorporate the element of thread in both a natural 

landscape and private space to challenge spatial and gendered roles. Her geographical weavings 

out in nature also produce cultural correlations between the mistreatment of women and the land 

in which her work can be considered from an ecofeminist perspective. The thread becomes a 

physical realization of tension, and the interdependent relationship existing within the connection 

from one entity to another: bodies to land ––land to bodies, memories to objects––objects to 

bodies. The word “to” is a connection–– it is a bridge where this relationship has often been 

considered a distance or a separation. Border theory is now about transforming, as Margaret E. 

Montoya describes that the border is shifting, “to disciplinary, cultural, and epistemological 

spaces, the border is seen as site, intersection, bridge, and membrane. Borders have been 

77 ibid . 12 
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transformed from bilateral national boundaries to cultural and epistemic sites of contestation.” . 78

Cecilia Vicuña’s spacial weavings, as well as her ongoing artistic exploration, continuously 

transform the border as a place that is malleable and transformative like a thread. With the 

materiality and language of string, she urges,  

We need to respond to the environment the way it responds to us. Everything we do 
mirrors and reflects us. The prime connection between the urban or even planetary scale 
and these tiny artworks is a spiritual/ political one with the land, with nature, especially in 
terms of what society has done to the waters, our precious threads of life.   79

 

 

 

 

  

78 Margaret E. Montoya,  Border Crossings. In The Latino/a Condition: A Critical Reader. Edited by 
Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic, New York: New York University Press. 1998. 641. 
79 Lippard. Spinning. 11 
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Casa Espiral (1966) Con con, Chile 

The ear is a spiral to hear a sound within. 

The earth listening to us. Fig. 8 

 

Living Quipu ( 2018) Brooklyn Museum of Art, NY. Fig. 9 
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Epilogue:  

The reason I decided to unravel Cecilia Vicuña’s work, was because of a memory that 

was formed at the Brooklyn Museum of Art last summer in 2018. I had the dreamlike pleasure to 

experience and be part of her Living Quipo (fig.9)  performance. I remember the end most 

clearly. Vicuña asked us to remember. With her wispy and witchy tone, she invited the people 

who took part in the performance to take some of the wool with them. I took some of the red 

wool on the floor and it’s like my hands knew what to do–– I immediately made a knot right in 

the center. I did not know what the knot meant, I was not very familiar with her work at the time. 

I put the knot in my bag and took it with me as a form of charged memorabilia. I did not know of 

the quipu and the history of the knots. My body knew before my mind. The gesture came 

naturally and unconsciously. In that memory like Cecilia’s Casa Espiral in 1966 (figure 

performance- the material communicated to me how the body remembers and the material 

became a physical manifestation of the memory. Through the unconscious gesture, the power 

and potential of art making seep in its purest form–– born on the border of the conscious and 

unconscious. The material carries the weight to translate a form of universal experience––to 

translate what language tries so hard to do.  

The body has a language of its own, one that is borderless if one lets it. Through gesture 

and awareness exists past and future in a present free-moving dance intertwined with time and 

space. Weaving time, space, sound, and bodies–– I was wrapped up and felt a weight in my 

throat. I don’t remember how long I was wrapped up in wool but there we were–– probably fifty 

or more people warmed up with material and body heat, fragments of bodies, and Vicuña’s voice 

floating in and out of different languages and sounds. Everybody talking with their eyes. Some 
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of us swimming, some drowning, and some floating in space. Each head became a knot within a 

line. A collective experience of healing and grieving- a transformative memory to visualize an 

undone hem ready to be tugged, taken home, and reformed- Cecilia Vicuña gave me the 

awareness of the potential for an individual yet collective reformation. 

For my final visual component, I have created a sculptural book titled Crying Circle 

inspired by my research and performances. Crying Circle is in part an autotopography : a 

collection of objects, memories, people, space, and fragments of performances. It is about being 

born, the weight of existence, grief, and everything that means anything- a diary of sorts. The 

book enables a tender union of object and body and body and object. Crying Circle begins and 

ends in the same place in-between: you and me. The intro text reads: 

 

a placed feather for you to forget 

shift shapes 

becomes the weight of a baby's first breath 

passed from one water womb 

to another 

a bloom, a turn 

the light, the leaves, the water, and gesture remembers blue flowers: 

forget-me-knots 

a mother is water and power 

a mother is framed by her name 

she unravels  



Barbosa 39 

and reveals 

she is a verb and not a noun 

she is growing inside and out 

 

i am twenty-five years old. my mother is forty-two and four months pregnant. she came to 

visit me last week. i had not seen her stretching so quickly. i felt something in my body and 

it was just sitting there like a baby in my belly. i felt connected to her but i still missed her. 

she was radiating with power and vulnerability. she was naked at the time and i absorbed 

her through the clicking camera. stills of my mother and her power to grow a child, to 

grow me, to grow my sisters, to grow future generations. God what a power. i remember 

forgetting to breathe when i was photographing her and i told her- she laughed. i had a 

vision of her holding calla lilies: a symbol of fertility, purity and mortality. a flower that is 

both hard and soft all at once. phallic and yonic. the calla lily is my mother's favorite 

flower. it is the first flower i notice to bloom at the end of winter and the beginning of 

spring. it reminds me that my depression is seasonal. that it will be less severe with spring 

but it will come again. i delay departure. i soak the sun. i float on water. i open and close. 

