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NATALIA VIERA SALGADO

The Caribbean sea, as Édouard Glissant writes, “has always been a place of
encounter and connivance.” 1 A space of
encounters and departures where cultures blend, it is always in flux. Caribbean islands are often referred as tropical
paradises, sanctuary spaces, and places
to which to escape, but they are also
places where invisible forces come and
go, and aspiring utopian futures are all
part of an imaginary—but an imaginary for whom, and how do we share
it. Glissant’s idea of the imaginary, his
translator Betsy Wing writes, “differs
from the commonsense English usage of
a conception that is a conscious mental
image. Furthermore, the now widely
accepted Lacanian sense in which the
Imaginary, the order of perception and
hallucination, is contrasted with the
Symbolic (the order of discursive and
symbolic action) and the Real (not just
“reality” but what is absolutely unrepresentable) does not apply.” 2 For Glissant
the imaginary represents all the possible ways a culture has of perceiving
and conceiving of the world. Every
human culture will have its distinct and
unique way of visualizing an imaginary,
and this relation is “made of storms
and profound moments of peace.”3
Let’s take a moment to imagine what
writer, poet, and philosopher Édouard
Glissant is thinking. Glissant was born
in Martinique, a Caribbean island located southeast of Puerto Rico and north
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of Trinidad and Tobago. When thinking
about relation in the Caribbean, there are
many things that can relate to us in this
shared space such as proximity in terms
of bodies of water, currents, storms, and
tropical climates but this is not all that
relates to us in the archipelago. It is sharing histories of migrations and exploitation, colonial histories and constant
change. The situation in Puerto Rico is
very different from most of the islands
that surround us, but we share the power
or relation, it is embedded in us, therefore we share a common space. However,
the colonial structure that has separated
us from the rest of the Caribbean draws
a dividing line that does not allow us to
share what Glissant calls a commonplace
with the rest of the region. Our reality
today is what drives my investigation to
rethink the following question; Where
are we situated in the Caribbean context
and what is the landscape of this commonplace? How does it look? How does
it feel?
“Thinking thought usually amounts
to withdrawing into a dimensionless
place in which the idea of thought alone
persists. But thought in reality spaces
itself out into the world. It informs the
imaginary of peoples, their varied poetics, which it then transforms, meaning, in them its risk becomes realized. . . .
Thought draws the imaginary of the past:
a knowledge becoming. One cannot stop
it to access it nor isolate it to transmit it.” 4
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Glissant is speaking here about the
possibilities of the abyss and the entanglement of chaotic relations, therefore
complicated histories. Since our histories are fragmented; we should avoid the
linear history, that is to say the single
story. This is where the idea of the root
and the rhizome becomes important in
our discussion: citing Gilles Deleuze and
Félix Guattari, Glissant writes, “The root
is unique, a stock taking all upon itself
and killing all around it.” 5 Glissant is
not interested in the root, he considers it
monolingual and transparent, whereas
the rhizome is entangled, complex, and
full of opacities. To my point, the notion
of the rhizome comes closer to our reality of our métissage, the histories of
peoples and cultures always in constant
contact and transforming each other.
Glissant continues, “The notion of the
rhizome maintains, therefore, the idea
of rootedness but challenges that of a
totalitarian root. Rhizomatic thought is
the principle behind what I call the Poetics of Relation, in which each and every
identity is extended through a relationship with the Other.” 6
In this exhibition, Projection and
Imaginary are keywords to our discussion, Isla Imaginaria offers a pathway or
a space to think about how these dynamics, systems and structures of power work
in the Caribbean scenario. Seen through
Glissant’s lens, “the Western gaze involves
a duality of self-perception—one is a citizen or one is a foreigner—and this condition has already embedded in it a notion of
the Other: one is the visitor or the visited,
one goes or stays, one conquers or is conquered.” 7 I’m interested in rethinking the
idea of this commonplace with the fact
that Puerto Ricans are colonial subjects
and that for many years the island has
become fiscal paradise, a tax haven for investors. In other words, there are two beings that coexist in this commonplace (Isla
Imaginaria); the subject and the landscape
or territory.

