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God has given you one face,
and you make yourself another.
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
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Standing shoulder to shoulder, they wear the costumes of clerics—
blue cassocks, white crosses, a monk’s hood, a priest’s hat—their
masked faces eerily blank but for the superimposed shapes of
the cross and the star. The gloved hand of one holds what at first
appears to be a plastic rose, but upon closer inspection is revealed
to be a horn. A white whistle emerges from the mouth of the other.
Poised as if to advance, they channel the ghosts of bishops past,
bearing ill tidings or intent.
Another costumed soul stands alone, covered head to toe in
Christmas bows. A slight smile carved into his otherwise featureless
face, and bodily comportment that conveys curiosity—or perhaps
just a moment’s forbearance—combine to give this character a
strangely disarming air. His feet wear two different shoes. The
wooden form he holds is not a weapon as it initially appears, but a
matraca—a noisemaker that rattles and clicks. But like the spectral
clerics, he concedes no humanizing features such as hair or skin.
His head is capped, the neck covered, the hands hidden from view.
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THE NEW GODS | LOS NUEVOS DIOSES
Essay by Shani K Parsons

DEEP IN THE SOUTHERNMOST CORNER OF THE SOUTHERNMOST STATE
OF MEXICO, Carrillo Puerto sits nestled in the highlands of Sierra Madre

de Chiapas. Making humble homes within five square kilometres of
gridded blocks surrounded by mountainous jungle terrain, farm workers
and their families tend coffee, banana, and cacao throughout the year
in relative isolation. No tourists tromp through this town; no craft
tradition distinguishes it. Yet fantastical rites of spring have emerged
unexpectedly from within its modest confines, seizing the imaginations
of its inhabitants like a novel strain of tropical fever.
The Via Crucis, or Stations of the Cross, is the centuries-old tradition of
reenacting the story of Christ’s death on Good Friday. In standard
Catholic practice, it centres on fourteen key images depicting the events
leading up to the crucifixion and burial, arranged along a predetermined
pathway. Stopping at each station in turn, pilgrims speak prayers and
reflections in response to the sacred imagery. Elsewhere in Mexico it is
a day of organized procession, penitence, and mourning, but in Carrillo
Puerto it has evolved into an irreverent, chaotic, and carnivalesque
celebration of the absurd. Drawing on an unholy mix of religious beliefs,
local and popular culture, pagan traditions, and personal mythologies,
participants don homemade costumes that are highly theatrical and
transformative, often verging on pure abstraction. Adopting new voices,
gaits, and gestures as well, the chimerical personalities they assume
become an alternate pantheon of strange deities and demons, existing
in opposition to the highly codified characters and narratives of the
traditional Passion Play.

12

xxx
The sculpture is small, yet outsized in its affect. Black holes serve
for the eyes and mouth of an otherwise featureless face, gaping in
the frozen expression of a moan or a scream. Open arms implore
or command our attention to what the wraith-like figure holds: a
tiny blue eye in one hand, a red veined heart in the other. Are these
its own ritual sacrifices or those of some unfortunate other? Yet
any incipient horror we may feel is offset by the sheer symbolic
and physical beauty of this sculpture’s appearance and execution.
Echoing the much larger adjacent image of the ghostly boy in
ribbons and bows, its hand-wrought porcelain body has undergone
an exquisite transfiguration and is now festooned with flowers and
butterflies rather than bows, accruing potent new power directly
from Nature. A further transformation reveals itself in this third
dimension—the existence of two other faces behind the first, each
rendered in shimmering gold. One is the visage of peace, the other
—a skull—of death. Taken together, its multiple faces accord this
small figure the mythic status of a triple deity.
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Tapachula, bustling capital of the fertile Soconusco coastal plain, sprawls
in the shadow of the Sierra Madre mountains. It is in this region that
Alejandro Garcia Contreras was born and raised, making occasional visits
to the highlands with his family since early adolescence. Just 20 kilometres
west of the Guatemalan border, the region is a world away from Mexico
City. However, this gateway to Central America is no cultural backwater,
having seen the rise and fall of the oldest and most complex civilizations in
Mesoamerica, including the once-magnificent Maya (peak civilization AD
250–950), whose descendants still comprise the largest indigenous group

