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Jeffrey Vallance
The Virgin of Guadaiupe (detail), 2000.
Wax figure in the Tijuana Wax Muzeum.

All images from “inGTEZQ0D,"

Driving south from Los Angeles

to San Dicgo, one is struck by the
sheer beauty of this city on the bor-
der. Atter the depressing smog of
Los Angeles and the strangling
congestion of neighboring Orange
County, San Diego seems like pat-
adise—a slecpy city flanked by
beach and desert, full of charming
neighborhioods, verdant parks, and
shining cxpanses of sand and sea.
Unlike many other large cities in
the United Srates, San Dicgo scems
peculiarly free of urban blight, which
explains perhaps why so many con-
ventions such as the recent meetings
of the Modern Language Association
and the national Eepublican conven-
tion are hosted there. Appearances
can be deceiving, however, and San
Diego’s is no exception. Marking
the western endpoint of the border
between the United States and
Mexico, San Dicgo has seen its
share of all of the problems that
plague the border region: illegal
immigration, drug traffic, crime,
and underage drinking. Driving fur-
ther south, past Imperial Beach and
National City, one is struck again
by the change in the landscape. Sdill




beautiful, still apen, it also bears a
seriking resemblance o the ruined
beauty of Tijuana on the Mexican
side, a city of steep hills, narrow
streets, patched villas, and make-
shift cardboard dwellings. Once
across the border, the Anglo visitor
is conscious that he or she has
entered a world very differear from
that just a few miles north.

How, then, might those in the
arts ¢o about intervening in the
business-as-usual of the San Diego-
Tijuana border? Is it possible o say
something that has not already been
said, to stage an intervention that
forces people to pause and rethink
their previous assumptions? Might
it be possible to reconfigure the
urban space of the border, not in
order 1o intrude in that space but
oy make it read differently? ‘Lhis
has been the very ambitious goal
of “inSITE,” an internat
exhibition of site-specific work,

1onal

installations, lecrures, film screen-

ings, and performarces, which this
vear took place from October 13,

2000 through February 24, 2001,

“InSITE™ began in 1992 as a pro-

gram designed to draw rogether

San Dicgo institutions that were
commissioning and exhibiting
site-specific art. By 1994, it had
expanded to include participation
by Mexican institutions and sire-
specific work located in 1ijuana,
and by 1997, *inSITE™ had hecome
a truly international cvent, with 2
curatorial team drawn from both
sides of the horder. In 1997, for the
first time, artists participated in
extended residencies rather than
simply creating work and then leav-
ing the area. The ongoing atrempt
of “inSITE” organizers and curator-
ial team to commission work that
engaged with the border as
a literal, spatial, remporal, and
metaphorical construct was every-
where evident in *inSITE2000.”
While some of the installations and
events fell short of my expectations,
for the most part the work in
“InSITLE2000™ was provocative,
challenging, and fresh without
falling into the tap of didacticism.
“As a form of cognition
through the bodily senses, acsthetic
experience has the power to under-
mine official cultural meanings, and

inform our critical, corporeal side,

BY JENNIE KLIEN

the side thar . . . supports the possi-
biliries for social transformation
thar present structures disavow,”
writes Susan Buck-Morss.® She,
along with Sally Yard, Ivo Mesquira,
and Osvaldo Sanchez curated this
vear's manifestation of “inSITE.”
To Buck-Morss “political™ arr is
not confined to art that has an
uvertly political message. Rather, it
is art thar fosters an aesthetic and

corpareal expericnce that may inter-

rupt business-as-usual, forcing the
viewer to rethink previous assump-
tions. Tn the 19805 and *90s, a
group of artists connected with the
Border Arts Workshop {a perfor-
mance callective founded by
Guillermo Gomez-Pena and David
Avalos), its feminist spin-off Las
Comadres, the Centro Cultural de
la Raza {an independent gallery
located in Balboa Parle dedicated to
exhibiting Chicano art), and the
University of California at San
Dego (UCSD) staged a number of
powerful agitprop acrions and per-
formative interventions at the
border of San Diego and Tijuana in
order to expose the injustice done

to Mexican immigrants and undoc-

umented workers. Today, however,
a reireration of the rype of work
done by these early pioncers runs
the risk of being trite at best,
sclf-serving for the arists at worst.
Munch of the work included in

this year’s “inSITE” takes one by

surprisc, del

ighting rather than
berating the viewcr.

