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The slap of a body thrown onto a floor, though ‘slap’ does not quite capture the quality of the sound, which is composed of the impact of something soft, viscous almost, bound in a skin with the unyielding concrete, and the crack that accompanied it, as something harder (a bone, a tendon?) broke with the impact. The body at first seems to lie still, but no, the shoulders lift and fall slightly with breath, and the floor is darkened with water, spilled from the barrel during the struggle, and spattered from the body itself. The torturer has left, a strip light starkly illuminates the small bare cellar with its barred window, and through the window faces crowd in to look down on the body.
So ended a performance, called Confession, by Regina José Galindo. She had travelled to Palma de Mallorca, a place which the CIA has used as a transit point for its kidnap (‘extraordinary rendition’) flights, where she had hired a local bouncer, and instructed him to repeatedly force her head into a barrel of water. She would try to resist, and had told him not to be gentle. The performance would take place in September, during Palma’s annual ‘Night of Art’, when its many galleries stay open late and hold parties for the many art-lovers that gather in the streets. It was an act to cut against the celebratory atmosphere of that event.
Galindo is a small Latina woman, strong but slight, and the bouncer a very large, very muscular black man who had the permanently pumped-up look of a habitual steroid user. Their physical struggle was entirely unequal, and while the artist desperately used all her strength to resist, again and again he forced her head into the dark waters. Their contest could be read as an allegory of the absurdly skewed power struggles played out between nations: of the Iraq War, for example, in which the world’s greatest military power, using the most advanced weaponry and with complete control of the air, destroyed an ill-equipped army of conscripts from a nation strangled by a decade of sanctions; but also of all those agreements on trade, privatization, ‘regime change’ and the law thrust on weak nations by the strong, and backed by the threat of poverty and devastation against those who say no.
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A crowd of viewers gathered expectantly in the street outside. A few could look in through the cellar window but most had to be content with a large TV screen on which events in the room were relayed. The bouncer forced Galindo into the room, and their struggle began. The performance (if that is the right term, for it suggests that the artist is in charge of her actions rather than placing herself in a situation which has a structure but over which she has no control) was brief, intense and violent.
I have been struggling with words, trying to be accurate, to avoid newspaper cliché, and finding that the words that come to mind cannot do all the work that I want them to. Yet while the violence here was real, it also was artificially constrained, a pale imitation of what is conducted in similar cells across the globe by agents of our states and their allies. What is it to face such force, unbound in duration and severity, to be confined with no prospect of release, to have no choice in when one eats, drinks or sleeps? If language alone seems inadequate to the task of sufficiently describing such situations, Galindo, with her bare, sparse actions, says something that words cannot.

Do photography and video fare any better? Galindo and her temporary torturer were not the only people in the small cell. A videographer was there to record the event, and I was there to take photographs. In most of my previous photography of performance, I had occupied the same space as the viewers, and it seemed strange to have been granted special access to the event because of the power of the lens. The purity of the event, its laudable simplicity and single-mindedness, it seemed at first, was compromised by our presence.
Yet in looking again at the Abu Ghraib photographs, or reading about the use of photographs in the interrogation sessions at Guantánamo Bay, cameras take up a darker and more sinister place than that of mere tools of documentation, held back from and not interfering with the scene. At Abu Ghraib, the torturers used cameras to document their acts, and to share their entertainment in them with other soldiers and even their relatives. The presence of the cameras also added to the humiliation of the prisoners as they were stripped, beaten, threatened by dogs or forced into sexual acts. At Guantánamo, prisoners were subjected to what their captors referred to as ‘Extreme Reaction Force’ sessions in which they were severely beaten and otherwise abused by squads of guards, and these sessions were routinely videoed.
 Printed photographs were often used as tools of interrogation, with images of scantily clad women or the victims of bombings or of the burning Twin Towers shown to and stuck to the bodies of the tortured.
 So the privileged place of recording devices here was grimly appropriate.
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Abu Ghraib

Galindo has become well known for singular and what appear to be remarkably simple performances that bear directly on human rights abuses in her native Guatemala. In Who Can Erase the Traces? (2003), staged in the nation’s capital, she walked from the Constitutional Court to the National Palace, leaving footprints in human blood, to object to the legal decision which had permitted former dictator and prominent architect of genocide, José Efrain Ríos Montt, to stand for election to president.
 In response to government indifference to the routine murder and dismemberment of women in Guatemala and Mexico, she cut the word ‘perra’ (whore) into her thigh with a knife—that word being commonly found on the bodies of murdered women. She made further work about the murder of women in Guatemala by being confined in a cubicle and beating herself once for every such murder that had taken place in a six-month period (there were 279 of them), and, in another action, by having her naked body wrapped in plastic and dumped amid the garbage. 
It may be that the very simplicity and apparent transparency of these actions, and their manifest connection to the grotesque political and social history of Guatemala, have both brought Galindo’s work its renown and limited its resonance. Fredric Jameson, in a well known piece, argued that literature produced in Third World nations was unavoidably seen as national allegory, and some of Galindo’s work seems to play knowingly to that condition.
 So, while what is known of Guatemala’s history and current condition (often dimly in the minds, for example, of Biennial goers) is brought to magnify the individual violence of each work, it is as a result too easy to put that work into a box that is labelled firmly ‘Guatemala’ or ‘Latin America’, and thus outside those places assign it to the category of the ‘exotic’ or ‘other’. As such, its undoubted violence and power have nothing to do with us, comfortable Europeans or North Americans, just as (comments Galindo) the Guatemalan middle class were able to deny that they had anything to do with the long civil war which took place in areas of the country they did not visit, and affected people who bore the label ‘indigenous’.