We can’t talk about projection without thinking about the thought of the
Other. The thought of the Other is important because it acknowledges difference but at the same time comprehends
multiplicity. We live in times where we
question the thought of the other and
other ways of being and belonging. We
move constantly and jump from place to
place to end up at a nonplace. “Thought
of the Other cannot escape its own dualism until the time when differences
become acknowledged. From that point
on thought of the Other ‘comprehends’
multiplicity, but mechanically and still
taking the subtle hierarchies of a generalizing universal as its basis.” 8 In other
words, to acknowledge difference—
to comprehend multiplicity—is not
enough; the hierarchies remain in place.
(“I can acknowledge your difference and
continue to think it is harmful to you,”
is Glissant’s description of this stage; in
other words, “I can see that you are different, but I don’t think your difference is
good for you.” That is not a real acknowledgment of difference.) “Another step
remains to be taken,” 9 Glissant says, a
step involving the idea of errantry.
For Glissant, “the ontological obsession with knowledge gives way here to
the enjoyment of a relation; in its elementary and often caricatural form this
is tourism.” 10 And this reduction suddenly becomes an act of generalization and
an act of violence, which is extremely
problematic because the act of generalizing presupposes transparency (what we
do not want). I would call this compacted idea or projection a reduction of what
constitutes the opacity of cultures, what
I would like to call the souvenir-effect.
For Glissant, “Generalization is totalitarian: from the world it chooses one side
of the reports, one set of ideas, which it
sets apart from others and tries to impose by exporting as a model.” 11 The ambiguity of Puerto Rico’s status—territo-
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ry, commonwealth, colony—complicates
the formative experiences of its inhabitants, in fact their very psyches. Over the
years, the U.S. administration has made
this isolation actual in various ways, for
example through the Merchant Marine
Act, commonly known as the Jones Act,
created in 1920: shipments from U.S.
ports can be carried to Puerto Rico only
by U.S. vessels, limiting the free traffic of
commerce, and its accompanying benefits, to and from the island. Puerto Rico is
a Caribbean island isolated from the rest
of the Caribbean. Is it a Nonplace? What
does it mean to inhabit what Glissant
defines as a commonplace open to the
entanglement of worldwide relations?
What does it mean “to have the right for
opacity” in a Caribbean context? This
commonplace could be defined as space
for reverberation, what makes us relate
to each other.
Regarding this idea of the Chaos-Monde and the thought of the other,
Glissant talks about how “This is an aesthetic of turbulence whose corresponding ethics is not provided in advance. If,
thus, we allow that an aesthetics is an act
of conceiving, imagining, and acting, the
other of Thought is the aesthetics implemented by me and by you to join the
dynamics to which we are to contribute.
This is the part fallen to me in an aesthetic of chaos, the work I am to undertake,
the road I am to travel.” 12 Working with
the unknown involves entering into a
state of mind that lets us inhabit a space
open to possibilities. In Glissant’s imaginary, in this case the imaginary of the
opaque, is nonlinear; in fact it is the opposite, always mutating, always in motion. This space is not white or black, it
refuses to be transparent; because transparency holds a single story, it is again,
monolingual.
Opacity has nothing to do with blindness or obscurity, it means that we embrace the chaos-monde, a participatory
and open-source system that opens up
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before us. It is also that which cannot be
reduced. It is not a totalitarian mentality
but a world mentality, it is about changing the frame of mind and becoming
universal, it is where histories and cultures meet. It is what makes us free and
have the ability to accept the other. In
the ideal world of Glissantian thought,
emotion is motion. And I would add
that emotionless motionlessness leads
to motionlessness. The idea of opacity goes beyond feeling, it is more profound. It is not just agreeing to difference
but carrying this idea further, Glissant
adds“agreeing to the right to opacity that
is not enclosure within an impenetrable
autarchy but subsistence within an irreducible singularity. Opacities can coexist
and converge, weaving fabrics. To understand these truly one must focus on the
texture of the weave and not on the nature of its components. For the time being, perhaps, give up this old obsession
with discovering what lies at the bottom
of natures. . . . This-here is the weave,
and it weaves no boundaries. The right
to opacity would not establish autism; it
would be the real foundation of Relation,
in freedoms.”13
And going back to what Glissant
meant when he says that relation is not
made up of things that are foreign but of
shared knowledge, we don’t need to inhabit a common space to arrive at a commonplace. Uncertainty and fragmentation do not represent failure; rather, they
hold the key to relation. Through opacity,
we approach ambiguity not as the source
of an identity crisis but as a form of multiplicity, and this movement allows us to
relate to each other. Although these circular migrations affects the imaginary
of belonging and place. Two important
concepts to discuss here are; circular
nomadism and arrowlike nomadism: a
nomad, again according to Webster, is “a
member of a people who have no fixed
residence but move from place to place
usually seasonally and within a well-de-
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fined territory.” 14 In his imaginary, “circular nomadism is an not-intolerant
form of an impossible settlement,” 15 an
idea could be tied to the nostalgia of what
in Spanish is called the “va y ven” and in
English might be the need or anxiety to
always be moving. Another way of putting the conditions of circular nomadism is, each time a territory is exhausted
a certain group moves around. We could
say that Puerto Ricans moving to the
United States and vice versa are involved
in a kind of circular nomadism, with the
important qualification that this migration is forced.
Glissant’s other type of nomadism—
which, though, is inapplicable to Puerto
Rico, at least at this point in history—is
arrowlike nomadism, which involves the
desire to conquer and settle. What these
two types of nomadism have in common is that in roots are valid in neither.
For Glissant another condition that produces nomadism is that “the poet’s word
leads from periphery to periphery”16
making every periphery into a center
and in the process abolishing the West’s
very notions of periphery and center.
This means, that the way he is thinking
is from solidarity and that the center
will always come from the opposite direction, again we must look at our surroundings and then look for ourselves.
One migrates somewhere with the idea
that something will change, an idea of
progress or freedom. The landscape also
suffers from these changes, becoming
(an)other, a second character that is also
exploited by capitalism and neoliberal
models.
The idea of creating an Imaginary
Island where many realities coexist in
the same commonplace focuses on an
opacity that is embedded in us but is
also there in the territory. The space,
the landscape, is constantly changing.
What does it mean to belong in a place
like this? To belong, specifically, in the

