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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 

In October of 2015, the Research Group Art, Globalization, 

Interculturality of the University of Barcelona organized the Second 

International Congress with the subject Critical Cartography of Art and 

Visuality in the Global Age, two years after the first one1. The objective was 

to address —or in a certain way, to return to— questions that from our 

academic viewpoint are crucial to approach art, visuality, cultural policies 

and the main global paradigms of contemporaneity; a commitment that, as 

the name of the congress underlines, is based on critical positioning. 

Unlike the first congress, the second one opted for a greater focus 

especially in spatial and material reality, considering cultural praxis and 

global processes as inseparable from its physical dimension. This is why we 

began with a threefold framework that related to the interests of the 

Research Group: territorial dimension, artistic practices and labour 

transformations are central issues, with a particular emphasis in this case on 

feminism due to its impact on material production and the construction of 

the socially shared space.  

Obviously, territory is not viewed as a two-dimensional space that can 

be abstracted into a map; it rather emerges as a multidimensional place of 

proximity and difference, of consensus and conflict, of hegemonies and 

dissent. It expands —in social terms— from the private space of domestic 

labour to the public field of politics; rather than treating them as separate 

fields, they are viewed as a complex continuum, where the narratives of 

displacement, dissent and utopia are being interwoven. In order to 

understand its multiple dimensions and problematics (cultural, political, 

social), we have favoured an interdisciplinary approach, that extends 

beyond art theory and aesthetics, into the realm of economics, geography 

and political theory. In this way, the three panels of the congress, reflected 

in the general chapters of this book, are formulated under this approach: The 

Geoasthetic Hypothesis: Constructing and Deconstructing Territories; 

Creativity and Dissent: The Future as a Contested Territory; Value, Labour 

and Gender: Spaces of (Un) Recognition. 

                                                           
1 For the First International Congress, see Nasheli Jímenez del Val and Anna Maria 

Guasch, eds., Critical Cartography of Art and Visuality in the Global Age 

(Cambridge: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014).  
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This interdisciplinarity became the common ground that fomented a 

dialogue among social theorists, researchers and artists, who brought their 

background and experience to the table. The discourse was further enhanced 

by an “intergenerational” dialogue among young researchers at the 

beginning of their careers with established academics whose trajectory has 

received significant critical recognition. In this way, the meeting also 

acquired a “pedagogical” dimension in its own organizational 

configuration, based on the selection of the different interventions and 

projects that made up the main panels. It is for this reason, that we have 

decided that this kind of academic heterogeneity —discursive and formal— 

should be reflected in the same structure of this book. 

It should also be said that in this type of events, trajectories tend to 

coincide with different interests and presentations that break free from 

formal guidelines. The “tone” that results from varied approaches was 

welcomed by the editors; it reflects our position that an excessive 

theorization of art often results in predictable discursive formats, with little 

regard to visual experimentation. This is why it would also be fair to point 

out that this “openness” was materialized thanks to some of the 

interventions that cannot always be closely reproduced in the publication 

format. 

In any case, we believe that what can be reproduced —or evoked— are 

the ideas, proposals and artistic works of all those who for two days came 

from different universities of the world to the University of Barcelona and 

the Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona to think critically on art and 

the cultural complexity of our contemporaneity. The intention of this 

publication is to give an account, as much as possible, of much of what 

happened at that meeting bearing in mind its link with concrete coordinates 

—spatial and temporal— that have already taken place. As editors we hope 

that the exciting debates of those days will be reflected in the selection of 

texts that follow: seen retrospectively we are convinced that this is the case. 

 

Rafael Pinilla Sánchez 

Christina Grammatikopoulou 

 

Barcelona, September 2017 

 

 

 



CHAPTER ONE 

THE GEOASTHETIC HYPOTHESIS:  

CONSTRUCTING AND  

DECONSTRUCTING TERRITORIES



DISASTER DOES NOT RECOGNISE 

TERRITORIES 

PALOMA VILLALOBOS 

 

 

 
It is not you who will speak; let the disaster speak in you,  

even if it be by your forgetfulness or silence.1 

Maurice Blanchot  

 

 
 

Fig 1. Post-earthquake images, in Haiti, Chile and Japan. From the newspapers Emol 

and El País. 

 

Countries at high risk of natural disasters, like Chile, Japan, Haiti, India 

and Mexico, all live a reality under the constant threat of a sudden seismic 

event. In Latin America, and Chile in particular, this kind of event, and the 

long-term effects, can be seen as an allegory for the very identity of the 

country. It is as if living in such a state of permanent fragility and 

vulnerability, in the face of a possible catastrophe, produces within the 

subjects a reaction to living out in the open, their reality hanging by a thread, 

upon a ground which is likely to shake them off their feet, within reach of a 

latent ocean poised to react. 

