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The past isn't dead and buried' tt's not even past'

President Barack 0bama, 2008

HistorY 'HYsteria'

ftfo ont toufO have predicted that a conference

,onr.nrO in May 2020 by Spanish artist Juan-

fiiarriOn in colliboration with the National

il;t;y of Sciences and the Embassy of Spain

in Wutnington, DC to investigate the "soc.ial'

economic, environmental and gastronomtc 
.

;;;;r.;.tt of the first circumnavigation of the

;;il;00 f.u,. uso" might end under a cloud of

ir.i. io.rt.o on the Magettan-Elcano Expedition

iiiig-rszzl this series of three consecutive

ihutiorv Zoom meetings was meant to cele-

biate furope's having awakened to new cultures'

fungrugt., species, spices' foodstuffs' etcetera-

Witf,in weets, protestors, enraged by the brutal'

,nconscionanfe and often lawless police murders

of thousands ol young people of colour since

ioio, *utu toppiing bronze statues of ltalian

Irprorer cristinat Coton in cities across the US

W[o knt* that this dynamic awakening would stir

such tragic outcomes?

As it turns out, Spaln too has been embroiled in

*rum oi:r'irtory; hysteria ln 2007' spain passed

il;i;rirl of Historical Memory' which mandated

ir,, ,r*orut of all symbols and monuments com-

memorating Fascist dictatorships and their pro-

i;;;tiil it earlv as 1e36' anarchists demanded

tf,, ttrouut of the statue of Antonio Lopez y

iorrl irarz-r483), a Barcelona industrialist who

nri rr',iot his fortune in the illegal slave trade'

ir'* :;rrttrlning Spanish colonialism tn Africa and

ioril nrrtl.u.i' Lttt than a decade after being

dismantled, the monument reappeared Oulnq

i"n*;. trisn' ln 2018, its removal was official-

iv autfroriseO' thanks to the outcries of labour

unions and'anti-racist citizens''

Paradoxically, the City of Comillas (L6pez's birth-

ofu.J-trortt,rd the Lopez statue f0r its town' but

;;;1.;;'t *rvor refused to deliver' citing its val-

,r'in tJrrutins the public about Spain's colonial

.mi. i,r.tt reriarkably, the statue's elaborate ped-

[iri tiiir .tunos in Plaqa d'Antonio Lopez' leaving

;il i,. base and place to serve as "testaments

io ioptr;t power and in{luence during his litetime

il-jtril the grave "z citizen groups like S0S

ir.i.*r, focused on Spain's treatment o{ African

ir*,gtuntt, regularly stage protests in the square

io tri., u*urent.t of racism and colonialism'

lnothtt.'anti-racist' group painted an image o{

u, nftil* migrant on its base' ln not delivering

the statue, the mayor averted a'cover up" yet

nit,oir;nruttia' will reign until monuments with

empowering narratives are in place'

During a 1977 conference, Native Americans rec-

ommenOeo renaming Columbus Day'lndigenous

ptopf rt' Day', a move that increasingly gains

i;;ii;.. The artists' activist group For Freedoms

initiated 'The 2020 Awakening" whereby many

Nui*t n*uri.un, but also immigrant and well

t<nown artlsts such as Ai Wei Wei' Marilyn Minter

and Shepard Fairey, created 50 state-specific

;illb;;tdt to tronoi lndigenous Peoples' D-uy: At

iot i"too*t' executive director Claudia Peha

ni,rr, 'icrtru*ttng lndigenous Peoples' Day is

u, ottlrpt to change the narrative by changing

Although Magellan's five ships with 270 sailors

rri trivrrt. ufter Col6n's death' it is difficult

ioirilll l*n".e the bravery of the 19 men 
1vh3

..*piti.o this voyage without also acknowledg-

,g ilriiltir. nerolsm and good{ortune are partly

ie"sponsinte f o r today's masked d emonstrato rs

rlkng ,f,tit health in the streets Hardly ancient

;f,ririot}l', both explorations remain part of our

ott..ni, .in.. five centuries of reaching landfall

ln tutrV shore, and one day other planets has

.p*trO mass species extinctions' both at home

ulo unioro. tmpiicit in this tale is the devaluation

oi tpt.ltt that don't survive human invasions'

*hrtht, plants or human beings; and the exoti-.

.i., oitnort that do' Monuments to explorers'

braverY belie sPecies loss'
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dernity is allowing that whose usefulness we no

longer understand to die or [is] even destroying

it, meanwhile the violence that besieges us isn't

being controlled.""' Finally, he asks "Who knows

when we say: we know? Who decides when we

decide? A single person? Everyone? A majority?

An active and dynamic minority? The crowd,

opinion? A few representatives? All of that, no

doubt, at the same time or successively. The

subiect that acts and the object on which social

technologies intervene remain outside our con-

trol."" Just as culture keeps us alive, our statues

keep lf alive. Serres actually begs us to remember

our ancestors, which includes every species lost

to extinction. Let's reimagine monuments as

malleable bodies, softened by language. They may

not dance, but they sway.

Conlemporary Monuments

As already noted, statues keep a culture's nar-

ratives alive, thus preventing its'natural death'.

