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Recovering conocimiento in the art of Eloy Tarciscio
Edward J. McCaughan

Eloy Tarcisio belongs to an international generation of artists influenced by what Immanuel Wallerstein has called “the world revolution of 1968,” that heady era of new social and counter-cultural movements that shook the foundations of the modern world-system.  Visual art strategies were revolutionized in the ‘60s and ‘70s by epistemological paradigms rooted in new student, feminist, gay, indigenous, ethnic, and environmental movements, as well as by new developments in the art world such as conceptual art and installation.  Think of Fluxus, the Situationists, the Atelier Populaire of Paris’ May 1968, the Chicano art collective ASCO in Los Angeles, and artists as varied as Jenny Holzer, Barbara Kruger, Keith Haring, Adrian Piper, Jean Michel Basquiat, and Enrique Chagoya.
In Mexico, artists of this generation were marked by the trauma of October 2, 1968, when hundreds of student movement participants were massacred by the Mexican government.  Tarcisio was active as a young teenager in the student movement, when graphic artists like Arnulfo Aquino and Jorge Pérezvega took their art into the streets, and throughout the decades since he has collaborated on projects with socially conscious artists, such as Magali Lara, Gabriel Macotela, Mario Rangel Faz, and others active in the grupos movement.  
With bold new formal approaches, these artists exploded the aesthetics of Mexico’s semi-official school of modern art, often characterized by didactic social realism and a romanticized evocation of pre-Hispanic civilization.  And through their dialog with social movements, artists of the ’68 generation directly confronted the authoritarian state and worked to resignify Mexican national identity and citizenship in relationship to social class, gender, sexuality, and ethnicity.
   
Yet their importance as artists and as social change agents is often overlooked by international art historians, critics, and sociologists, who otherwise give considerable attention to the world-wide upheavals of the ‘60s and ‘70s.  Perhaps, in part, this is because the dominant structures of modern European thought make it difficult to readily comprehend what performance artist Maris Bustamante has often told me is a distinct logic at work in Mexico, where culture is deeply influenced by pre-colonial, indigenous structures of thought and aesthetics.  I am not suggesting a genetic phenomenon in which contemporary Mexican artists inherited some biologically distinct sense of time, space, beauty, and rationality.  I am referring to the socio-cultural reality of indigenous memory, as described by historian Enrique Florescano: in Mexico’s syncretistic cultures, despite the Spaniards’ determined efforts at cultural eradication, core structures and values from pre-Hispanic thought have been reproduced (and transformed)  in daily life through symbols, rituals, ceremonies, fiestas, popular sayings, myths, oral histories, and the like.
  
Much of Eloy Tarciscio’s work can be read as an effort to recover and reinvent social memory and historical modes of thought and aesthetics within contemporary conditions.  And therein lay his contributions to progressive social change.  
The late Chicana theorist Gloria Anzaldúa called on us to recognize the subversive power of ancient ways of knowing and being located in the body and spirit: conocimientos, as she called them, that “challenge official and conventional ways of looking at the world, ways set up by those benefiting from such constructions.”  Anzaldúa understood conocimiento as, “a form of spiritual inquiry . . . reached via creative acts—writing, art-making, dancing, healing, teaching, meditation, and spiritual activism.”  “Through creative engagements,” she suggested, “you embed your experiences in a larger frame of reference, connecting your personal struggles with those of other beings on the planet, with the struggles of the Earth itself.”


For Anzaldúa the privileged site for acquiring—or recovering—this deeper form of knowledge was nepantla, “the place where different perspectives come into conflict and where you question the basic ideas, tenets, and identities inherited from your family, your education, and your different cultures.”
  Nepantla is the word used by the Nahuatl-speaking indigenous population of Mexico in the 16th century, apparently to describe the liminal or “in-between two worlds/times” state of their post-conquest social condition.  
Eloy Tarcisio’s work seems very much informed and motivated by Mexico’s state of nepantla—prolonged into the twenty-first century by the dynamics of global capitalism—and the need to recover conocimientos in today’s conditions of cultural conflict and change.

In 1998 an exhibition of his work, Conflicto de tiempo en las horas y los días de la obra de Eloy Tarcisio, was mounted at the Museo José Luis Cuevas in Mexico City.  The large scale paintings and installations, which filled several rooms, were all about time and memory.  The works incorporated materials such as blood, mole, rose petals, and nopal cactus leaves and fruit, which, as organic matter, are ephemeral, short-lived.  But, as representation, as memory, these powerful symbolic elements of Mexican cultures have persisted for millennia.  The personal and social, present and past, ephemeral and enduring, organic and synthetic, material and symbolic, were integrated throughout the show.  

In one piece a simple sketch of a pre-conquest pyramid was scratched graffiti-like into a blood-soaked background.  In another, dried-up nopales seemed to evoke the Virgin of Guadalupe.  Vista del Valle de México de 1492 a 1992, a dark expressionist canvas, suggested the enduring agony of conquest.  Is the valley teeming with humanity?  Or oozing human remains?  Or spewing toxic air pollution?  In writing about one of Tarciscio’s works that is painted partially in blood, Torso, Cabeza, y Corazón,  art critic Raquel Tibol noted his ability to “invent signs and symbols referring to the life-death, to the death-life of human beings in their brief transit through the enigmatic valley of tears.”
  
 For me, the most powerful part of the exhibition—because it simultaneously engaged all of my senses and thoughts—was a large installation entitled El Milenio Nuevo.  The museum walls were hung with expressionist canvases of blood-reds and browns (actually painted with mole), and each canvas contained a single word or phrase: “time,” “memory,” “end,” and “no se olvida.”  While the textual signs were incorporated into the blood- and earth-colored canvases, human figures appeared on separate panels in grey and white: naked bodies plunging through black space. On the floor, earth and corn kernels had been scattered and watered.  The corn had begun to sprout and the dank, musty odor of stagnant water and earth filled the air.  
Tarcisio’s installation provoked a profound spiritual moment, in which my intellectual understanding of Mexican histories and cultures gave way to something deeper.  The sight and smell of organic matter we know as earth, water, corn, and blood—presented with masterful craftsmanship and aesthetic sensibility—combined with my rational knowledge of the symbolic power of those objects, to allow me a fuller understanding of the enduring roots of Mexican cultures.  The installation seemed to warn that the new millennium offers many false promises, to which we can easily fall prey, if we fail to remember and comprehend the past on a fully holistic and transcendent level.


Tarciscio’s ability to create such an opportunity for deeper ways of knowing is as much the result of careful research and planning as it is of his artistic creativity and talent.  He has studied Mexican history and popular culture.  He experiments with how the materials he uses will change over time.  And in an interview he discussed the attention he gives to every aspect of an exhibition or installation, including the architecture, light, atmosphere, and patterns of movement available to the public.
  

In Eloy Tarcisio’s work, we see the quest of a contemporary artist to render knowable meanings of time, place, and beauty located deep within cultural memory that many would prefer to forget.  His art reminds me of observations by Hawaiian scholar and educator, Manulani Aluli Meyer, “If a people develop a relationship with a place and people for countless generations, they will be in full dialogue with what that place and people have to teach.  These are epistemological points that bring us to ancient clarity that highly mobile Anglo-Americans [and dare I add many Mexicans?] often do not possess: (1) place educates, (2) beauty develops our thinking, and (3) time is not simply linear.”
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