Jeffrey Vallance’s wonderful
intervention into that bastion of
kitschy excessiveness known as the
wax museum is one such work. In
collaboration with Mexico City-
based wax-figure maker Victor
Hugo Yafiez, Vallance produced
three new figures for the Tijuana
Wax Museum: the Virgin of
Guadalupe, Dante, and Richard
Nixon. Were it not for the placards
designating these figurcs as part of
“inSITL,” the viewer probably
would not have had any idea that
these figures differed from the
others in the museum, Closer
inspecrion, however, docs reveal
thatr something is shightly amiss:
Nixon is shown not in all his presi-
dential glory (as are ncarby Bill
Clinton and John F Kennedy), but
clurching the Watcrgate tapes with
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Ifiigo Manglano-Ovalle

Search/En busgueda (detail), 2000,
Mixad-media insiallation at Plaza
Monumental (bullring), Plavas de Tijusns,

a dismaved cxpression on his face.
Dante, who stands next to Jack the
Ripper, seems a peculiarly literary
reference inserted into the midst
of the museum’s collection of
mur- derers, witches, and goblins.
Meanwhile, as a revered figurce
among Mexican Catholics, the
Virgin of Guadalupe inspired fer-
vent devotion in many museum visi-
tors and this wax figure became a
site of religious pilgrimage.

Along these same lines,
Roman de Salvo’s game station
kiosk thar seems ro combine the
high-tech with the low-tech fits
right in with the nearby Pasaje
Gomez marker in Tijuana. This
tourist arcade sells all sorrs of
inexpensive products that are
“authentically™ Mexican, including
a game that involves catching a
barrel on a hand-held stick. An image
of this toy is displayed on DeSalvos
“computer” screens, which are
actually “blinkies”—low-tech
images similar to those found on
three-dimensional postcard. The
javsricks arrached to the computers
operate wind chimes that hang
above the screens. Meanwhile, two




balloon vers

15 of the game float
cheerfully above it, at home in the

‘unky grandeur of the market. Tn

much of his work, de Salvo has

delighted in thwarting viewer
cxpectations by combining the real
with the artificial. In the case of his
“InSITE™ installation, the joysticks
manually {rather than technically)
manipulate the wind chimes, while the
supposed computer-based ima-gery
turns out to be little more than a
trick used for cheap souvenirs. As

a child, de Salvo {(who was born in

San Francisco) had been given a

version of the stick-and-barrel game,
and for a long time that small toy
represented Mexico for him. De
Salvers contribution to *inSITE2000,7
which appears as though it should
be selling something even though it
lavfully addresses the i
of tourism between San Dicgo and

Tijuana. Lured by the promise of
cheap alcohol and consumer goods,
Americans frequently go south in
order to partake of both. The image
they take back of Mexico proves to
be as one-dimensional and simple
as the barrel game to which de

Salvo gives so much importance.

Equally brilliant is MAMA by

Mauricio Dias and Walter Riedweg,

which is based on the artists’ wark

with customs officials who emplov

dogs to detect drugs and people il-

legally entering the Unired Srates.
The work took the form of two
video installations displaved at the
pedestrian crossing into Mexico at
San Ysidro. Tn one piece, a film of
Mexican immigrants jumping up
from around a fire getting ready to
cross the border, played continu-
ously. In the installation opposite, a
video of interviews with the officers
who trained the dogs, interspersed
with scenes of the dogs at work,
played in a room lined with pic-
tures of the officers and dogs. To
Reidweg’s and Dias’s credir, they
did not allow these border guards

to come across as one-dimensional

mansrers. Rather, they were men

doing an assigned job, who also
o (=] 1 b

clearly adored the animals with
which they worked. Because the
two films were viewed consecu-
tively, however, one could not help
but contrast the way the dogs were

rreated with the lot of the illegal

immigrants, who most likely were

denied the luxuries accorded to the
dogs responsible for sending them
hack across the border. Dias’s and
Reidweg’s choice of site and their
deadpan presentation of the border
patrol guards said more about
United States/Mexico relations
than any didactic presentation of
injustice could have.