in Chiapas. In modern and contemporary times, the area has continued
to function as a commercial and cultural crossroads, with sizeable influxes
of German and Chinese immigrants dating from the establishment of
coffee plantations in the late 19th century, and mass migrations of
indigenous refugees fleeing war and persecution in Guatemala during the
20th century. US involvement in Guatemala’s commercial and military

conflicts would impact southern Mexico in another, more unexpected
way as well, via a steady stream of American television programs making
incursions over the airwaves. Indeed, throughout the 1980s and 90s,
US media domination would arguably prove the most successful of American

campaigns to advance its military-industrial-entertainment agenda in this
region, embedded in the bellicose aesthetics of MTV, video games, and
films such as Rambo and Red Dawn.1
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On a drift of sandy loam near roughshod fences fashioned from
tree trunks and barbed wire, a masked soldier brandishes his
weapon. His head, neck, hands, and feet are covered in black;
the rest is a sea of green; even his mask echoes that same army
drab shade. The eyes, receding into an inky blackness, are the
essence of absence—no soul resides here. Curled into a malicious
little smile, the lips are sealed except for a small breathing hole
punched unceremoniously in the middle; somehow this single
interruption heightens the terrifying effect. His assault rifle
is functionally harmless—a hand-carved facsimile—yet no less
threatening for this fact. In this apparition reverberates the echo
of all the armed brutality the world has witnessed, reminding
us here that Mexico is a country whose very history begins in
conquest and death, a cycle of conflict that has continued to
repeat itself over the past 400 years. From the convulsive violence
of the Spanish invasion in the 16th century to ongoing national
tensions and local indigenous rebellion through the late 20th
century and beyond, the country remains steeped in the violent
legacy of colonialism. As a result, the experience or threat of
annihilation is never far from the collective imagination.2
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If you have abandoned one faith, do not abandon all faith. There is
always an alternative to the faith we lose. Or is it the same faith
under another mask?
GRAHAM GREENE
........................

This late 20th century glorification of US superheroes, movie stars, and
rock gods spawned a new kind of pop culture religion that spread far
beyond North American shores. Thus the products and tropes of TV and
commercial culture rained down upon the fertile ground of youthful
imagination, and took root among existing Mexican tendencies to combine,
co-opt, and incorporate local and international histories, religions, folklores
and current cultural trends and socio-political events into new forms of
narrative and visual expression.3 However, this was not a straightforward
process of assimilation. Just as those 16th century converts from
indigenous religions did not uncritically accept the imposed Catholic belief
system, but selectively adapted tenets and practices that coincided with
their pre-Columbian cosmovisions, the unconventional costumes of
Carrillo Puerto’s inhabitants enact a further transfiguration of Passion Play
characters, complicating the Via Crucis and creating new meanings from
within it on their own contemporary terms.4 In recognizing and grappling
with this potent interplay between religion and pop culture, Garcia Contreras
takes the villagers’ ad hoc and often humorous interpretations several
steps further, creating multifaceted, mixed media artworks that originate
in a local one-day event but spring outward into wider, deeper, more timeless
and universal realms.
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The painting is also small, occupying the same visual space as
the sculpture. Titled In the Grave, it is a rather goth interpretation
of the 14th Station, in which the crucified Jesus is laid to rest
by a number of attendants, usually identified as: Nicodemus,
a Pharisee; Joseph of Arimathea, donor of the tomb; and
at least three Marys—the mother of Jesus, Mary Salome, and
Mary Magdelene.5 Thick daubs of paint depict the five figures
surrounding a white smudge that represents Christ’s body, but
these are not recognizable from any gospel or Catholic prayer
book or devotional image. Through a process of substitution,
Garcia Contreras has replaced the saints with a contingent
of costumed revellers right out of the procession from Carrillo
Puerto, but with eyes aglow from an otherworldly light.
Three of them appear bedecked in the characteristic paper or
fabric fringe that covers many of the villagers’ costumes, while
a hunched black shape in the lower corner has the face and
tenuous body of a skeleton. A central figure, whose upright smear
of a body echoes that of the prostrate Christ, wields a shining
torch or sword that bathes the cave in a halo of white, holding
the encroaching darkness at bay.