We are fully aware that the global socio-economic standing of each 

country determines the consequences and scale of the disaster: quake-

resistant construction policies, the evacuation and protection of inhabitants, 

alert systems, the evaluation and mitigation of damage, the rebuilding of 

devastated areas, reintegration strategies for those most affected. In this 

context, Japan is one of the better-prepared countries for such disasters. In 

                                                           
1 Maurice Blanchot, L'écriture du desastre (Paris: Gallimard, 1980). 
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fact, it has been claimed that, despite the huge devastation caused by the 

final tsunami, no other country would have coped so well with the intensity 

of the 9MW, that hit the coast of Tōhoku on 11th March 2011. Unlike Japan, 

the Haiti earthquake on 12th January 2010, which measured 7MW, was a 

catastrophe of such enormous proportions that it is considered one of the 

greatest humanitarian tragedies ever caused by an earthquake, in the global 

history of seismic events. 

Today, looking beyond these countries’ socioeconomic differences, 

beyond each country’s state policies and how they can —undoubtedly— 

influence the outcome of such tectonic movement, it remains clear that 

when the force of nature is unleashed, it lashes out indiscriminately: disaster 

itself disregards territories. We can take a moment to observe the similarities 

between certain press records which depict the aftermath of such an event, 

in two distant places on the planet: the images on the left show the 

earthquake and tsunami in Chile on 27th February 2010, and those on the 

right show the aforementioned 2011 tsunami in Japan: 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Chile (2010) and Japan (2011), after the tsunami. From the newspapers Emol 

and El País. 
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This comparing and contrasting of tsunamis would seem to suggest 
that the media refuse to recognise the idiosyncrasy of the territory. If we 
took a closer look, we would probably be able to recognise where these 
scenes take place, which country, continent, or beach. At least we might be 
able to make out how far away the scenes are, using certain subtle clues —
the materials, the types of building, the colours of the landscape, the 
scattered objects. Yet, we do not see a concrete depiction of the terrain, for 
we read between the images, and are thus transported to a near-anonymous 
scene, hard to identify as part of any given territory. This is deeply 
disturbing, insomuch that all directly referential explanation is lost: the 
referent has been destroyed, and the reality depicted is one which no 
longer exists, which has disappeared. We ask ourselves —what are we 
actually seeing in these images if there is nothing left? The territory has 
been completely wiped out; there is no reference point for a cartographic 
reading of the scenes, because the kind of data which requires the order 
and arrangement of our gaze has all but disappeared, along with any 
representation that might help decipher cultural, social and geographical 
codes.2 The information gleaned from these images is that of a material 
mass, chaotic, that shows the destruction: the landscapes we usually 
recognise, based on compositions stable in time and place, have been 
wiped out, have gone. 

Any possible memory —or any possible, distant idea of these places— 
has been transformed to such an extent that the new image appears 
unrecognisable, and it murmurs: “What does it mean to not represent a 
place?” “If a place is ‘unmarked’, does that mean it is ‘unknown?’”3 I have 
taken and linked these two questions from the text written by Abdellah 
Karroum for Joseph Kosuth’s project, Another Map to Not Indicate: The 
World Before America, in which he reconstructs and works on a series of 
old cartographic material in which the continent of America was still 
“unknown”, and therefore, being an unmarked and unrepresented territory, 
it was also uncertain. 
 
 

                                                            
2 These are issues which could also be linked to the ideas that Roland Barthes put 
forward in his most referential book Camera Lucida, in the early eighties. 
According to him, photography exists due to its referent, i.e. “the photograph is 
never distinguished from its referent”. Yet what happens when there is an image, 
but what it depicts is the very loss of its referent? 
3 Abdellah Karroum, “Patrias relativas, representación del mundo y percepción del 
artista”. In the exhibition catalogue by Joseph Kosuth, Terra Ultra Incógnita (Las 
Palmas de Gran Canaria: Ed. del Umbral, 2007), 12. 
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Fig. 3. Chile (2010) and Japan (2011), after the tsunami.  

 

It is worth asking —what is it like to be recognised amid such a lack of 

recognition? What is the identity— that so yearned-for and relative identity 

– that emanates from a country like Chile when it is recognised based on the 

constant and imminent collapse of its landscape? Or when it observes itself 

through a memory in a dormant state of fragility? Is this the very 

manifestation of nature, its innate actions, which suddenly becomes the 

“adversary” our reality’s stability and certainty? 