Other installations addressed
metaphorical rather
v Komar and

the border in

than literal sense. Vi
Alex Melamid’s contribution, two
“ideal” paintings made according to
the specifications of people polled
on both sides of the border and
installed in the nincteenth-century
section of the San Diego Art
Musecum, scemed a rather empry
academic exercise extolling a
Postmodern sensihility. In addition,
the 1

kitschy exercises in the excesses ol

al finished paintings, clearly

scaside landscapes, seemed patron-
¢ that people on

1ZIing, suggestl
both sides of the border were
in fact united by bad raste. By
conrrast, Allan McCollum’s investi-
gation of Mr. Signal/El Centinela, a
mountain that straddles the border

in the Tmperial Valley/Valle de

Mexicali region, suggested that this
bi-narional topographical feature 1s
a latter-day magic mountain, cap-
able of miraculous fears. McCollum
was drawn to this area, which is off
the path beaten by past “inSITE”
projects, by his discovery of a unique
pu 1d spikes—

found exclusively at the base of this

-al formation—

geolo

mountain. McCollum collected real
sand spikes, cast hundreds more
h small models of the

mountain}, and also made a very
large spike, which looked like an
carth ball with a pointed cone
attached to it. Le invited local artists

in Mexicali and the Tmperial Valley
to cxhibit paintings, sculptures,
and photographs of the mountain.
Finally, McCollum researched the

history of the mountain, which

he put into the form of pamphlets
that were distributed at the
exhibition sites. The result was a
multi-venue exhibition that truly
engaged this liminal meunrain
from the perspective of both the
Unired States and Mexico.
Opening on the same day as
McCollum’s exhibition was Iiigo

Manglano-Ovalle’s installation in
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Caroles Amorales
The Invisibie Man
(My Wayl (detail),
2000. Wrestling
performance at
Wyndam Emerald

Flaza, San Diego.

Gustavo Artigas

The Rules of the Game (defail), 2000,
Performance at Ldzaro Cdrdenas High
Schoal, Tijuana,

Alfredo Jaar
L& Nube/The Cloud (detail), 2000,
Performance at Goat Canyon, Tijuana.

Mark Dion

8lind/Hide (detail), 2000. Tijuana River
Esfuary Reserve, 3an Diego. Pholographs,
charts, lists, books, functional bird blind
for bird watchers, 98" x 192",

the bullring ar Playas de Tijuana,
located art the border. Manglano-
Ovalle covered the arena with tarps
of white canvas and placed a very
large receiving dish in the center,
transforming it into a pristine
whirte space made all the more
beautiful by the winrer light. By
suspending a radio antenna above
the bullring, Manglano-Ovalle
turned it into a radio telescope
scarching for “aliens.” Broadcast
signals were played on speakers at
the ring, on FM radio, and on the
World Wide Weh. More than any
other piece in *inSITE,” Manglano-
Ovwalle’s installation, a pristine
Minimalist/Conceprualist picce
that nevertheless made a rather
cogent commentary on the obses-
sion with “aliens™ at the border,
was a reminder that Modernist art
was and could be radical. His trans-
formation of the ring, a charged
space of heightened machismo and
bloody sacrifice, into an other-
worldly space of radio signals
suggests that there is more than
one type of “alien™ out there.
Mark Dion’s Blind/Hide was
a reminder that humans are not
the anly living creatures affected by
the artificial division of the United
States and Mexico. A functional
bird blind located on the Tijuana




Estuary Reserve on the 1.5, side of
the border, the work contained pho-
tographic documentation of the 370
species of birds that lived in that
region. Blind/Hide is particularly
noteworthy in thar arr viewers were
introduced 10 a part of San Diego
they might not otherwise have scen.
Serene and peaceful in spite

of the presence of helicopters over-
head, the Tijuana Estuary Reserve
was 4 welcome respite in the midst
of two days spent visiting all of

the projects.

