


El Corazén Ailla (Heart Howls): Latin American Performance in Revolt

Each time a woman stands up for herself, without knowing it
possibly, without claiming it, she stands up for all women.

—Maya Angelou

Gender violence in Latin America is an urgent concern. It ranges from the growing number of feminicides,
rapes, misogynistic and transphobic attacks, to the absence of laws that guarantee women’s power over

their own bodies and protect their lives from structural patriarchal violence. In Heart Howls, as curators we
present fourteen artists who identify as cis women, trans women, and non-binary people, who use performance
to scream, grieve, claim power, heal, and link their liberation with that of other women. This collective sense

of sisterhood connects the Latin American fight against gender violence with the demands that are currently
being made in the United States and around the world.

Artists from Costa Rica, Guatemala, Peru, Mexico, El Salvador, Chile, Brazil, and Argentina, take advantage

of their practices for rebellion, activating spaces of rage, fear, madness, rejection, ritualized mourning,
and feminist community care.
Performance is a particularly powerful
tool for confronting brutal absence
and loss because, like life itself, everything
is experienced in the moment and then
passes. Once both performance and
human life have passed, we are left
with only documents and memories.

These performances, their aesthetic
decisions, and their particular contexts
answer questions that other, more
traditional, artistic media cannot answetr.
Through performative language, Heart
Howls denounces gender violence, which
reaches its highest peaks in feminicide
Regina José Galindo, Monumento a las desaparecidas (Monument to the disappeared), 2020. Digital print. Courtesy of the artist. and state violence, an issue that needs to
be howled when shouting is not enough.
It is also a problem that must pass through a politicized body and the most feared emotions, when common
sense is insufficient for us to generate change. And it is, finally, a matter that justifies disbelief in the institutions
of power, in a region where right-wing Christian fundamentalist political parties are advancing and thereby



of the body, which is now used not simply as the subject of work, but as canvas, brush, frame, and platform.”

Within the avant-garde movements of the 20th century, the idea of art as beauty, separated from reality
had already been dismantled, and the new space that art established in the face of social problems made
performance a medium capable of producing change. It bears a heavy social and educational responsibility.4
Thus, the practice blurs artistic and disciplinary borders in search of new languages, sites, and materials, to

Barbara Milano, MAE (MADRE, MOTHER), 2019. Digital print on vinyl.
Courtesy of the artist.

generate “unprecedented experiences that emphasize the process
of creation and conceptualization as opposed to the product, and
that make the artist’s body their raw material.”

Performance is directly articulated with urban intervention, since

it is through the use of public space that the action takes part in a
conflict and becomes a creative tool for raising awareness. For
Paul B. Preciado, these actions have a reflective character, making
performance an instrument of social protest and transformation of
the public-private space into a political space.’

As an artistic language, this medium is eclectic. It sparks

dialogue with different branches of knowledge, allowing for a
multidisciplinary interpretation. Subsequently, it becomes a proposal
that, in the words of Anne Johnson and Adriana Guzman, “has
been cradled and grown in the relationship between theater and
anthropology, between structure and process, between reflexivity
and flow, between Manchester and Bali, between art and ritual,
between canonization and rebellion, between identity and alterity,
between form and contingency, between tradition and renewal,
between one and the other: on the bridge. (...) It allows breaking
down, or at least questioning, the borders between discourse and
practice, art, science and politics, academia and activism, creativity
and rigor, reflection and perception, reasoning and imagination.”

Historically, this particularity has caused performance and feminism to have significant points of intersection,
constituting a politically solid multisensory language and a common agenda. Being a fresh discipline, not
vitiated by the conditioning factors of official male art, performance was easily accepted among female artistic
communities. The exercise of embodying and empowerment? that made performance possible, contributed to
the achievement of a new sense of ownership over the discourse of women in the history of art.

Starting in 1970, during the second wave of feminism—influenced by the student movements of 1968, as well
as the Civil Rights and Black Power movements in the United States—women artists began highlighting the




groups was aimed at exposing the urgency of
medical solutions, as well as destigmatizing those
who contracted the virus.!® However, as Brianna
Cano Diaz points out, “the modern historical
construction of individual subjectivity and the
heterosexual division of the body that had an
influence on aesthetic, classic and modern art
discourses, paradoxically ended up making the body
of the artist and the viewer invisible as sexed-generic
subjects.”! That is why performance functions

as a voice for the sexual dissidence of artists: the
artist and the public are equally vulnerable and
politicized bodies.

Luiza Prado de O. Martins, The Weeds Becare Long Graceful Grasses, 2019. Performance documentation. In the early 1990s queer or “cuir” discourse
Courtesy ofthe sttt Photograph by Haisa Gelofe emerged, following the activism of groups like Queer
Nation and ACT UP, along with the publication of
Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble and Eve Sedgwick’s Epistemology of the Closet, which has been reinterpreted in a
variety of ways throughout Latin America. The 21st century saw the development of post-porn aesthetics and the
visibility of trans and non-binary identities, all of which have been evident in Latin American performance. The
region became an ideal setting for new corporalities to challenge heteronormativity,'° and to call for the creation
of alternative communities for political and affective work.

Contemporary Latin American performance has continued to grow significantly since its inception. Countries
like Colombia, Cuba, Brazil, Mexico, Chile, and the Dominican Republic, to name a few, are essential references
when talking about international performance gatherings.? The region’s feminist concerns have been central to
the medium’s growth. To quote Irene Ballester Buigues, this is because the “artists have captured their own
subverted body, their need to speak, think and act, and this has served as a support not only to speak about the
issues that conditioned their female situation, (...) but they have turned their art and their body into a platform to
denounce the abuses of patriarchal terrorism such as gender violence and feminicide."?