Caribbean tropics? When we meditate
on the meaning of the word “belong,”
it too becomes fragmented. We belong
to the United States and its agenda—an
agenda that feeds on disaster capitalism,
that instrumentalizes the narrative that
Puerto Ricans are also “Americans” while
at the same time refusing to treat them
as equals. That agenda is increasingly
turning Puerto Rico into a fiscal paradise
for Americans and has only served the
needs of the mainland, which keep forcing constructions and mutations on the
island.
This place holds particular histories of migration and exploitation.
What happens after chaos? It depends
on one’s perception on one’s imaginary
and projection. For Glissant, it means an
aesthetic of the chaos-monde (the aesthetic of the universe but cleared of a
priori values) “embraces all the elements
and forms of expression of this totality
within us; it is totality’s act and its fluidity, totality’s reflection and agent in
motion”17. Can we share a commonplace?
Glissant sums up,“we will not gain access to this turbulence through the same
means employed by theoreticians and
students of Chaos. We do not have at our
disposal computers capable of following
the flow of cultures, the poetic nodes,
the dynamics of languages, the phases
of cultures in confrontation. Should we
hope that our imaginary construct of
Relation might someday be “confirmed”
in formulas we can read on the monitor
screen? Can accident, which is the joy
of poetics, be tamed through circuits?
Might it be possible to relate the turbulences of chaos-monde in this way (in
and through analysis by instruments) to
the turbulence of Chaos?” 18
“The landscape of your word is the
world’s landscape,” Glissant writes, “But
its frontier is open.” 19 At this point I
would argue that it is open for some and
closed for others. Glissant writes that
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this poetics of relation “interweaves and
no longer projects, that it inscribes itself
in a circularity, we are not referring to a
circuit, a line of energy curved back to itself.” 20 The Caribbean landscape is often
imagined as a free space full of greenery,
an idea often reduced to postcards and
souvenirs of coconut palms, clear waters,
and blue skies. The Caribbean Landscape
also has a right for opacity, a right to be
fee and not aesthetiziced or hypervisibilized. What space do we as Puerto Ricans occupy in the Caribbean and why
are we so disconnected from the rest of
the archipelago? Puerto Rico may be a
Caribbean island but many of its traditions are imposed by the United States.
This idea of the reducible, the baroque,
(the single story) is what we want to be
separated from. We should embrace the
possibilities of opacity, and at the same
time refuse the linear histories or find
way of inhabiting commonplace in this
imaginary “We no longer reveal totality
within ourselves by lightning flashes. We
approach it through the accumulation
of sediments.”21 Embracing this totality
makes us blind and incapable of looking
beyond people’s histories. Through these
artworks, Isla Imaginaria becomes a
place that holds feeling, a sentiment and
is producing multiple forms of affect.
It is a transitable space but as one goes
through uncomfortable encounters with.
It exposes the beautiful nature and projects landscapes which are broken such as
our history. Transparency only enriches
the linear single-sided discourse which
involves violence and perpetuates single
projections, and this is an act of imposed
imaginaries and an act of violence.

Lionel Cruet
Making Windows on Walls, 2014
The Shades of Paradise I, 2015
The Shades of Paradise II, 2016

19 Ibid., 29.

22

20 Ibid., 94.
21 Ibid., 139.

Making Windows on Walls, 2015
Audiovisual installation
Dimensions vary
Image by Natalia Viera
Salgado
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Lionel Cruet is a multidisciplinary
artist whose practice involves using experimental digital printing processes,
audiovisual material, performance, and
large-scale installations. His work for
Isla Imaginaria focuses on contemplation, reflection, isolation, and the idea
of the enclosed space. Since 2014, Cruet
has been researching the subjects of geography, politics, and natural forces as
they unfold in the Caribbean.
Making Windows on Walls aims to
convey an in-between sensorial experience of isolation and shelter, like the
experience one gets when encountering
a natural disaster, looking at chaos from
a sheltered space.
Cruet’s installation includes sound
coming from multiple alarm clocks that
disturb the audience while creating a
chaotic experience. In the more virtual sense, in the lexicon of information
technology a window is a viewing area
on a computer screen, allowing multiple
simultaneous viewings of documents
of various kinds; Cruet has linked this
digital concept of the window to the
more traditional one, projecting imagery of wind-blown palm trees through
a faded-edge circle that reminds us of
a window opening—not a regular window, though, but something like a cave
window seen from the inside. Sound
and out-of-sync multiple-channel video
suggest these computer operating systems allow multiple views and perspectives. The feeling of confusion proposes
to the audience that there is no moment
of aftermath or recession; chaos is constant, looped, recurring.
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The Shades of Paradise I (2015) and
The Shades of Paradise II (2016)are a series of photo prints collaged and mounted in white frames. The artist plays
with the idea of the overlay of digital
windows from a computer search. The
Shades of Paradise I juxtaposes images of blue plastic tarps, skies, and palm
trees with a gradient of the colors blue,
yellow, and green. In Shades of Paradise
II, the overlay of this multilayered print
includes a digitally glitched image of a
palm tree juxtaposed with images of the
Caribbean sea. The sense of chaos evoked
here can be tied to social, economic, political, and geographical factors that affect our psyches with uncertainty and
post traumatic experiences. As Glissant
writes, such factors of uncertainty and
ambiguity are a big part of the landscape
of the Caribbean, a place simultaneously
distant from and close to everything—an
island archipelago whose proximity to a
major continental landmass influences
our ways of perceiving and relating to
ourselves and the other. These relations
are ambiguous and always will be; we
have to embrace their opacity as Glissant
suggests in Poetics of Relation.

