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TRANSLATED TO ENGLISH BY RHONDA DAHL BUCHANAN

° From The Secret Gardens of Mogador: Voices of the Earth.
2006 NEA Translation Project

t smells of smoke and its pleasure has no bounds, as if

it were the perfume of a rare flower, new to his garden,

obtained with infinite patience. Many years ago, during
a forest fire, this gardener discovered that roots continue
burning beneath the ground long after the fire has suppos-
edly been extinguished. It was then he decided to cultivate a
garden of highly flammable roots, controlling their subter-
ranean fire beds with buried channels of water in such a way
that the flames sprout to the surface like bouquets of fire
flowers igniting the thicket or trees he designates.

He walks in his garden of underground fires, sensing
through his skin the heat that flows slowly beneath the
ground. He designs routes and controls them, irrigating
here and there the contours of his channels. And when at
last the blazing flower opens where he wished, he recog-
nizes in the burning plant the ephemeral perfumed blos-
som of his ardent fancy.

The network of roots, which he cannot see, contributes a
great number of unforeseen fires to his harvest. Heat runs
through unsuspected beds, surprising him when it breaks
out where he least expects it. Then the beauty of his flowers
becomes convulsive, brutal. A sudden elation comes over the
gardener at that moment and the gleam of the flames in his
eyes is kindled by the combustion in his mind.

When the sun kisses the horizon, the gardener some-
times imagines he planted that fire in the sky, that an unfore-
seen and invisible aerial root guides his fire to the clouds,
converting them into flickers, embers, and finally charcoal.

He discovered that the night is actually endless coal and
that the stars are tiny souvenirs of fire imbedded in the great
carbon vault. Fossilized flowers. Then it occurs to him that it
takes millions of years and millions of gardeners to tend his
garden so that his blazing flowers may shine each night on
their own. Meanwhile, when darkness falls over the garden,
its master draws a celestial map with his radiant flowers, a
geometry of shooting stars. At first he wanted to mirror the
sky exactly, but later he was moved to sketch his own con-
stellations.

Some come at night to read their destiny or that of their
loved ones in the stellar drawing of this fiery field. And the
curator of the Great Underground Library of Mogador pro-
poses that more than a few revolutions, what he calls “fire
in the human mind,” began as one of the glimmering flow-

ers in this garden, and likewise, the roots of uprisings in
China, Iran, or Patagonia extend back to this place.

Whenever the gardener sows, waters, and illuminates, he
knows he is planting an unexpected spark in the world, that
the beauty of his garden shakes empires, perhaps even burns
stars in the firmament, dries rivers on other continents,
demolishes skyscrapers in flames, and beheads kings.

There are also those who believe that each sudden blaze
in this garden corresponds to a tragic passion. That neither
Romeo nor Juliet, neither Abelard nor Heloise escaped the
power of these roots that in a mysterious but sure manner
reach all the way to the heart of certain people.

The other day the gardener was walking down the street
and noticed two strangers, a man and a woman, staring at
each other with desiring eyes. There were simultaneous
sparks in their pupils, and judging from their intensity, the
gardener knew in what part of his garden that fiery passion
had originated because not all plants burn the same. So he
ran to the southern orchard of dry palm trees to observe
from his terrace the splendor of that spontaneous blossom-
ing. And watching his garden, he knew in what moment the
desire between that couple overflowed, how long they made
love, and when their passion extinguished.

I think about this garden when | feel on your skin the
warmth surging through your veins, when you slowly cross,
intently, the few inches that separate us, as if you came from
very far away. When your entire body guides me to the most
intense heat within you, which little by little consumes me
between your legs, those two great flames that, like an
uncontrollable fire kindled by the wind, seize me, binding me
to you.

I think about the happiness of this gardener when time
and time again the joy of mutual possession burns in your
eyes, when your mouth barely emits a crackle, the sound of
a sudden flare. When you embrace me and you are embers,
when you kiss me and you are that one who lets your entire
body be filled with roots of fire, keeping alive forever the
promise of a shining flower that ignites us.
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EL “MU(N)DO”

CITADO POR LILIANA PORTER

}‘i INAINI WY |

ne of the most curious and paradoxi-

cal facts about Liliana Porter’s seem-

ingly infantile oeuvre is the often
complicated and obscure language that many il
critics use in order to discuss it. On the one hand, ‘
this peculiarity reflects the current state of critical
language; but on the other hand, it also evi- ién
dences the challenge of providing a serious inter- 1 | ‘
pretation for an oeuvre that at times appears to N nientras q »
amount to nothing more than playing with dolls, ler intelect
while at others it poses true intellectual riddles.