As an intersectional issue, it should be remembered that Latin America is marked by its diversity of population,
such as the indigenous people inheriting pre-Columbian civilizations, Afro-descendant roots, Asian diasporas,
and the new emerging identities arising from migratory movements and the crossing of national, cultural, and
linguistic borders.

There have been multiple discussions in Performance Studies around the relationships between original actions,
copies, media, and records. Many thinkers consider the documentation and archiving of performance essential
to constructing the history of this artistic practice, so as not to lose the efforts, political gambits, and ephemerality



of victimized women. The artist then shaved her scalp and had the word “justice” tattooed on it. In Heart Howls,
the public is invited to contribute an addition to the artist’s original offering, by cutting small strands of their own
hair, tying them with pink ribbons on behalf of a loved woman who has suffered similar circumstances.

Berna Reale (Belém, 1965) achieved an impressive feat of performance in the public arena with Purple Rose
(2014), in which she paraded 50 schoolgirls, dressed in uniforms emblematic of traditional Brazilian schools,
through her native streets in Belém, followed by a military band. In their mouths, each girl carried prostheses
that imitated the oral cavity of inflatable sex dolls, denouncing how, through the reification of the female body,
sexual and gender violence runs through us as women from an early age. Posters featuring portraits of the
participants with the oral prosthesis were later pasted throughout Sao Paolo in sites such as cinemas, theaters,
cultural centers, and art schools. During the show, the Reale posted testimonials from some of the participants—
who described their experiences of sexual coercion—on her website.

Luiza Prado de O. Martins (Guaratingueta, 1988) will present a new performance for Heart Howls, titled The

Sermon of the Weeds. Dressed as a priest, the artist will recite an original text in the form of a liturgy, with
audience members invited up to the
pulpit to receive communion. In response
to recent attacks on reproductive rights in
Brazil and the United States the artist will
serve wafers and libations, prepared with
everyday herbs and ingredients that can
also be used in traditional preparations
for birth control and abortion. Although
the edibles served will be safe for
consumption, through their usage, the
artist seeks to encourage conversations
about the medicalization of bodies,
radical care, and the heritage of herbal
remedies as intrinsic to indigenous and
popular knowledge.

Cristina Flores (Lima, 1986) also
Wynnie Mynerva, Sin titutlo de la serie Cerrando para abrir (Untitled from the series Closing to Open), 2021. Ol on plexiglass. demonstrates rites honoring her
Courtesy ofGinsher Gallery Lima- ancestors in her practice. Flores
weaves her family history, presenting a
decolonial feminist perspective, to summon her longing for healing through textile and performance. Working
with the memory of women who suffered medical violence, feminicide, and an unmooring from their own
sense of peace, the artist casts a protective eye on their stories, creating rituals to help set herself—and all
women—ifree. This can be seen in Protective Eye (2020), a sculpture made with mixed fibers, bronze sheet,



minimum living conditions for women. Both are accomplices to the patriarchal pact, each has generated the
need for imposed migration, while exposing the uselessness and scarcity of state protection against gender
violence. In Las Nobodies (2011), the Mexican artist Nayla Altamirano (Mexico City, 1986) of Zapotec and Chilean
roots, sought to restore the dignity, power and dreams of her “hermanas” who are raped and murdered by men
while trying to cross into the
United States—one of the most
dangerous borders in the world.
Collecting, and then using, bras
that the “polleros” left behind
as symbolic trophies of sexual
assault, the artist takes on the
pain of these silenced women.
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y Jazmin Ra (Santiago de Chile,
?‘ ‘q: _ 1989) presents Falo x Falo—The
' olde 2% ' P W gt L SORRAOSESC State of Chile Rapes Us and
3 G SE : .S o/ -4 N Kills Us (2019), a performance
= ARREI R R e T L e that condemns crimes against
7 el humanity such as rape, torture,
and abuse, in the public square
in front of a national monument.
These atrocities perpetrated by
state security forces were used as
a way to repress the protests and
political activism of women that
Jazmin Ra, Falo x Falo—El Estado de Chile nos viola y nos mata (Falo x Falo—The State of Chile rapes us and kills us). 2019. Video still. emerged during the country’s
Courtesy ofthe arst social unrest that year. Ra
subjects herself to a firearm, the
barrel of which points upwards between her spread legs, with the trigger rigged to fire if she attempts to move.
This act symbolizes the structural failure that enables abuse to dominate. On her head she wears a hood, alluding
to the widespread political kidnappings which have historically occurred in her country, bearing the nation’s coat
of arms on her forehead.

The grassroots actions of citizens are shown to us in the work of Denise E. Reyes Amaya (San Salvador, 1989),
and the archive of artist Fernanda Laguna (Buenos Aires, 1972) and writer, activist, and queer theorist Cecilia
Palmeiro (Buenos Aires, 1975). On the one hand, Reyes Amaya examines the public’s tolerance of retaliatory
violence against women at the hands of organized gangs (“maras”) in El Salvador, one of the most violent
countries in the world. Acting as a “discarded body,” in her performance piece Colored Bags for Trash (2014) she
lay covered in garbage bags on the side of a busy street in San Salvador, while a surveillance camera recorded