23 Krista A. Thompson , An Eye for
The Tropics: Tourism, Photography, and Framing the Caribbean
Picturesque (Durham, N.C.: Duke
University Press, 2007)
24 Conversation with Sofía Gallisá,
March, 4, 2018

The Shade of a Paradise I, 2015
Digital print on photo paper mounted on white
frame, edition 1/3.
20 x 30 in.
Image courtesy of the artist
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Sofía Gallisá is a visual artist who
works with video, photography, installation, and archival material. Her work
focuses on examining formal and informal archives and revisiting their historical narratives. In Isla Imaginaria
she presents Detatorias (2017), part of
a series of works made from magnifying glasses, glass slides, and portable
light, projecting an image that troubles
notions of the tropical paradise. The
piece is inspired by the magic lantern, a
pre-cinema form of technology, similar
to the slide projector, that was used in
the late nineteenth century. Bahamian
scholar Krista A. Thompson, in her book
An Eye on the Tropics, writes that magic lanterns were the first device used to
show photographs of the Caribbean in
Europe. During so-called “Lantern Lectures,”23 a promoter would project glass
slides of tropical landscapes and tell
stories of the wonders of the islands to
encourage tourism. Gallisá undoes this
magic trick by revealing the projector's
technology and using it to reproduce images that complicate stereotypical ideas

of the tropics. Delatoria projects a line
of barricades zigzagging between palm
trees outside the El Conquistador Hotel
in Fajardo during a meeting of Puerto
Rico’s Fiscal Control Board. Gallisá is
interested in what Thompson calls the
“visual economy of the Caribbean,” or
the tropical imaginary. She finds the lanterns an interesting formal and historical mechanism, an early example of the
use of visual discourses on the Caribbean
abroad to promote the “exoticism” of the
place. In projecting these tropical landscapes Gallisá is rethinking the cliché of
the tropical paradise. She is interested
in the confluence between the tropical
paradise and the tax haven, and in the
audiovisual production and even the
historical narrative produced in Puerto
Rico to attract tourists and make them
comfortable. “That imaginary that we foment in Puerto Rico of the paradisiacal
island,” Gallisá writes, “is almost always
posed as a bait for us to come visit, invest
here, validate us, love us, occupy us, and
in the end continue colonizing us.”24

Sofía Gallisá
Delatoria, 201. Magnifiying glass, glass slide,
and portable light. Dimensions vary
Images by Natalia Viera Salgado
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Karlo Andrei Ibarra
Brújula Ciega / Blind
Compass, 2012-2018
Karlo Andrei Ibarra is a multidisciplinary artist who works with geopolitical issues around the Caribbean and
Latin America. Most of his artistic approach arises out of decolonizing practices and resistance to colonial structures, while directly commenting on
the island’s failed relationship with the
United States. Ibarra has been thinking
about the idea of limbo as a metaphor for
the sociopolitical status of Puerto Rico as
an unincorporated U.S. territory, and for
the imposition of political and capitalist models in the island. The word “limbo” comes from the latin limbus, which
means “edge” or “limit”—the point at
which a certain state or condition becomes uncertain.

Brújula Ciega (Blind compass) reflects on the contradiction of a Caribbean island in the middle of the Antilles
being so culturally separate from the rest
of the archipelago. Puerto Rico has all
the physical characteristics of a Caribbean country; at the same time, it is profoundly influenced by the United States,
but it is not an American state. It may be
considered a non-place—a political experiment, a failed national project, living uncertainty in the imaginary of its
inhabitants. Ibarra’s work for Isla Imaginaria is a two-by-two-inch compass.
The symbolic gesture of manipulating a compass—an instrument of orientation used by explorers, colonizers,
and navigators to orient and guide its
users by pointing north, an orientation
responding to the imaginary of a certain
ideological sector. The role of north in the
imaginary is being questioned right now
more than ever in Puerto Rico in terms
of both the sociopolitical context of the
United States and the American relationship with the island. Ibarra has removed
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the cardinal directions from his compass, only leaving the arrows suggesting
a drift, that very limbo of not knowing
where to go. Brújula Ciega (Blind Compass) also suggests that we don’t control
our future, that as colonized subjects we
are attached to the preexisting conditions of this relationship. In Poetics of
Relation, Glissant talks about circular
nomadism and arrowlike nomadism, but
the symbolism of inhibiting this nonplace or imaginary place becomes stronger when the arrows of this compass do
not move, as if time were suspended by
its own destiny.

Chris Gregory, La Ruta del Progreso , 2016.
Series of Chromogenic prints.40 x 50 in.
Image by Natalia Viera Salgado

Karlo Andrei Ibarra, Brújula Ciega/ Blind
Compass, 2012-2018.compass with erased
coordinates. 2x 2 in approx.
Image by Natalia Viera Salgado
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Chris Gregory, Natalia Lassalle-Mo
rillo and Erika P. Rodríguez
La Ruta del Progreso, 2016-2017

