GLADSTONE GALLERY

The Beetle Trilogy
Damian Ortega

An Interview

ALMA RUIZ

AR: Where did the idea of the tril-
ogy originate?

DO: I am interested in the notion of
trilogies and triptychs. I realized that
my thought process was not dualis-
tic, that there was always a third view
of a work—it could be a “perhaps,”
ora “maybe,” something better, an af-
terward-—a third perspective that was
more ambiguous.,

AR: Is The Beetle Trilogy a single
work?
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DO: It is really three independent
works. Cosmic Thing was the first
one. It's a piece that | had floating
around in my head for years. It's a
Volkswagen (VW) sedan, one of the
more common cars in Mexico City.
For many people it offers the only
possibility to have their own car and
get around town. There are even
taxis using that model. | drive one
of them too.

I liked the notion of creating some-
thing like a dinosaur displayed in a
natural history museum, It'salso a kind
of assembly plan. You can see all of the
elements that form the fragmented car,
with its parts suspended, on display.
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AR: What year is your car?

DO: It's an "83. A while ago | found
some paintings | had made in 1991
using the same system of fragment-
ing the car into a diagram, but they
were just pictorial representations

The idea of the object wasn’t clear, nor
was the physical relationship with the
space; they were paintings on white
canvas. The project was to have the
whole car taken apart in the paintings

AR: Were you hoping to exhibit all
of them together?

DO: When | started the project, my
idea was to commission the painting
from a professional sign painter, a
common profession in Mexico, a
craftsman who can be contracted to
paint a landscape or a text to adver-
tise any kind of store. Some are very
accomplished painters. At the time,
the idea was to bring a photo of a VW
car and have the sign painter execute
it to scale, life size, and then I would
reproduce each of the different parts
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in various paintings. It would be a
process of appropriation and subjec-
tive exploration. Each part would be
broken down and, in the end, offer a
general outline of the whole car.
Clearly it related to this, but the no-
tion of the blueprint was very much
a part of it. I hadn’t managed to get
rid of the concept of representation
in order to enter the notion of real-
ity, yel. [l was an interesting process
that helped me to understand the fi-
nal concept. The medium changed
from canvas to sheet metal and from
acrylic to automotive lacquer. | think
[ began to understand the impor-
tance of the relationship between
technique and form, how the totality
of the working process brings the fi-
nal work together.

AR: So the notion of the decon-
struction of the object predates the
creation of Cosmic Thing?

DO: | think so. I’'m not sure of what
the exact reference might have been,
but I think it began with the relation-
ship | developed with Gabriel Orozco
in his studio, trying to understand the
notion of how to show an object, not
just represent it, and also of technique,
or the working process, as something
fundamental, not neutral or insignifi-
cant.

AR: Why the name Cosmic Thing?

DO: | wanted to give it a title that
offered an open vision of the piece,
something that would allow the
viewer to recognize my interest in the
notion of a system—something both
microcosmic and macrocosmic, collec-
tive and individual, global and local.

AR: Many of the people who have
seen Cosmic Thing interpret it as a
kind of cartoon, perhaps because
they are surprised to see a VW ex-
panding in several directions. Does
this type of humor, visible through-
out your work, derive from your ex-
perience as a political cartoonist?

DO: Of course. | greatly enjoy cari-
ous readings of my work, and I think
we are fortunate to see how ecach
piece takes on a life and direction of
its own. They can go places | have
never suspected. I love the idea of a
work being more intelligent than I
am, it going beyond myself, taking
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on a life of its own. Therefore, I like
the relationship it has with humor
and cartooning.

AR: In the past, other artists have
suspended their works from the ceil-
ing. I am thinking of the Brazilians
Mira Schendel and Hélio Oiticica...

DO: Yes. You could also mention the
Venezuelan artists Gego and [Jesus
Rafael] Soto.

AR: Had you seen some of the
work by these artists before creating
Cosmic Thing?

DO: I had. Especially Oiticica’s. He
has been an important reference for
me because of his Penetrables and the

Moby Dick, 2004, Performanc
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relationship between formal geom-
etry and political positioning. Other
artists have done it too, like Cornelia
Parker, whose work I didn’t know at
the time. Honestly, | don’t think of it
as my invention. It was a gradual in-
vestigation developed from that pic-
torial plane where 1 wanted a white,
neutral space with floating objects. 1
had also explored it on other occa-
sions simply by trying to place objects
on the floor, It was a fairly natural
process for understanding the work
in three dimensions and also ac-
knowledging the importance of not
choosing any other machine buta VW.

June 3, 2005. Courtesy of the artist
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AR: Why a VW specifically?

DO: I must confess that it was a
very intuitive thing derived from
my proximity to it. But sometimes a
personal experience is the result of
a political phenomenon, and other
times that personal experience be-
comes a political phenomenon. 1
think that it's a very powerful sym-
bol of an era, and speaks of a mo-
ment in contemporary Mexican
history when there was a shift from

one technology to another, and the
former was declared inadequate, de-
spite being so common. The techno-
logical change obviously implies a
political and ideological change.
There is a change in the means of
production and distribution that
transforms social relations. The shift
is from a self-repairing technology
that was discontinued in favor of
one based on consumption and spe-
cialization. The illegal auto-parts

Rules and Instincts, 1997. 2 c-prints. 35 %/, x 23 '/, in, (90 x 60 cm.). Edition of 3. Courtesy: Kurimanzutto
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market damaged the system of con-
sumption because it was very cheap
to buy used parts and change them
yourself. That is why the cars lasted
for so long and thousands of people
could afford them. It was reallya
of the people.