The same could not be said
for the performances, all of which
ook place in venues decidedly our-
side the traditional art context.
Prior to the “inSITE2000” opening,
Diego Gutiérrez introduced himsclf
to the region by assembling—along
with several collaborating artists—
200 special packages. For six
months, 100 packages containing
a video, photographs, and other
mementos of Gutiérrez's collabora-
tive ventures were hl.'ll'lg 011
randemly targeted doors of houses
in Tiuana and San Diego, with no
explanation. Guriérrez’s project,
which in another context might
read as a rather straightforward
exercise in Conceptual art, here
takes on a slightly sinister air.
Although the action was meant as

a friendly gesture, one cannot help
but wonder what homeowners
made of the appearance of these
mysterious packages so near the
charged arca of the border. Were
they gifts, surveillance, blackmail,
or a sick joke? The video of the per-
formance, which depicts Gutiérrez
and his friends driving around San
Diego and Tijuana and delivering
the packages, leaves it up in the air.
Other performances scemed
designed to take “inSITE™ patrons
out of their comfort zones. Gustavo
Artigas’s The Rudes of The Game,
which premiered on the opening
day, was a performance in which
two Mexican soccer teams and two
1.5, basketball teams played against
cach other simultaneously on the
same court. Presented at the Lizaro
Cardenas high school in Tijuana,
the chaotic game took place against
a background of screaming soccer
fans and high-school cheerleaders.
The hapless basketball teams, sans
cheerleaders and adoring crowds,
did the best they could. All four
teams were given very little direc-
tion, other than a brief description
of the performance. A metaphor
for the necessity of finding wavs to
coexist peacefully in spite of differ-
cnces, Rules of the Game forced
art patrons, who had to sit on the

bleachers with the high-school
students, to co-exist with a very
different culture as well.

In a similar vein, probably
the most radical displacement in
the performance program occurred
with the first parr of Carlos
Amorales’s picee, which ook place
during the regular Friday night fight
program at the Auditorio Municipal
in Tijuana. For the performance,
Amorales staged a wrestling march
during which two wrestlers wearing
masks of the artist’s face took on
two of the regular Friday night
wrestlers. The performance was
greeted with cheers and excitement
by the wrestling audience, most of
whom had no idea that an “art
event™ was occurring. The follow-
ing evening, the performance was
repeated at a black-tie evenr ar the
Wyndham Emerald Plaza [lotel.

One of the few disappoint-
ments of “inSITE2000” was
Alfredo Jaar’s La Nube/lhe Clowd,
a performance memorializing those
wha have dicd crossing the border.
Although sited at the breathtakingly
lovely Goar Canyon, La Nube,
which involved the slow release of
1000 white balloons while a violin-
ist played mournful music, was
more maudlin than moving. Since
almost all the viewers of this perfor-

mance were art patrons whose
friends and family could cross the
border rather easily, Jaar’s gesture
seemed more calculated than gen-
uinely commemorative. Jaar’s
performance reiterated the by-
now cliché notion of the victimized
Mexican. The work provided a
contrast to much of the work in
“inSITE2000,” which was more
concerned with exploring the many
implications of existence in an
urban horderland than rearticulat-
ing the existing ideology of
victimhood. *InSITE2000™ has
established a formidable template
for other curatorial projects thar
attempt to engage the implications
of the new global economy as they
impacr cultural constructions of
identitv. It remains to be seen what
might be done with this precedent
in the futurc. NEW|ART

Jennie Klein is a writer who lives in
southern California.

*Susan Buck-Marss, “What is Palitical Art?”
in inSITEST: Privaie Time in Public Space,
ed. 3ally Yard (San Diego: Installation
Gallery, 1998), 15,
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