La Ruta del Progreso is an installation project that includes a three-channel video, analogue photographs, and a
work including photographs printed on
postcards. The project is a reflection on
the Ruta Panorámica (The Panoramic
Route), a 269-kilometer road that runs
from the west of Puerto Rico to the mountainous and isolated center of the island,
passing on the way through a number of
towns: Mayagüez, Maricao, Adjuntas,
Jayuya, Orocovis, Barranquitas, Cayey,
San Lorenzo, Yabucoa, and Maunabo.
The Ruta was built by the Highway Authority of Puerto Rico and completed in
1974 at a cost of $20 million. The official
narrative of the project was that it "presented a new vision towards tourism,"
and indeed the road implemented viewpoints, resting areas, and recreational
facilities for tourists and locals. It was
implemented by Luis Muñoz Marín, the
island’s first governor, elected in 1948
during the boom following World War
II. Muñoz Marín was hoping to lift the
country out of poverty and bring it to
modernity through infrastructure and
social programs. That idea of progress,
though, remains in doubt, as Christopher Gregory, Natalia Lassalle-Morillo,
and Erika P. Rodríguez have given themselves the task of investigating this very
idea through interviews along the road.

doned, the project seeks to explore ways
in which we can go back to those places
and reflect on our collective memory. La
Ruta del Progreso is a vehicle that lets us
understand the utopian idea of progress,
industrialization, and who benefits from
it. For Gregory "it's an idea of Western
progress, capitalist and industry cities,
It's also the concept of leisure time. This
mirroring, we also see it when the idea of
La Ruta Panorámica tried to mimic what
is the Route 66, which had Levittowns.
We actually have a town called Levittown
in Puerto Rico.”

La Ruta del Progreso started with a
conversation between Gregory and Rodríguez; Lassalle joined later, in 2017,
An exercise in attempting to understand the history of the road, it began
with research and eventually led to a trip
around the mountains to compile a visual compendium exploring how those
who live around the ruta define the idea
of progress. Through the spaces and
remnants of the place in which Puerto Ricans live, or that they have aban-

SVA MA CURATORIAL PRACTICE

13

25 Conversation with Christopher
Gregory, March, 31, 2018

26 Conversation with Natalia Lassalle-Morillo, April, 4, 2018

Natalia Lassalle, La Ruta del Progreso,
2017. 43 mins 3 channel video HD installation, fabric.
Image by Natalia Viera Salgado

Chris Gregory, La Ruta del Progreso , 2016.
Series of Chromogenic prints.40 x 50 in.
Image by Natalia Viera Salgado

		

		

Chris Gregory is a photographer and
photojournalist whose work focuses on
the exploration of evidence and on how
photography produces content to create
new documents. Gregory sees photography as a way to present artifacts and
subjects in stories about sociopolitical
settings, detonating a sense of guided
discovery in viewers. He communicates his vision of La Ruta del Progreso
through large-format analogue photographs. Each photograph presents a
typology of characters and landscapes
pointing to the colonial and economic
residue that manifests itself in the island
of Puerto Rico. Working between Puerto
Rico and New York, Gregory has long relationships with the spaces he shoots; his
interests lie in untold stories and collective memories on the way to being purposely forgotten. In the exhibition space,
he suspends his photographs from the
ceiling using wood and white cord, purposefully avoiding
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predictable photographic mounting techniques and aiming to create a
seamless pathway, immersing viewers in
the landscape so that they feel as if they
were inhabiting it and entering into a
relationship with these spaces. In other
words, his installation has a fluid aspect,
making the spectator transit the space
in relation to La Ruta del Progreso and
experience its locations. For Gregory,
“Within the vernacular of photography,
Route 66, and the road trip is a very classic U.S idea,” which he thinks has influenced us Puerto Ricans to mimic these
practices of getting into a car to go and
discover the essence of a certain destination, a Post-Fordist model that was implemented during the industrialization
period in the island after the 1940s. It is a
profoundly different scenario when one
compares a roadtrip in the Southwest
and one in Aibonito or Barranquitas. The
purpose is to expose the contrast and at
the same time subversively critique the
models, notions, and imposed ideas of
progress that have lead us to failure.

ISLA IMAGINARIA

Natalia Lassalle-Morillo is an artist,
theater director, and filmmaker whose
work integrates the disciplines of film,
documentary, theater, and installation.
Her work for La Ruta del Progreso is a
three-channel video installation that
documents the now abandoned recreational infrastructure, the uncontrolled
natural landscapes, and the off-road
sites of the route. The three videos are
projected into fabrics with different textures, creating a layered of intangible
perception of these multiple images.
Lassalle plays with the idea of framing a
space for this immersive experience. The
videos projected onto the fabric show
the places she visited on the ruta, which
is characterized by wild natural beauty.
Featuring immersive sound of nature
and long shots of these sites intertwined
with interviews gathered through the
journey, the installation addresses how
some of the inhabitants of these towns
tell the unknown stories of their surroundings, and therefore aspire to redefine their community’s potential history
and future. Many of the interviews try to
establish the relationship between person and place, but also to make a larger
connection with the political, social, and

economic situation of Puerto Rico,
tracing how the residents’ relationship
to the space has affected their psyche
and their opinion on the accelerated
economic crisis and the definition of
progress. Most of the recreational spaces along the ruta are today completely
desolate and abandoned. By using long
static shots, Lassalle-Morillo seeks to
assemble in a three-dimensional way
a “living portrait” of the road. The exhibition space in which the projection
appears is intended to be intimate, and
the work is meditative in its contemplation of these places, setting natural and
constructed but abandoned spaces in
juxtaposition as the reality of the road.
Lying on a hamock that hangs from the
columns of the exhibition space, the visitor hears ambient sound corresponding
to each image. For Lassalle, “the aim is to
create an immersive and meditative environment for the viewer, allowing for
further reflection on the relationship
these sites have to the current and future
understanding of progress in a country
that lives in constant state of reimagining and therefore, redefining, a sense of
collective and individual identity.”
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Edra Soto
Tropicalamerican, 2014