AR: The second part of the trilogy is
entitled Moby Dick. Why did you pick
a title with such a strong literary ref-
erent as Herman Melville’s novel?

DO: | consider these three worksa
narrative, an evolutionary succession.
l often write down my ideas in a note-
book and develop the third one first,
then the first one. | don’t follow a spe-
cific order with the trilogy. I don't re-
member if the first piece was Moby
Dick or Cosmic Thing. | wanted to use
the name Moby Dick to create an ob-
vious reference of the white car as a
cartoon of the white whale.

AR: Was Moby Dick created as a
performance?

DO: It was born as an experiment. [
think there is a tension of forces, the
constant contraction and expansion
that takes place between an object and
a person, between an animal and a
machine: traction as an instinct or an
impulse, in balance. I think these in-
gredients could also be at play in an
academic sculpture, a theatrical play,
or in any technical process. That is
why I believe there is a sculptural re-
lationship in understanding how mat-
ter works, how it reacts, and how it
can be activated in nature in order to
channel or convey energy.

AR: Does Moby Dick reflect man’s
desire to control his environment?

DO: I think so, and at the same
time, it reflects how nature trans-
forms the individual. There are some
works, other works of mine, which
speak of that, like Reglas e instintos
(Rules and instincts) from 1997. In
that piece there was a white space,
the neutral space of a gallery, and |
reproduced the architectural blue-
print of the place with water chan-
nels and food. There were seventeen
white rabbits inhabiting that white
space, and they lived there for one
month. They ate and drank and def-
ecated as much as they could, and
they started transforming all that
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space through their ingestion and
digestion of the architectural blue-
print. There was a mimetic relation-
ship between the white of the site and
that of the rabbits; a living space that
was eating and digesting the very
building where it was on display. |
find a connection between that piece
and Moby Dick.

AR: Moby Dick was made in Mexico
City and then re-created in Los An-
geles. Where in Mexico City did the
original performance take place?

DO: It was in a parking garage that
is three levels underground. The lo-
cation interested me because of its di-
mensions and the firmness of the
columns. It's a supermarket parking
lot. This idea excited me, and at first |
didn’t understand it fully, but I found
arelationship between the heroism of
the hunter and the domestic act of go-
ing to the supermarket to buy a pack-
aged and homogenized product.
There was playfulness in it that
caught my interest. The initial idea
was to suggest a sort of cavern, a pri-
mal, essential ritual of survival, that
of the hunt.

AR: Let’s talk about the perfor-
mance in Los Angeles. Where did
you stage it?

DO: On Lower Grand Avenue, a
spectacular place because of the archi-
tecture and its size. The avenue runs
under a bridge, and they have filmed
some Hollywood movies there, with
car chases and crashes; it’s also where
they hold Harley-Davidson parades.

AR: You said one of the reasons
that led you to restage the piece was
that you were not satisfied with
some elements of the original. What
did you change?

DO: I think the most important
thing was trying to confront an ap-
proach and a process that I hadn’t
mastered yet. I've tried to work with
materials and techniques that are
unique to the sites where | am invited
to show my work, spaces with an es-
tablished artistic tradition, like that of
glass-blowing in Italy. There is local
craftsmanship, and there are some
great masters. It’s something that
flows naturally. I wanted to make a
proposal along those lines, and it

515 WEST 24 STREET NEW YORK NY 10011

GLADSTONE GALLERY

Ruiz, Alma, "The Beetle Trilogy", Art Nexus, n.59 volume 4, 2005

Beetle 83, 2002. C-print. 16 x 20 in. (40

worked. Angelenos have the music
and film industries. There is a movie
theater, a drugstore, and a rock band
on every corner. | thought it would be
interesting to join that flow of experi-
ences and professions.

AR: Beetle ‘83 Escarabajo is the
third work in The Beetle Trilogy and,
as [ understand it, completes the life
cycle of the car, which begins at the
Puebla factory, where it was as-
sembled and where it returns after
many years in Mexico City. Could
you tell us a little about this part of
the trilogy?

DO: I started to do some reading on
mythology, and I love the story that
is common to many cultures, and re-
peated at different stages of history,
in which the hero leaves the native
land to explore the world and finally
returns to die at home. I was thrilled
by the notion of recreating this odys-
sey, this mythical voyage, where a car
could leave, have its own life in the
streets just like a heroic character, and
finally return to Puebla, where it was
produced, or to Germany, where it
was conceived. Itis a voyage of return
to the origin.

AR: This Mexican VW, or little
Ulysses, if we want to compare it to
the mythical hero, is going to make
its return voyage to Puebla?

x50 %/, am.). Courtesy: Kurimanzutto

DO: Yes, in order to take it to where
it was built. It's a car that is in pretty
bad shape. I hope to stay on the road
until the car stops running or I find a
place where I can bury it.

AR: The trilogy closes with the
death of the car before the new year.
Have you thought of any other work
in which you will be using the con-
cept of three?

DO: Yes, there has been something
very advantageous in the use of a tril-
ogy or triptych. Generally I always
work in photography with series of
three. l am interested in narrative, and
I think three is the minimum number
required to describe any process that
involves an origin, a transformation,
and a conclusion. There you have a
story.

* Translated from the original text in Spanish by Fer-
nando Feliu-Moggi, PhD. Assistant Professor, Languages
and Cultures. University of Colorado, Colorado Springs
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