[image: image5.jpg]



No Perdemos Nada Con Nacer (We Don't Lose Anything by Being Born) (2005) 

The work in Palma had no explicit Guatemalan or Latin American reference, and as we have seen one site-specific element calls to mind state-sponsored kidnapping (as a prelude to torture) in which so many states, including Spain, are implicated as accomplices. The ‘war on terror’ and the destruction of Iraq could not be far from the mind of those viewing the work. The barrel used in the performance had, appropriately, once been filled with oil. Yet the piece cannot be reduced to that context either, which is an implicit rather than explicit framing. After all, Galindo is simply having her head forced underwater; there is nothing so sophisticated, so delicate in conception as the current US forms of interrogation (including water-boarding) which, while undoubtedly painful and, when used over a long period, corrosive of the victim’s very sense of self, are invented so as to look mild when described on paper, allowing the authorities to question the use of the term ‘torture’.
Yet Confession seems to be more narrowly focused than merely being about power as such, about the naked force that the strong impose on the weak, men on women, and the wealthy on the poor. There is a more specific set of circumstances that links the war on terror to the situation in Guatemala and in many other places. In her extraordinary book, The Shock Doctrine, Naomi Klein lays out the long functional connection between neoliberal economics and torture. A policy that impoverishes the large majority of citizens while enriching a small elite can only be imposed by force, and the favoured method, certainly in large swathes of Latin America under the dictators who pioneered neoliberalism, was to murder and torture those that opposed them. Much in the treatment of detainees in the current wars would be familiar to those who have opposed the interests of the US worldwide—from Vietnam to Guatemala—for the techniques were researched and propagated by the CIA, and include hooding, stripping, beating and frequently electroshock.
 What changed after 9-11 is that these techniques, rather than being hidden from public view, were openly defended.
 No one in the inner circle seemed ashamed of kidnap, torture and murder, or of the bombardment of villages in the chance of killing some enemy of the state. Vice President Cheney continued to defend water-boarding in the last months of the Bush regime (after it had been outlawed by Congress).