xxx

32

34

In his highly detailed, glazed porcelain figures and tableaux, Garcia
Contreras remixes costumed characters and canonical Bible stories with
themes and symbols from ancient mythologies and occult religions,
Mayan rituals and Mexican folklore, comic book conventions, and grunge
and rap subcultures, channelling the powers, attributes and ideas —
and thereby making strange bedfellows — of Lucifer, Joseph Campbell
(mythologist and author), Jack Parsons (co-founder of the Jet Propulsion
Laboratory, rocket engineer, and Themelite occultist), Captain America,
Zorro, Winnie the Pooh, and other shapeshifting demons, fictional
characters, and historical figures. Embellished with painted accents,
costume jewelry, metal milagros, and cast glass elements that
function as totems, charms, or emblems of each character’s particular
combination of powers, Garcia Contreras fashions his own protean
pantheon —a motley consortium of mutants, monsters, doppelgangers,
and avatars — that are uniquely expressive of a novel, highly personal
cosmovision for the 21st century.
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Like Peter Paul Rubens’ Elevation of the Cross (1610), the premier
example of Counter-Reformation doctrine in visual form, or
Joe Rosenthal’s Pulitzer Prize-winning image of American-style
patriotism from the end of WWII, Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima,
Garcia Contreras’ small sculptural tableau depicts a scene that
reverberates throughout religious and military history: a
determined group of men, erecting together an object of Deep
Symbolic Meaning. However, just as those iconic images have
provoked countless critiques and parodies that question the
ideals they embody, from Rembrandt’s radical insertion of
his own image at the center of his Raising of the Cross (1633) to
satirical representations of Iwo Jima in no less than six episodes
of The Simpsons, Garcia Contreras engages a similar resistance
in his own Raising the Cross, substituting the figure of Jesus
with orange glass flames that appear to melt the smoke glass
constituting the form of the cross.6 His men, too, are transfigured,
becoming a new cast of characters, hybrids upon hybrids: a
fringed ghost with a skeleton’s face, a masked devil in thief’s garb,
Captain America in a klansman’s hood, a rapper-priest bearing
an upside-down cross, and an inexplicable orange blob, whose
likeness in miniature, hidden behind the ecstatic participants,
emphatically turns its back on the proceedings.
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Death is not an event to be feared, but a presence to behold
and admire.
CARLOS ALBERTO SANCHEZ
........................

If Mexico has become known for its famously quotidian and humorous
representations of death — joking about it, caressing it, sleeping with it, and
celebrating it (to paraphrase Octavio Paz) — Garcia Contreras is fascinated
by its darker and more menacing or otherworldly forms, exploring death
in relationship to the occult, the magical, and the unknown, a position
from which life is viewed through a prism of “nostalgia for death”.7 And yet
just as the villagers’ freewheeling appropriations of everything from the
Smurfs to the Stars and Stripes to more local heroes and villains go far
beyond simple nostalgic or aspirational yearning into the realm of parody
and absurdity, Garcia Contreras’ sculptures and paintings are not without a
sharp sense of wry humour and self-awareness as well, through which the
artist affirms a critical stance in relation to his predilections and influences.
Ridiculing, confronting, commandeering, and co-opting representations
of death, and that which directly or indirectly inflicts violence and death in
its wake —from colonialism and racism to capitalism and indifference— are
powerful forms of resistance taken up by artist, farmer, family, and country,
each in their own way, every day.
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If Garcia Contreras enacts a kind of resistance in his re-presentations of
Carrillo Puerto’s revelers in clay and paint, Montreal-based artist Josée
Pedneault’s photographic response can perhaps be considered a form of
acceptance. Growing up in a small town near the Saguenay River in
northern Quebec, Pedneault’s feeling of geographic isolation in childhood
ignited within her a deep-seated restlessness and sense of longing that
now defines her artistic practice. In researching and pursuing projects that
begin in lens-based methodologies but have expanded to encompass
drawing, painting, sculpture and installation, Pedneault explores the very
idea of wandering, and is aptly nomadic in her approach. Traveling the world,
she seeks to be immersed within and engaged by people and places far
beyond what she knows, or can even imagine. Whether in Poland, Iceland,
Italy, Paris, Puerto Rico, Tokyo, Hong Kong, or indeed Mexico, it is with
an openness to experience that she must respond in order to make art of
ephemerality and states of transition. Thus accepting and simultaneously
transcending the new and unique contexts in which she finds herself,
Pedneault’s representations are not fabulations and extensions of what
exists in the way that Garcia Contreras’ are, but distillations and abstractions
into a conceptual realm where the image becomes a two-way mirror,
existing as both the reflection of what she sees as well as the transmission
of her effect on, or intention toward the subject of her searching gaze.
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Thus, amidst the cacophony and chaos of Carrillo Puerto on that hot
Good Friday, Pedneault and Garcia Contreras, working in visual
and conceptual collaboration, made images that are striking in their
composure and quietude. Rather than just documenting the events
of the day, their photographs sharply focus on individuals or pairs
of revelers plucked from the streaming procession and captured on
film. Belying the quickness and urgency of their making, the
monumental stillness of these portraits contextualizes the exceptional
resourcefulness, originality, and visual detail of the costumes within
the stark and weathered hardscaping of the town’s humble environs,
and foregrounds the idiosyncratic expressions of rebellion and fantasy
that underlie the villagers’ annual masquerade. Working fields of
banana and cacao the rest of the year, Carrillo Puerto’s inhabitants
take this day as poetic license to engage in a surreal and otherworldly
public theatre limited only by their imaginations. In turn, Pedneault
and Garcia Contreras’ photographs are themselves a point of departure —
a poetic response to, and induction of, Carrillo Puerto’s aberrant
characters into Pedneault’s own lived history, memory, and personal
mythologies — conditioned by, and conditioning, Garcia Contreras’
contemporary cosmovision.
........................