27 Conversation with Erika P. Rodríguez, April, 30, 2017
28 Conversation with Erika P. Rodríguez, April 30, 2017

E
Erika P. Rodríguez, La Ruta del Progreso
, 2016. Polaroids. Image by Natalia Viera
Salgado

Erika P. Rodriguez is a photographer and photojournalist based in Puerto Rico, her work consists in looking at
archival material and exposing herself
to real stories as a way to revisit our collective memory. Her work for Isla Imaginaria unfolds the history of the Ruta
Panorámica through the stories of the
people who live there but also through
documents she has found in the Archivo
General de Puerto Rico (General Archive
and National Library of Puerto Rico).
For Rodriguez, La Ruta del Progreso is
born of the intimate urgency of feeling
strange in her own country after living
in the U.S for six years. She felt a need to
travel the mountains and have this feeling of freedom, where, she says, “the only
thing that feels safe is the presence of the
camera and the road.”27 This urgency was
fueled by the constant question of who
she is as a woman and as a Puerto Rican,
born and raised in a country under a political status of subordination.
Memory and document are major
factors in Rodriguez’s work; the distancing of her own culture is what has led her
to work to recover historical
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memory, as well as the interest of
telling unknown stories of Puerto Rico.
For Rodríguez “our collective memory
is very fragile and blurred, we forget or
do not know much about our history, it
is incomplete as the route, forgotten as
the route, segmented as the route, abandoned as the route, but we go through
it.”28 Our collective identity is confused,
contradictory, opaque. Using two different cameras, a Polaroid and a Yashica,
Rodriguez explores the idea of looking
at the ruta through different lenses. Her
approach is to develop a typology of
abandoned structures, structures under
construction, vacant structures—such
buildings appear constantly along the
ruta. For Rodríguez, there is a reason behind using this medium. The snapshot
is a somewhat fragile, you have to treat
it with patience and care as our identity. The Polaroids are displayed in a grid
that groups all of these memories and
experiences together. The 5-by-7-inch
postcards are designed as the ideal postcard visitors to the exhibition can take
away—a souvenir of La Ruta del Progreso.

ISLA IMAGINARIA

Edra Soto is a Chicago-based interdisciplinary artist, curator and educator.
Her practice involves the creation of environments that offer a space for empathy and generosity with an educational
approach. Tropicalamerican is an installation composed of a plastic red fan and
four green inkjet-printed silk flags—the
American, the Puerto Rican, and, twice,
the city flag of Chicago. Rigorously
crafted, these works are representations
of flags made out of a variety of tropical leaves from Robert Rauschenberg’s
property on the island of Captiva, where
Soto went for a residency program. The
ledges were sewn by hand with red, pink,
and golden thread. The collaged images
are simple geometrical shapes derived
from traditional quilting practices.

Tropicalamerican addresses the idea
of the plantation a characteristic of the
Caribbean that most of the islands share,
whether because of their histories of exploitation or when it comes to coffee,
plantain, sugar cane, is one of our main
traditional agricultural products, even
though we don’t produce as much as we
used to. Most of Puerto Rico’s food consumed in Puerto Rico comes from imports from the U.S. The juxtaposition of
the flags proposes a space in which to reflect on what it feels like to be in between
two places. The quality of light created
by the installation’s silk flags also plays
with transparencies and opacities, and
the fan blowing air on the flags suggests
constant motion and liquidity. Tropicalamerican also approaches the patriotic
symbolism of the flag, and the tradition
of its use by artists such as Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, and David Hammons to explore traditional aesthetics on
American culture.

Undoubtedly flags are charged with
histories and ideas of nationalism. They
reflect a culture’s identity, but they also
separate nations and countries. They
may also be charged with violence, and
violence can be practiced on them—they
may be burned, prohibited, or destroyed.
The creation of the Tropicalamerican
flags with green tropical leaves in form
of geometric patterns reflects on traditional quilting techniques typically used
to make hats, rugs, and island souvenirs
in the Caribbean. Rather than a reflection, it is a juxtaposition of the colonial
relationship of the United States and
Puerto Rico, a utopian idea that for some
is clearly unresolved.

Edra Soto, Tropicalamerican,
2014. Inkjet prints on silk,
plastic fan. 72 x 48 in.
Photographed by Natalia
Viera Salgado
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EDUCATIONAL
PROGRAM
COLONIAL IMAGINARIES:
ON BROWN PPOETICS
AND THE DAMNÉ

Educational Program
Saturday April, 21, 2018
Ren Ellys Neyra, Erika P. Rodríguez,
Eduardo J. Rivera Pichardo and
Natalia Viera Salgado
Image by Alejandro Torres Viera
		

April 21, 2018

			

On Saturday April 21’st I invited Erika P. Rodríguez, scholars Ren
Ellys Neyra and Eduardo Javier Rivera Pichardo to talk about their
practives regading their academic works in relation to Isla Imaginaria.
Rivera Pichardo talked about a wide range of perspectives on Modernity/Coloniality and its multiple layers and impact to subjectivity. Ellis
Neyra transpported us to El Paseo de Diego in Río piedras, Puerto Rico
and shared experiences on performance, sounds and caribbean/brown/
queer feelings and commonplaces. Rodríguez talked about her journey
through La Ruta del Progreso and her experience documenting such
route. The event was possible thanks to the support of the SVA Alumni
Society Scholarship Award.
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THE TITLE OF THE THESIS

