Jesse Lerner



126

photojournalistic practice. Similarly, documentary films including Arturo Ripstein’s
Lecumberri, el palacio negro (1976) and Guadalupe Miranda's Relatos desde el
encierro (2004) both offer moving images of life in detention.

Freed from the exigencies of timely and informative reporting, contemporary
Mexican artists have addressed the pervasiveness of violence and crime with a
vast range of strategies and media, including photography. Some of the results
can feel gratuitous, as if death is brought in only in an effort to bring some grav-
ity to the work. Teresa Margolles, a licensed mortician, has made troubling works
with both materials from the morgue and with animal carcasses, working both with
the collective SeMeFo and later on her own. Often her work eschews the visualiza-
tion of death, and instead employs objects associated with or formerly in contact
with the deceased. For example, she has created several installations employing
vaporized water that had previously been used to wash corpses, or performances
in which she washes the gallery goers’ automobiles with this same water. But
closer to the sensibility of the more theatrical judiciales photographs are works
such as Yoshua Okon's Shoot 245(1) (2004) series. Here the blurred distinctions
of the real and the staged recall the Casasola reconstructions. Okon works with
non-professional actors, often Mexican immigrants recruited off the street or, in
this case, at a day-labor center in Los Angeles. He has commissioned these over-
whelmingly unconvincing performers to enact the circumstances of a cops-and-rob-
bers shootout, with laughably amateur results. In a similar spirit Miguel Calderon’s
Chapultepec (2003) photo series, in which he photographed picnicking families
playing dead for the camera, carries on in a kindred spirit of theatricality and
phony violence. Calderdn, Margolles, and other contemporary Mexican artists who
engage the spectacle of violence all appear as actors and collaborators in Hector
Pacheco’s 2003 video Doce muertes violentas de artists contemporaneas [Twelve
Violent Deaths of Contemporary Artists]. Each artist was invited to imagine a
scenario that culminated in his or her own demise. Together with Pacheco they
scripted, choreographed, acted out and videotaped the scene. The pieces strive
for a variety of tones, from dark comedy to psychological inguiry, from slapstick
to gore. Like Okon’s Shoot, limitations both of production values — the ability to
create a convincing spectacle of death — and of acting abilities produce a readily
apparent artifice that recalls the staged quality of the Casasola reconstructions.

The more than one quarter of a million demonstrators who filled the capital
city's Plaza de la Constitucion in silent protest against the plague of violent crime
on Sunday, July 27, 2004 made it abundantly clear that public safety and the seem-
ing inability of government authorities to guarantee it remain very real concerns for
a great number of Mexican citizens. It is no longer possible to understand crime in
Mexico City as a sign of modernity’s arrival; on the contrary, it marks modernity's
failure, and thrives on the poverty and inequalities that the Revolutionary order
has tragically failed to redress. In spite of the persistence of these social ills, and
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