Photography has been the central vehicle of
Liliana Porter’s work since the seventies. Since the : i ‘ ‘
nineties the objects she photographs are plastic | ‘ | que repl |
or porcelain figurines of political or religious per- religi I
sonalities or part of the inventory of children’s juguetes infantiles ¢ ’
toys and/or comic-book literature. On occasion
the figurines are paired so that the viewer is ‘ tadl imagi logo en flas, Ui
enticed to imagine a dialogue between them. A so ejemplal ' (1¢ ue
seminal piece is Dialogue (1996) in which Pi ( \ariol i quien
Pinocchio (the deceitful wooden marionette who i 5 ( ‘
—after making amends—"becomes” a “real”
boy) engages in an imaginary conversation with
Gregorio Hernandez, the Venezuelan “physician
of the poor,” who came to be regarded as a pop- I
ular saint. Who is lying to whom? Some find a ido d
resemblance between the latter and Charlie Chan, je chi
the Chinese character of detective movies. Porter
herself likens him to the self-portraits of René lagritte, el pintor lista bel . |
Magritte, the Belgian Surrealist painter—master of isual—. En 15 como [ '
the visual lie—. In works such as The Explanation (1991) ella ha usac .
(1991) she has used Gregorio Hernandez qua Magritie, pero en R (2001) la figurit
Magritte, but in To Go Back (2001) it would seem G Charlie Ch caImino
that the figurine has to be Charlie Chan return- hi un
ing to China and to a flat world. The representa- itacion es
tional lie is a constant in Porter’s oeuvre. Dos criticos imj ) juel
Two important critics, Gerardo Mosquera and Luis Camnitzer, han ints do la obra de Lilian

Luis Camnitzer, have interpreted Liliana Porter’s Porter iend la | ra de Jorg ui
photographic work by alluding to Jorge Luis \ in ( ‘
Borges's literature and René Magritte’s paintings. le Porter por |



Porter's interest in Magritte has a long history;
she has quoted him in works like Magritte’s 16th
of September (1975), The Great War (1975), La
Luna (1977) and more recently, in La
Clairvoyance (1999). As far as the relationship of
Porter's work with Borges' literature, it cannot be
visual but conceptual. Although in 1983 Porter
produced the work Fragments with Borges’ Book
depicting a sample of a book is not tantamount
to representing the literary work in the book,
whereas depicting a painting is to somehow rep-
resent its contents. In spite of the clues in Porter’s
works that sustain the interpretations of
Mosquera and Camnitzer, it seems counterintu-
itive that her photographs of kitschy porcelain
figurines could fit in the aesthetic horizon of
Borges' cerebral oeuvre or even in Magritte’s
Surrealism. Mosquera himself readily recognizes
that “Porter has put Lichtenstein’s comics or
Haring’s Mickey next to the ‘real’ Mickey.” The
task at hand is therefore to understand how
Porter's oeuvre, whose visual antecedents coincide
with Pop Art, somehow manages to subvert it.

A work like Dressed Penguin (1996)—which
depicts an imagined dialogue between the pho-
tographic image of a clay figurine of a human-
ized penguin and the real figurine of a yellow
bird sitting on a little stool—hides subversive
traits in its innocent appearance. Porter subverts
the genres of representation. Her figurines are
already representations, her photographs are
representations of representations, and her
assemblages are a symbiosis of the former and
the latter which forms a set as arbitrary as
Borges' category of animals that “can be drawn
with a fine brush.”

Camnitzer’s use of Borges for interpreting
Porter's oeuvre seems more tangential and
reflects his own view of Magritte's work.
Camnitzer writes that “Porter decided to con-
front reality more directly, either by using the
objects themselves or through photography as a
means to document them.” In this process,
“what was refined was the quality of the dia-
logue of her objects. It was literally a question of
establishing what things one object had to say to
another and/or to the viewer.” Camnitzer's main
analogy of Porter’s works with Magritte’s oeuvre
is that the dialogue between her figurines is
reflected in Magritte’s works as “one image turns
into the context for the other.” Although
Camnitzer does not mention specific works by
Magritte, one could propose the paradoxical Ceci
n’est pas une pomme (1964), where the text in
the painting truthfully denies what the picture
verily depicts. Moreover, there are Porter works
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like Untitled with Fire (1989) that seem to follow
Magritte’s surrealist agenda.