 

december never fails to greet me with reminders of death. i've collected: the dead leaves, 

the only photograph of my stupid dad, my best friends diamond necklace, the dead bird my 

cat left outside my door, the dress and the chiffon blouse i wore to two different funerals, 

and the moth i found on the road. this personal archive carries the weight of existence. an 

existence of lost life projected by ephemeral memorabilia. when i'm feeling heavy and 
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unsure i seek water bodies. the creek, the river, the ocean, the lake. when i can’t seem to 

find the time to get there, i wait for the rain. let's say i feel a weight in my throat or liquid 

pooling in my eye socket. it is not yet a scream of agony and it is not yet a song to be sung in 

a room of strangers, it is not yet a tear falling out of my face made of grief or joy. it is just 

potential. that fetus of feeling can be molded in into endless forms. it can be picked up on 

the side of the road- a bent dead deer or perhaps a granite rock. the invisible feeling or 

emotion is evaporated water. it is clinging to the air ready to be formed and renamed- spit 

drops. i want to hear and hold the water like it hears and holds me. today this rock is a 

weight of a collective grieving and the heaviness it brings me. a crying circle. The tears fall 

out of my face onto my cupped hands i drink them up. 

i attempt to remember this from the womb. not here or there, just floating in-between, 

 

"where life and death are knotted in a thread / the hanged man's rope / and the umbilical 

cord" -Cecilia Vicuña. 

 

where the space between two knots, is a merging, and not so much a separation. 

 

This project was deeply informed through the process more so than the documentation or 

final product. The book becomes in a way a relic and artifact, or in other words, a documentation 

of a sensation or acts contained within the walls of what one may consider a private sphere of 

secret memories. I have continuously been inspired by the intangible forms in nature as a 

corporeal reflection. I attempt to merge the materiality of my body and the everyday ephemera of 
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light and personal objects to reframe a place that is neither inside or out, but in both places at 

once through interaction and awareness. I will express how process, form, and functionality 

merged to produce a method of exploration and not so much a product of self-expression.  

I was inspired by Cecilia Vicuña’s book Saborami. In 1973 Cecilia Vicuña published 

Saborami, she collected ephemera such as leaves, cloth, plants, and words. The book was born 

after the violent military coup overthrew the democratic state in Chile and from this tragedy the 

“objects composed of basuritas, debris, or mementos of our vanishing world.” (Vicuña). The 

objects were a manifestation of mourning for the thousands of bodies  that were tortured and 

disappeared by the security forces during the repressive Pinochet regime.  I was inspired by the 

act of collecting as a visual form of remembering. I was also inspired by time and how it can be a 

pattern that repeats itself. Here I am in a time where I fear my mother may be deported any day. I 

found a parallel in the disappeared bodies in Chile and Argentina in the decomposing and 

disappearing bodies of migrants at the border. Bodies suffering and mourning from political 

violence. A time and place where the U.S / Mexico border is a bleeding wound. I grieve the little 

things as minor translations of the unimaginable amount of migrant bodies that have lost their 

lives while crossing.  

The gang of vultures scatter the belongings of deceased migrants in the Sonoran desert, 

they gnaw and pick at the red flesh until the bones are clean and their bald-headed bodies are 

full. They do the dirty work and contribute to cover up the deadly deserts act. The objects they 

leave in the desert are decomposing like their bodies. Minor extensions of their lives that extend 

into the memories of their loved ones- their grieving mothers. Their brothers and sisters, and 

their friends and lovers. Transgenerational trauma. 
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The violent nature of the border and the types of dangers migrants face as they attempt to 

cross it illegally out of mere desperation and hope for a better future are utilization of necro 

power and necro violence. The Sonoran desert's very essence is used as a weapon to deter and 

even kill migrants and furthermore disappear the bodies as they are forced onto the deadly terrain 

due to neoliberal policies. These policies use many violent tactics in the name of sovereignty, 

safety, and economic growth at the priceless expense of migrant bodies stripped of their 

humanity. Through the Mexican -U.S border bleached state of exception where “...the American 

federal government has turned their sacred landscape into a killing field, a massive open grave,” 

 these  neoliberal vultures are leaving bodies left nameless, some never found, and furthermore, 80

causing a form of suffering on the living family members who are left forever without the 

closure of a missing loved one. Crying Circle is about empathy. About an urgency for a 

collective grieving. For the mothers like mine who cross these violent borders for the 

unconditional love they have for their children and for the mothers waiting to have closure for 

their children who have disappeared in the desert. Here we are at a time where bodies are at this 

very moment continuing to disappear. Los Nuevos Desaparecidos. A moment where children are 

being ripped from their mothers and put into cages. This trauma will be stored and remembered 

for generations to come. This political violence is stored in my tissue too. This book is an 

attempt at healing from transgenerational trauma inflicted by violent borders that will continue to 

haunt future generations. I’ve only started to pick at my scabs to bridge us. 

Vicuña uses the common thread to shift and reform with different materials the same 

ideas of connectivity and tension as a form of materialized language. The collecting became an 

80 Jason De León. The Land of Open Graves Living and Dying on the Migrant Trail. University of 
California Press, 2015. 8 
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act of connecting the physical form of the objects or book to memory using the body as an agent 

to bring the two together. The body as the thread and bridge. This project is the most personal yet 

political act I’ve managed this far. The camera became an extension of my hand which held the 

intangible for just a moment in time. The walls became an extension of my skin from which the 

light enters. My walls became a space where nature and culture, inside and outside were one. 

There was a sensation of urgency to capture the light as it was consistently fleeting. There were 

quiet moments of waiting and searching too. Sometimes the light was so bright it disappeared 

structure and I felt too much.  

A constellation of darkness/ Another of light/ A gesture to be completed/ by light 

- Cecilia Vicuna 
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crying circle 

By: Irma Yuliana Barbosa  
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