Ren (Rachel) Ellis Neyra is a poetic
theorist of Cuban descent who grew up
in the U.S. south, and currently works as
Assistant Professor of English at Wesleyan University. Ellis Neyra reads and writes
about Latinx Studies; Caribbean, African
Diasporic, and Latinx Poetics, Performance Art, Music, and Visual Art; Third
Cinema; Cuban and Puerto Rican Contemporary Art; and Film, Literary, Queer,
and Translation Theories. Recently, Ellis
Neyra was living in San Juan and working
on their academic book manuscript, Cry
Bomba: Listening to Brown Poetics, in
residency at the independent art space Beta-Local. Cry Bomba does multi-sensorial,
queer readings and poetic listenings with
1970s Salsa, Latinx literature and performance, and Puerto Rican film that deviate
from the promise of freedom and rehearse
abnormal insurgencies. Ellis Neyra has
published in ARTFORUM, BOMB magazine, La Gaceta de Cuba, Sargasso: A
Journal of Caribbean Literature, Language
and Culture, Obsidian: Literature and
Arts in the African Diaspora, La Habana
Elegante, Comparative Literature and
Culture Web, and other venues. Ellis Neyra
co-made the book Caribbean Cautionary
Tales (La Impresora, 2016) with Sofía Gallisá Muriente and Nicole Smythe-Johnson.
Ellis Neyra's premier Spanglish poetry
book, Meteor Shower / Días Sin Shower
(La Impresora) was published in 2017.

ISLA IMAGINARIA

Eduardo Javier Rivera Pichardo has
an avid interest in political psychology
and philosophy, on areas such as decoloniality, intergroup relations, and the
structural and motivational foundations
of political ideology. He is a first year
social and political psychology doctoral
student at New York University working
primarily with Dr. John Jost, founder of
the System-Justification Theory (SJT)
perspective. He obtained his Masters
degree in Political Philosophy at Universitat Pompeu Fabra, where he worked
from a trans-disciplinary approach the
ontological and socio-psychological
questions of coloniality and its impact
on the colonial subjects. Working under
the mentorship of philosophers Santiago Zabala & Chiara Bottici, and primarily with social and cultural psychologist
Veronica Benet-Martínez, his dissertation titled “Colonial Rationalization
of the Hegemonic Order: A Two Level
System Justification Analysis” explored
the discursive and motivational foundations of Puerto Ricans’ ideological
attitudes towards the prevailing US
hegemonic order and regime in Puerto
Rico. In his analysis he provides vast explanation as to why his findings provide
empirical validity to some decolonial
philosophical constructed concepts,
as well as to the social psychological
concept of the internalization of negative stereotypes. In sum, his research
explores the psycho-political effects of
colonialism and coloniality, providing
new theoretical and empirical psychological explorations of the Modern/
Colonial World System through the
scope of System Justification Theory.

SVA MA CURATORIAL PRACTICE

19

ARTIST CHECKLIST

BIBLIOGRAPHY

1. Glissant Édouard. “Poetics of Relation”, Published in the
United States of America, The University of Michigan Press, 1997
2. Ellis Neyra Ren/Rachel. “Towards an Un-American Solidarity: Thinking With Puerto Rico After Hurricane María.” October 30,
2017. Independent Curators International. http://curatorsintl.org/
research/towards-an-un-american-solidarity-thinking-with-puer-

11. González José Luis. “El Paía de Los Cuatro Pisos.” El País
de los Cuatro Pisos y otros Ensayos (Notas para una definición de
la cultura puertorriqueña), Río Piedras, Ediciones Huracán, 2001, pp.
(11-42)
12. Morris Berman. “ El Reencarmamiento del Mundo” Introducción Paisaje Moderno, 4 vientos Chile editorial 1987
13. Klassen E. Pamela and Moosa Ebrahim. “ AAR Centenni-

to-rico-after-hurricane
3. Britton Celia.“Edouard Glissant.

al Rountable: Indbtebtedness: Race, Dept, and Slavery in Religious

Martinican poet, writer and academic whose work was in-

Imaginaries. Journa of the American Academy of Religion

formed by colonialism.” February 13, 2011. The Guardian. https://

14. Quijano Aníbal. “Colonialidad del Poder, eurocentrismo y

www.theguardian.com/books/2011/feb/13/edouard-glissant-obituary

America Latina.” Colonialidad y modernidad/racionalisad”, Perú In-

4. Look Ulrich. “Opacity.” November 2012, Frieze.

dígena, vol. 13, no 29, Lima 1992.

https://frieze.com/article/opacity

15. Wynter Sylvia. “Race, Discourse and the Origin of the

5. Grosfoguel, R. (2005) Subaltern Epistemologies, Decolonial

Americas: a New Worldk View” edited by vera Lawrence Hyatt and

Imaginaries and the redefinition of Global Capitalism. Review, vol. 28,

Rex Nettleford. Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington and Lon-

n.p.

don. 1492: A New World View. March 17, 1995.
6. Diawara Manthia.“Édouard Glissant’s Worldmentality:

16. Maldonado-Torres Nelson. “La Decolonización y el Giro

An Introduction to One World in Relation.” April, 2017. http://www.