According to Camnitzer, for Magritte as well
as for Porter, "it does matter who the characters
are. (....) Porter’s art does not work with just any
object. Her selection is careful and reflects not
only the world delineated by Borges, by Alice in
Wonderland, and by Magritte, but also by her
very personal blend of astonishment, childish-
ness, and humorous distancing.” Camnitzer only
mentions two items from Borges’ literary reper-
toire, and it is not clear how they are reflected in
Porter’s selection of figurines. One of the items is
the aleph, the extraordinary sphere containing all
other points in the universe; and the other is one
of the protagonists of the story £/ Aleph, Carlos
Argentino Daneri, who sets out to write a poem
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about every place on this planet. Nothing of the
sort appears in Porter's work —not even by anal-
ogy. Giving Camnitzer massive amounts of for-
eign aid, one might point out that the split
between Borges the author and Borges the char-
acter in his dialogue with Carlos Argentino in
some relevant way resembles those imagined
dialogues between Porter’s figurines. That sug-
gestion may be interesting enough, but how can
a written dialogue resemble an imagined one?
My question is not rhetorical but sincere.

Mosquera’s use of Magritte in interpreting
Porter’s work is more radical. He considers Porter
as “Magritte’s natural continuator.” According to
Mosquera, Porter “plays with the irony that the
work of the Belgian artist goes on to be part of
the reality that he is questioning.” However,
“there is a typical tone in her work that mixes
humor and cynicism with loving warmth.” In La
Clairvoyance (1999), she depicts an actual stone
and a postcard of one of the Belgian artist's
paintings in which he paints an egg as a bird. The
work insinuates that Porter has represented (if
the act may be thus called) the potentially air-
borne postcard as an egg-like stone, or vice
versa. Such are the ways of symbolization, as
arbitrary as Borges' animal classification in his
Chinese Encyclopedia.

In spite of the parallels to Borges and
Magritte pointed out by Camnitzer and
Mosquera, Porter may be doing something that
is simultaneously simpler and perhaps more
interesting. She is letting her characters have the
life that their iconic personalities have deter-
mined for them. This strategy may lead to all
sorts of results depending on the figurine and the
mix of representational media. In works where
there are mixed media (photography/assem-
blage) the dialogue between two characters
might be imagined to be about their ontological
predicaments; like the Square talking to the
Sphere about their kinds of existence in Edwin
Abbott's Flatland. This diversity in ways of exist-
ing is even impacting, as in the case of Stone
(2000), or intriguing as in To Go Back (2001). In
works where there is only one figurine and one
dimension like in Minnie (1995), the represented
space induces the viewer to feel the angst of a
graphic and iconic existence.

Porter's triptych Untitled Out of Focus Che
(1991-1995) has received surprisingly little atten-
tion by the above-mentioned critics. The work
shows a plate with Alberto Korda's famous
image of Che Guevara, the Communist revolu-
tionist, and a figurine of Mickey Mouse. What
could they talk about? In the early seventies, a
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book by Ariel Dorfman and Armand Mattelart
called How to Read Donald Duck accompanied
and fueled the controversy about cultural alien-
ation in Latin America. One of the issues of the
controversy had to do with the way the values of
capitalism were inculcated in the minds of the
young through comic book characters like
Mickey Mouse or Donald Duck. Porter’s triptych
conflates by means of the photographic effect of
out-of-focus two characters that stood on oppo-
site sides of that controversy. The out-of-focus
technique, however, puts both Mickey and Che
on the same plane, rendering them both agents
of ideological penetration. Perhaps Mickey
Mouse is explaining to Che that in Lichtenstein’s
hands he too was a revolutionary in the struggle
against elitist art.

Porter's almost childish images bear a visual
and playful resemblance to Pop Art works like
those of Jeff Koons, Keith Haring and Roy
Lichtenstein. Unlike the latter, however, the for-
mer show a speculative penchant for dealing
with problems of ontology and paradoxes of rep-
resentation. It is precisely this penchant that
Borges, Magritte and Porter's works share.
However, Porter clearly gives her viewers the
freedom to fill in the space between the quota-
tion marks that surround her characters’ dia-
logues or monologues—in spite of Borges,
Magritte and Porter herself—.
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