It all occurs in an enchanted world: time is transformed to a mythical
past or a total present … and the persons taking part cast off all human
or social rank and become, for the moment, living images.
OCTAVIO PAZ

The Labyrinth of Solitude
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And where we had thought to find an abomination, we shall find
a god; where we had thought to slay another, we shall slay
ourselves; where we had thought to travel outward, we shall come
to the center of our own existence; where we had thought to be
alone, we shall be with all the world.
JOSEPH CAMPBELL

The Hero with a Thousand Faces
........................

Coupled with a sense of the impossibility of her quest — for who can
ever really know another place (or person, or thing?) — and the adaptive
strategies she embraces in the face of such knowledge, Pedneault’s
acceptance of the unknown, and her openness to its revelations,
its twists and turns, its blind corners, its dead ends, neither sacrifices
depth of experience for breadth, nor compromises the artist’s
subjectivity in favour of a presumed objectivity or collective reality.
Hers is a detachment which paradoxically deepens our curiosity about
her engagement with her photographic subjects, and reaffirms within
the work a sense of the deeply personal — of one person’s experience
of surprise and discovery of something unknown, however fleeting, in a
world increasingly saturated with images of what we already know.

SHANI K PARSONS

Toronto 2016
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Art is the conscious making of numinous phenomena. Many objects are
just objects — inert … utilitarian. Many events are inconsequential, too
banal to add anything to our experience of life. This is unfortunate, as one
cannot grow except by having one’s spirit greatly stirred; and the spirit
cannot be greatly stirred by spiritless things. Much of our very life is dead.
For early humans, this was not so. They made their own possessions,
and shaped and decorated them with the aim of making them not merely
useful, but powerful. They tried to infuse their weapons with the nature
of the tiger, their cooking pots with the life of growing things; and they
succeeded. Appearance, material, history, context, rarity—perhaps rarity
most of all — combine to create, magically, the quality of soul. But we
modern demiurges are prolific copyists; we give few things souls of their
own. Locomotives, with their close resemblance to beasts, may be the
great exception; but in nearly all else with which today’s poor humans
are filling the world, I see a quelling of the numinous, an ashening of
the fire of life. We are making an inert world; we are building a cemetery.
And on the tombs, to remind us of life, we lay wreaths of poetry and
bouquets of painting. You expressed this very condition, when you said
that art beautifies life. No longer integral, the numinous has become
optional, a luxury—one of which you, my dear friend, are fond, however
unconsciously. You adorn yourself with the same instincts as they who put
frightening masks of clay and feathers on their heads, and you comport
yourself in an uncommonly calculated way—as do I. We thus make
numinous phenomena of ourselves. No mean trick—to make oneself a
rarity, in this overpopulated age.
KJ BISHOP