Des-Colonial: Decolonization and the Decolonial Turn. Tabua Rasa.

documenta14.de/en/south/34_edouard_glissant_s_worldmentali-

Bogotá- Colombia, No 9; 61-72, julio-diciembre 2008.
17. Grosfoguel Ramón. “Las Migraciones Coloniales del Ca-

ty_an_introduction_to_one_world_in_relation
7. Gallisá Muriente Sofía, Ellis Neyra Rachel, Smythe-Johnson

ribe, Estados Unidos y Europa Occidental: Colonialidades Diferen-

Nicole, “Caribbean Cautionary Tales Vol 1. Printed in Risograph by La

ciadas en Cuatro Centros del Sistema-Mundo. Colonial Caribbean

Impresora, 2016, San Juan, Puerto Rico

Migrations to Western Europe and the USA: Differetiated Coloniali-

8. Castro Gómez Santiago. “Decolonizar la Universidad: La
Hybris del punto cero y el diálogo de saberes (1-13)

ties in Four Metropoles of the World System. Kamchatka, Revista de
análisis cultural 9 (Julio 2017)

9. Bédard Reneé. “Los fundamentos del Pensamiento y las

18. Negrón Frances-Muntaner. “Sovereign Acts”. Contesting

prácticas Administrativas. El Rombo y las Cuatro Dimensiones Fi-

Colonialism Across Indigenous Nations and Latinx America. The

losóficas.” AD-Minister Universidad EAFIT Medellín Número 3. Jun-

university of Arizona Press, 2017.

dic 2003 (1-21)
10. Grosfoguel Ramón, The Structure of Knowledge in Westernized Universities: Epistemic Raciscm/ Sexism and the Four Genocides of the Long 16th Century. U.C. Berkeley. Human Architecture:
Journal of the Sociology of Self-Knowledge, XI, Issue 1, Fall 2013

20

ISLA IMAGINARIA

Lionel Cruet
Making Windows on Walls, 2015
Audiovisual installation
Buckets with water
Dimensions vary.

The Shade of a Paradise II, 2016
Photo print mounted on white
zv, edition 1/3
12 x 12 in.
The Shade of a Paradise II, 2016
Photo print mounted on white
frame, edition 1/3
20 x 30 in.

Erika P. Rodríguez
La Ruta del Progreso, 2017
Series of Polaroid pictures, 2017
3.24 x 4.25 in. approx
Edra Soto
Tropicalamerican, 2014
Inkjet prints on silk, plastic fan
72 x 48 in.
Image courtesy of the artist
		

		

			
				

The Shade of a Paradise I, 2015
Digital print on photo paper
mounted on white frame,
edition 1/3
20 x 30 in.

					

Sofía Gallisá
Delatoria, 2017
Magnifying glass, glass slides,
and portable light.
Dimensions vary.

			

				

		

Karlo Andrei Ibarra
Brújula Ciega / Blind Compass, 2012-2018
Compass with erased coordinates
2 x 2 in. approx.
Chris Gregory
La Ruta del Progreso, 2017
Series of chromogenic prints
40 x 50 in.
Natalia Lassalle-Morillo
La Ruta del Progreso, 2017
3 channel HD video installation,
fabric, hammocks
Dimensions vary
Erika P. Rodríguez
La Ruta del Progreso, 2017
Digital pictures printed on postcards,
postcard stand
5 x 7 in.
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Isla Imaginaria explores notions of paradise and landscape in the Caribbean island of Puerto
Rico. Based on Édouard Glissant’s “Poetics of Relation,” this exhibition offers a pathway to
reflect on a shared space or a world solidarity. What does it mean to inhabit what Glissant
defines as a “commonplace” open to the entanglement of worldwide relations? This commonplace could be defined as a space for reverberation that makes us relate to each other.
For Glissant the Caribbean sea “has always been a place of encounter and connivance.” It is
a space of encounters and departures where cultures blend; it is always in flux. Through the
Western and American gaze, Caribbean islands are often referred to as tropical paradises,
sanctuary spaces, and places to escape. But they are also places of contradiction where
invisible forces come and go, and aspiring Utopian futures are all part of an imaginary. But
imaginary for whom and how do we share such an imaginary? What does it mean to belong
in a place like this, specifically in the context of the Caribbean reality today? And what does
it mean to have “the right to opacity” in a Puerto Rican context? This exhibition questions
whether we can share such an imaginary of uncertainty, and also addresses today’s urgent
issues of displacement, erased histories, and forced migrations, while exposing the failure
of the colonial structure imposed by the U.S. government.
Educational program
Colonial Imaginaries: On Brown Poetics and the Damné
Talk by Ren Ellis Neyra and Eduardo Javier Rivera Pichardo
Saturday, April 21st 6:00 - 8:00 pm
Artist talk and tour (Closing reception)
Saturday, May 3 6:00-9:00 pm

Isla Imaginaria
Opening reception: April 19, 2018, 6-9 pm
April 19 - May 4, 2018
Pfizer Building, 2ndth floor
630 Flushing Ave, Brooklyn, NY 11206

ISLA IMAGINARIA
By Natalia Viera Salgado
April 19, 2018

MA Curatorial Practice
School of Visual Arts
132 West 21st Street, 10th floor
New York, NY 10011