Galindo does not merely document or depict the abuse of power but repeatedly re-enacts it, in more or less mildly rendered versions, on her own body. In making such work, she stands in a tradition of art, in which political trauma is captured through work that marks the body or subjects it to pain. The US genocide in Vietnam brought about many and various acts of self-mutilation among artists, including Stuart Burden who had himself shot, and Gina Pane who, barefoot, climbed a ladder embedded with razor blades. The sign of the Communist tyrannies of Eastern Europe were inscribed by Marina Abramovic in the form of a bloody star cut into her skin (and this bears direct comparison to Perra, of course). André Stitt developed an art of physical hardship and self-harm amid the low-level civil war in Northern Ireland. To mark one’s own body is the most evident way of expressing one’s pain and sense of complicity in what is protested against: it is the clearest possible sign of internalisation. It is also the mark of the guilt of the privileged, protected by status, by exile and even by the status of art from the worst that the state can do. At the same time, such work points in two directions—towards a cathartic enclosure and control of the knowledge of oppression so that the individual can register, limit and handle it, and also outwards to a collective expression of what is hidden or downplayed in mainstream political discourse. 
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Galindo is clearly continually haunted by the terrors undergone in her country, and particularly with the plight of lower-class women there, and once one begins to pull on that thread (as with so many others that appear to affect specific identities or classes of people) one finds that it is connected to a global web of oppression and calculations of profit-and-loss. Mark Wallinger remarked of the anti-war activist Brian Haw (whose protest installation he meticulously remade after it had been removed by police from Parliament Square) that an extraordinary thing about him was that he had chosen to live every moment with the pain of the Iraq War, waking each day surrounded by the hideous photographs that he had collected of the mutilated.
 Wallinger, in his remaking, necessarily had to do the same for a while. Thomas Hirschhorn, in his work of the last few years, has lived in similar proximity to images of terror, working on, rearranging and composing the worst photographs of the effects of modern munitions on bodies. I remember, years ago, hearing Edward Said speak about the dreadful conditions of Palestinians living in Gaza, and confiding in his audience that, because of the invasive thoughts of all he had seen, he could no longer sleep. And surely, even more in these times, when so many of our governments are active or at least complicit in the panoply of techniques employed against ‘terror’ from the destruction of entire cities to the threats against children to extort cooperation from their parents, it must be a question for us all: how can we sleep?
Performance and photography share a number of affinities. Each regularly addresses the viewer through an insistence on the social and political importance of a person’s presence and actions at a scene. Where performance may mark the body with traces of the action (scarring for example), the photographer’s fascination with such marking is due to it being, like photography itself, a pattern caused by the direct action of a physical force on a surface.
 The blade, like focused light, traces its own shape. Scars, like photographs, are patterns that tie the process of mark-making to the stimulus of memory. Galindo’s insistence on the importance of recovering memory in the face of the amnesiac forces of the dictators and of capitalism is shared by many Latin American writers and artists. When asked to comment through a work of art on the current condition of Guatemala, she graphically illustrated this concern by taking 10ml of Valium, which rendered her unconscious. Photography and scars may stand on the side of memory against drugs, arbitrary violence and the enforcement of silence. Photography and video, aside from being the regular documentary tool of performance, have a fraught double alliance with the current regime of oppression and with resistance to it.
Yet lenses had another role to fulfil. The performance was arranged by a commercial gallery, La Caja Blanca, which at the same time staged an exhibition of Galindo’s work on video and in photographic print. The photographs shown exhibited the conventional qualities of museum work. In their serene, seamless high-resolution surfaces, Galindo’s often naked body underwent various abuses. One might think that there is a mismatch between performance and saleable product, in which the clean lines of the artist’s body and the clarity of the print take on neoclassical connotations, in a measured and restrained beauty snatched from the flux of violence.
What are the wealthy buying in their materialized portions of light? Insofar as her work is not merely about Guatemala but about the neoliberal system as a whole, they buy a fragmentary reminder of their own place in that system and the structural conditions of exploitation that maintains them there. If the soft thrill of that realisation is permissible and saleable, it is because the forces of opposition seem so weak and threaten no substantial change. They can be framed physically and conceptually, parcelled up, and hung on a living-room wall—a comforting and sublime reminder, through contrast, of the safety and security of their owners, cosseted as they are from contingency by rolls of money.
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Galindo, too, appears to think that her art has no power to change things: ‘I do not believe that art can change the world. The problems that cause the injustice must be addressed.’
 She is not alone in this, and we may compare similar statements from artists whose work has a similarly sharply cutting political edge (for example, Santiago Sierra).
 Yet, there is an obvious puzzle about such statements. Why act out on your own body the violence done to others if you really expect it to have no outcome? What is it in the art world that makes such disavowals so common? The entire ethos of the art world is set against the idea that art should have a use, least of all a political use. To suggest such a thing is to deprive artist and viewer of creative and interpretative freedom. It would amount to a declaration that what is looked at is not art. In addition, the constitutional individualism of the art world stands in plain opposition to the collective character of effective political action: Galindo may hope to make collective her internal trauma of living with the knowledge of the pain of others, but the art world celebrates above all the distinctiveness of her decisions as an individual to realise particular works of art, the way in which she occupies a position at least a little different from everybody else.
So is Confession condemned to remain merely the work of an exceptional individual, and a barbed piece of entertainment for the well-heeled art lovers of the ‘Night of Art’? Compared to the torrent of propaganda that issues from the PR organisations of the state and the military, and which is for the most part faithfully reproduced in the media, the resources of any art are certainly feeble. Yet there comes a time (as even those administrations which are the boldest in their lies and glory in their shamelessness discover) when propaganda breaks up against reality, and when sustained oppression produces sustained opposition. An increasingly polarized and dangerous political situation has produced a reaction even in the art world, so that Galindo’s work is not isolated but takes part in a broader wave of ‘political’ art, in which some of the dearest held and most fundamental of art-world beliefs come under pressure, in particular in the identity struggles played out in the war on terror. That broad front of work has already helped to produce an effect over the cultural-political-economic elite to which the art world mostly speaks, which has turned against neoconservatism in foreign policy and neoliberalism in economics.

Galindo did an interview with the remarkable novelist Francisco Goldman, another ally of memory.
 Goldman said that Guatemala, aside from its long history of political trauma, has also recently suffered a terrible hurricane, and asked what the nation had done to deserve so much misfortune. Galindo replied:

Perhaps the proper questions would be: What haven’t we done? Why have we been so afraid, and tolerated so much fear? Why have we not woken up and taken action? When are we going to stop being so submissive?

This question, ‘what haven’t we done?’ is one that Galindo’s work keeps asking of its viewers, and it is a question that should be heard far beyond Guatemala,  not least by the citizens of those states most involved in manufacturing neoliberalism and the war on terror, the US, the UK and even Spain.
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