The Etched City
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Q+A: ALEJANDRO GARCIA CONTRERAS

What is your background and how does it shape your interest in visual art?
I come from a family with no relation to the arts. But my mom always gave me
watercolors and clay as toys from when I was very young. I became extremely
interested in visual arts when I started reading comic books, and watching
cartoons. Rock music has also had a big influence on me, especially Kurt Cobain,
Jim Morrison, Freddy Mercury. I began reading classic literature like Rimbaud,
Poe, Boudelaire, Marquis de Sade, William Blake, John Milton. I suppose all
these influences contribute to a vivid imagination, which I draw upon for my
painting, animation and sculpture.
Where does an artwork begin for you?
I have a desire to materialize or bring to life an idea, something indescribable
and nonexistent. For me it’s sort of an invocation, calling upon ideas, concepts,
symbols. Working on it becomes a kind of ritual. I like to work with different
materials, depending on the project. Often I work with ceramic, oil painting, stop
motion animation, music, and writing — anything that helps me to understand
exactly where I am. In fact my ideas are closely related to my personal life.
How has your practice changed over time?
I have become more obsessive about my practice, and have begun exploring
new materials and mediums. I don’t know if this is actually good or bad,
but right now I like it because it keeps me interested and also forces me explore
different approaches to a given idea.
What art/artists/movements do you most identify with and why?
Contemporary artists from Mexico that I identify with include Miguel Calderon,
Teresa Margolles, Daniel Guzman, and Carlos Amorales. But I identify more
with artists that engage concepts of divinity and spirituality—John Milton,
William Blake, Daniel Johnston. Other contemporary artists that interest me are
Shary Boyle, Allison Schulnik, Valérie Blass, Natalie Djurberg.

And then my best friend Axel Velazquez (curator and artist) died. We had been
working together with another artist as an art collective called NETER and had
many art projects going, and it was a very difficult and emotional situation. The
following year my father was diagnosed with vocal cord cancer. After three
months of radiotherapy he recovered, but having experienced death all around
me during this time, I began to explore other emotions. I’m still processing
it all, but it is these kinds of experiences that have made me change the way
I think about making art.
What are you reading/watching/looking at/listening to these days?
Right now I’m reading History of Magic by Eliphas Levi, a book that explains
the evolution and legacy of magical thinking in human culture. Jodorowsky’s
Dune, Game of Thrones and a Star Wars porn parody were the last things I
watched. Bobby Beausoleil’s Lucifer Rising, Fad Gadget, Douglas McCarthy,
and Queen are what I’ve been listening these days and probably for the rest
of my life.
Do you collect anything? What? Why?
Yes, I’ve been collecting comic books and action figures since I was a child.
I’ve always liked the heroic figure. These were my avenues to art — comics
were my first paintings and narratives, and action figures my first sculptures.
What are you working on right now?
I’m still working on The New Gods. I have a grant from the Mexican Art Council
(FONCA) to keep making new sculptures, paintings and photographs for
the rest of the year. i would also like to start working on a new short film/video
animation. I have some ideas around John Milton’s Paradise Lost. And I’m trying
to complete a very old project — an album with my band, Children’s Drugstore.
Name 1–3 contemporary artists whose you feel deserve more attention.
Kenneth Anger, Daniel Johnston, Genesis P. Orridge, William Blake

What memorable responses have you had to your work, and have they changed
the way you think about making art?
A few years ago I was obsessively working with the concept of death. Videos,
sculptures, drawings—all of it was a vehicle to explore that inevitable and
incomprehensible moment. I dare say that I was trying to invoke Death. Then I
fell in love. In that moment my perception of life and love changed, but still I kept
following this thanatos impulse.
77

Q+A: JOSÉE PEDNEAULT

What is your background and how does it shape your interest in visual art?

What are you reading/watching/looking at/listening to these days?