The representation shows the impact; from that view, these images shake 

up every individual/observer, given that they scrutinise a universe that, 

despite appearing to be rational and scientific, seems only to be explicable 

in terms of the physical and emotional affects. Thus, any reading thereof has 

more in common with silence than discussion. The place is unrecognisable, 

the scene is anonymous; it reminds of Harun Farocki’s 1988 film Images of 

the World and the Inscription of War (“Bilder der Welt und Inschrift des 

Krieges”), when the warplanes fly over to inspect, as a recognition exercise, 

the rubble of a distant ravaged landscape, wiped out and placeless.4 In this 

piece, Farocki shows various different forms of filmic documentation from 

the war; to do so, he concentrates on the fact that the Allied planes flew over 

Auschwitz on several occasions to take photographic images. However, 

because they did not have any specific instructions about how to identify 

concentration camps, they did not manage to locate it. As Francisco Vega 

notes: 
 

The interesting thing, as we saw, is that these records end up being part of, 

according to Farocki, a vast process of photogrammetry; that is, using 

                                                           
4 Regarding these scenes, Didi-Huberman wonders, paraphrasing the Dialectic of 

the Enlightenment by Adorno and Horkheimer: “Why does the ‘wholly enlightened 

earth radiate […] under the sign of disaster triumphant?’”. See Georges Didi-

Huberman, in Harun Farocki, Desconfiar de las imágenes (Buenos Aires: Caja 

Negra, 2013), 26. 
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photography to measure distances and assign territorial dimensions which, 
ultimately, do not require any physical contact – they can be measured 
from afar, thank to the photographic device.5 

 

 
 
Fig. 4. Chile (2010) and Japan (2011), after the tsunami. 
 

We can but wonder how the images of these places, devastated by the 
very becoming of nature, invite us to reflect on a suddenly absent time that 
disregards territory, a space that would seem to suggest that life has 
irrevocably lost all meaning beyond its geographical context. This brings 
to mind a small fragment from the poem La casa del aliento6  by Juan Luis 
Martínez: 

 
The house we shall build tomorrow 
is already in the past and does not exist. 
 
This absent time, vanished, as deliberated by Martínez, leads us to 

consider the traces left behind by this kind of representation, and how they 
are not linked with the cities or structures that deteriorate over time and 
end up crumbling to ruins, to artefacts of an abandoned past, to faded 
civilisations. The concept of ruins is so far removed from these images —
the aesthetics or poetics of ruins is irrelevant here, as is the symbolic 
ravaging of time, and the monument which represents a place which no 
longer exists but reminds us of what we were. These images are instead 
related to the rubble of an unpredictable impact that does not pay heed to 
or identify territories, they are related to observing a sudden uncertainty 

                                                            
5 Fernando Vega, “La fabricación de lo visual: catástrofe y política de la 
imagen en Harun Farocki”, in Diego Fernández, ed., Sobre Harun Farocki 
(Santiago de Chile: Metales Pesados, 2014), 47. 
6 Its original title is “La casa del aliento, casi la pequeña casa del (autor)”, in Juan 
Luis Martínez, La nueva novela (Santiago de Chile: Archivo, 1977). 
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and becoming, facing what Nelly Richard calls the “displacements and 
deviations from the common and familiar.”7 We witness the abrupt loss of 
forms: when history is made in the blink of an eye and it is transformed, as 
if we attend the scene of our own absence. 
 

 
 
Fig. 5. Chile (2010) and Japan (2011) after the tsunami. 
 

They are not ruins, but rubble. How do you draw rubble on a map? It 
brings to mind Walter Benjamin’s Angel of History, when he revealed a 
construction of history that looks back more than it looks forward, towards 
the destruction of material nature just as it really did happen. In this text, 
Benjamin interprets how the angel —depicted in a painting by Paul 
Klee— flies, in a state of anguish, over the ashes and scattered remains of 
the past, without being able to flee from the future.8 Under this angel’s 
careful watch, history is joined with the notions of memory and identity, 
the moment at which past time, present becoming and future latency are 
interweaved, as we can see in these images. 
 

                                                            
7 Nelly Richard, Crítica de la memoria (1990-2010) (Santiago de Chile: 
Universidad Diego Portales, 2010), 9. 
8 Walter Benjamin, Tesis sobre la historia y otros fragmentos (Mexico City: Itaca, 
1940). 
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