Problem is, some narratives are not memories,

but propaganda; stories circulated more to prop

up people in power than to register narratives

deemed too important t0 forget. Like history itself ,

the victors are typically afforded many more op-

portunities to air their views than the vanquished.

0ne question worth asking is whether artists

should intervene to ensure that monuments either

reflect the evidence or represent many more per-

spectives than just that of the powerful, whether
propagandists, politicians or profiteers.

Sala's artworks seem to have sprung from his

constantly reflecting upon what can be done to
get the public to remember events that might

otherwise be forgotten. To demonstrate the un-
predictable way in which history unfolds, I began

this essay by introducing several entangled events

swirling around Juanli Carrion's'contemporary
monument'. Far from linear (A leads to B leads to

C, etcetera), these events reinforce the view that
history has no endpoint (0bama apparently para-

phrased William Faulkner), leaving f uture citizens

to deal with the fallout of past deeds. Some artists
have a burning desire to make sure that we never

forget what transpired and who was harmed in

its wake. Artists have diverse reasons for facing

history. Like writers and documentarians, some

artists simply aim t0 set the record straight. 0ne

great sample is Jacques-Louis David's giant Death

of Marat (1793) painted lest we forget that era's

Reign of Terror. 0thers see themselves as first
responders, who like paramedics have immediate

access to providential signs signalling catastro-

phe. Others still, opt t0 focus 0n 0utcasts and

minorities who otherwise remain eclipsed from

human memory. Allan Sekula's photos and docu-

mentaries capture the surfeit of maritime activities

as sailors toil on deck and stevedores work the

docks around the clock.

At the heart of Sala's exhibition is a fundamental

question concerning the importance of empower-

ing communities to identify narratives worthy of

permanent registration so as t0 better frame public

memories. I employ the term community, since

history is the kind of thing that belongs equally to

inhabitants despite their diverse perspectives. ln-

dicative of history's layers, complexity and multiple

stakeholders, conference c0nveners evaluated the

expedition's historic success given its contributions

to biodiversity, history of science, Spain's national

botanical garden and artworks. This is not to say

that history is merely a matter of opinion or that

there are 'alternative facts'. Rather, everyone who

respects the truth c0mmits to mining history to

discover details that have faded from memory.

Likewise, clntem p0 rary monuments identify and

register facts originally trampled over that must

come to light. lf modernity erases everything,

such as indigenous people's languages, whose

uselessness we don't understand; contemporary
monuments draw attention to 'inconvenient truths'

thus inspiring the public to take urgent action on

behalf of those most afflicted.

Although Avelino Sala's oeuvre links to myriad

issues, its principle crisis concerns oceans.

Given the eventual outcome of the trial regarding

the Prestige oil-tanker, which was destroyed at

sea in 2002 during a storm, Sala's videotaped
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'Big Dala' Mania
Problematically, our obsessions with rationality
and fantasy that technology will save the day
have rather made us more undisciplined. Hardly
new ideas, "the Stoics gave to posterity the
idea of the inherent lustice of the universe and

rational man's ability to comprehend the great
orders of nature, and thus through his reason
power to conform his conduct to it". Yester-
year's technological deterrninism has given way
t0 today's algorithm determinism, such that
data mining facilitates the illusion that every
problem is manageable, rendering unpredict-
able outcomes'under control', whether wild
fires, derivatives/swaps, hedge funds, pandem-
ic forecasts, social media algorithms or smart
cities. Big Pharma's labs increasingly unleash
t0m0rrow's invasive species. such as genet-
ically-modified plants that kill soil, patented

organisms destined to rewild degraded lands
(and one day Mars) and 750 million transgenic
mosquitoes programmed to lessen the p0pu-
lation of 'blood-sucking'females in hopes of
reducing the spread of Dengue andZika.

Not included here is NASA data regarding

Typhoon Haiyan printed on a feather quill, which
visualizes the way today's technology capably

shrinks massive am0unts o{ data, while tying its

source (the inkwell) to b0th design (drawing) and

language (writing). Soon after Typhoon Haiyan

crossed the Philippines in November 2013 Sala

arrived on Bantayan lsland to photograph its
destruction. While recording the devastation
wrought by one of the most powerf ul tropical
cyclones ever recorded, he was struck by the
array oI pitched NG0 tents, whose prominently
displayed logos suggested their triple role as

allies, publicists and invaders Additionally, he

photographed and documented the island's
coastal perimeter, whose razed coral reefs left fish
populations decimated.

Signal Alerts
Avelino Sala's clearest attempt to spur the public s

attention to our sinking ship is a giant green neon

sign featuring S.0 S. in capitalletters In English,
S0S is an acr0nym meaning 'save 0ur ship' or
'save 0ur souls'. whose letters correspond in
Morse code to three dots/three dashes/three

dots signal, which originally served as a distress
signal, independent of the signaller's language.

Surprisingly. the German maritime first adopted
its use in 1905. Sala displays it to signal both
maritime distress and institutional distress, as

it also alerts passersby to the breaking apart of
cultural, democratic and religious institutions,
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