I grew up in a small town in the region of Saguenay Lac-St-Jean (Quebec), far
from any large city. The feeling of isolation of the place — both geographic
and cultural — nourished a curiosity for exploring the world and experiencing
other ways of living and thinking. This early interest in travel transformed
into central themes in my work: the journey, the quest, and its relation to time,
to nature, and to the world.

I have just read three great books by Rebecca Solnit: Field Guide to Getting
Lost, The Faraway Nearby, and Wanderlust. I have also just picked up a
French publication called Relief, under the theme “Tropiques” exploring ideas
of travel, paradise, exoticism. Lastly I am reading Orientalism by Edward W.
Said, which I have been wanting to read for a while.
Do you collect anything? What? Why?

Where does an artwork begin for you?
Ideas always come to me through personal experiences. Philosophical or
existential reflections are transformed into visual forms, as extensions of what I
am thinking about in a specific period of my life. In my process, I accumulate
photographs in a personal archive. My work is very permeable and flexible:
photographs get reused in different projects, changing their context and adding
new layers of significations, which preserves them from a static reading.
How has your practice changed over time?
The development of my projects became slower over the years, requiring
more research and time to come to a conclusion. The work also opened up in
recent years to other mediums like drawing, painting and sculpture, which are
used in conjunction with photographic images.
What art/artists/movements do you most identify with and why?
I identify to notions of romanticism, to works that explore the tension between
fiction and reality, and to notions of poetic. I relate to artists Rinko Kawauchi,
Francis Alÿs, Laurent Grasso, Pierre Huygue, and Sophie Calle.
On a day off, what are some of your favourite things to do?

I bring back a lot of small souvenirs and memorabilia from travel. I also
own a small art collection from exchanges with local artists friends or
pieces I have bought over the years.
What are you working on right now?
Right now I am still working on the project Nævus, which is a quest for
an unknown island in the shape of a mysterious birthmark that appeared
on my back when I was 17. This is an ongoing project, so I am not sure
it will ever end. I see each exhibition as a new beginning rather than a
conclusion.
In January 2016, I started another project in which I fade colour paper under
the sun for long periods of time, using the movement of the Earth around
the Sun as a photographic instrument. Bringing us back to a pre-photographic
era, this project meditates on our relation to the cosmos and to time.
Name 1–3 contemporary artists whose you feel deserve more attention.
Guillaume Adjutor Provost, a very original voice in Quebec’s art scene.
Vincent Lafrance’s poetic photographs. Hou I-Ting from Taiwan, a very
personal and unique art practice.

I love to be surrounded by nature: parks, botanical gardens and national parks.
Natural history and science museums, flea markets and large libraries are all
very inspiring places.
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Providing opportunities for curators and artists to mount fully realized
exhibitions within a critical framework, TYPOLOGY is a not-for-profit
initiative which seeks to advance curatorial inquiry and build curatorial
community at the local, national, and international levels. Through a
wide-ranging annual program of exhibitions supported by the production
of original publications, editions, and related events, TYPOLOGY is an
open platform for diverse curatorial and artistic practices and perspectives,
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JOSÉE PEDNEAULT is a Montreal-based Canadian artist working in photography and mixed media. Her work has been shown in national and international
venues, such as Contact Gallery (Toronto, 2015), Typology (Toronto, 2015),
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University Health Centre in Montreal (2014). Josée Pedneault holds an MFA
in studio art from Concordia University, where she also teaches in the
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Since the mid-90s, Shani K Parsons has pursued a multidisciplinary
practice focused on exhibition-making — initially through the lenses of
architecture and urban planning, then graphic and environmental design,
and most recently through writing, curation, research, and collaboration.
In the process she has produced an eclectic body of work ranging from
intimate book works and publications to immersive installations and
exhibitions for venues including the American Museum of Natural History,
the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), the Rhode Island School of Design
and RISD Museum, the Museum of Chinese in America (MoCA NY), and
Mixed Greens, a contemporary art gallery in Chelsea.
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After nearly a decade of living and working in New York, Parsons moved
to Toronto with her family. Bringing together her experience in the various
aspects of exhibition-making— as artist, designer, critic, and curator —
she is building a hybrid space for collaborative and cross-disciplinary
experimentation, an independent venue for exhibitions on all forms of
local and international contemporary culture.
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