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Restoring politics,  
the politics of restoring.
Iván Muñiz Reed
Loosely translated from the words of Jorge 
Luis Borges, “The past is clay which the 
present shapes to its will, endlessly.” And yet 
we are all firmly complicit in the exact 
opposite relation, that the past determines 
what we are today. This paradox often leads us 
to ignore what is most valuable: the present 
and our potential to act on it, to effect change. 
It is in the now that history is written and in 
this process, we decide which things are good 
to keep or restore, while others we neglect and 
allow to perish. Under this rubric, there is 
more to restoring than safe-keeping objects 
from the past. Restoring is, in fact, a political 
act – it indulges in the same vices as the 
writing of history, giving us the power to build 
upon the meaning of an object or to change its 
meaning altogether, skewing and distorting to 
our will. Perhaps this is relevant now more 
than ever, as we are operating within a ‘post 
object’ context where the emphasis has shifted 
from the physical to the immaterial or conceptual.

Mexican artist Fritzia Irizar is well aware  
of our capacity to sculpt the present by 
retelling the past. In her 2014 exhibition at 
talcual, Prospecting Towards a New Territory, 
Irizar presented a series of objects alongside 
photographic and written documentation, 
arranged in displays reminiscent of a  
natural science or anthropological museum. 
Among these objects, for example, are five 
‘archaeological’ pieces of unclear authenticity 
presented as both photographic prints and  
as objects buried within the gallery floor. 
Towards the centre of the room, a group of 
small rock-like samples are laid inside a 
vitrine, each accompanied with what appears 
to be a taxonomical tag categorising the 
specimen. When we look closely, the origin  
and antiquity of the objects become uncertain, 
an ambiguity manufactured by the artist to 
blur the boundaries between science, history 
and fiction. The rocks reveal themselves as 
mere plaster representations of a single 
meteorite held in the Science Centre of 
Sinaloa, recreated by a group of school 
students from their memory of the comet, 
nothing but subjective accounts of the 
meteorite’s objective truth. The artist creates  

a tension between historical truth and fiction, 
exposing the malleability of the past and the 
porosity of the foundations of modern and 
scientific discourses which are often thought 
of as impermeable. For Irizar, objects are more 
than concrete evidence of the past, they are also 
vessels in which we pour the memories and 
meaning that constitute our ‘agreed’ truths. 

The powerful relationship between objects 
and the past is also beautifully articulated by 
Tercerunquinto – a collective from Mexico 
composed of Julio Castro, Gabriel Cázares  
and Rolando Flores – through their obsession 
with walls. Their work investigates the 
socio-political dimensions of the act of 
construction (in a spatial/architectural sense): 
walls acting as the most basic divisive unit, 
creating not only physical, but ideological 
boundaries within the built world. The 
collective have raised, knocked down, shot at, 
hid behind and restored walls, testing the 
limits between private and public space and 
the impact that these systems have on 
individuals. In the work Restoration of a 
Mural Painting (2010), the collective restored 
a faded wall painting on the façade of a small 
house in San Andrés Cacaloapan, a rural  
town in the state of Puebla. The painting was  
a remnant from a political campaign from the 
year 2000, urging people to vote for the  
PRI (Institutional Revolutionary Party) 
presidential candidate, Francisco Labastida. 
This type of campaign advertisement on  
walls, or ‘political graffiti’,1 can be seen all over 
Mexico, especially in rural areas. The signs  
are fairly inexpensive to produce (often parties 
will offer a small amount of cash to paint 
directly onto people’s homes) and given the 
low levels of literacy in those areas, the bold 
graphics and colourful signs are effective in 
creating familiarity with party branding. The 
mural they chose had specific meaning; it 
marked a crucial moment in Mexican history 
when the PRI was defeated after having been 
in power for over 71 years. The PRI was 
perceived by Mexicans as a deeply corrupt 
party which had unjustly held on to power,  
and in multiple past elections they were  
known to bribe large swathes of voters from 

low socio-economic backgrounds with bags  
of food and cash. Hence this election marked 
what appeared to be an important step towards 
a true democracy. 

It’s neither the wall graffiti nor its subject 
matter that is at the core of the work, but 
rather the act of restoring itself and its 
symbolic potential. It is as if the careful and 
rigourous re-tracing of lines and colour could 
evoke that moment of unity, triumph and  
hope. The process is the work; it becomes  
the work as they construct a social memory, 
shifting the emphasis from past to present.  
In addition, their decision to restore a 
vernacular object could also be seen as 
resistance towards the grandiloquence 
inherent in the modern principles of Mexican 
muralism.2 Far from grandiose, the collective’s 
restorative actions were quiet and solemn,  
and could easily go unnoticed by passers-by.  

Earlier, in 2008, the collective made 
another work that shared a similar sense  
of understated poignancy. The piece was 
commissioned to commemorate of the 40th 
anniversary of the Tlateloco Massacre - the 
killing of student and civilian protesters as 
well as bystanders by the military that took 
place on October 2, 1968. An accurate death 
toll was never revealed by the state; the 
military swiftly washed the blood off the 
streets and gave false reports to the media, 
grossly underestimating the amount of victims 
to avoid bad publicity in the lead up to the 
Olympic games of ‘68. To commemorate this 
trauma in Mexican History, Tercerunquinto 
worked together with a team of restorers to 
remove a large marble coat of arms embedded 
in the architecture of a state building on the 
site of the Massacre,“executing a sensitive and 
careful act of ephemeral vandalism.” 3 For 
one day only, October 2nd, the building was 
stripped of its heroic emblem, leaving the 
empty trace of a circle, like a scar on the 
building’s façade. The following day the 
patriotic marble pieces were carefully 
reassembled, covering the scar, as if nothing 
had ever happened.

There’s a recent work by Teresa Margolles 
in which the complexities of restoring also 

became apparent, but, in this instance, were 
prompted partly by accident. Margolles’s piece 
was shattered in transit from Mexico to the 
National Museum Cardiff in the UK, and, 
horrified by the incident, the museum assigned 
a team of talented restorers to painstakingly 
reconstruct each of the shattered tiles, slowly 
gluing shard by shard together as if it was an 
ancient object of incredible value. As suggested 
by its title, 32 años Levantamiento y traslado 
donde cayo el cuerpo asesinado del artista Luis 
Miguel Suro  is a section of the tiled floor 
where the murdered body of the artist Luis 
Miguel Suro fell, extracted and transported 
into a gallery. As a device to create awareness 
for the reality of violence and social injustice 
in Mexico, Teresa’s voice comes through loud 
and clear. That aside, there are other forces 
operating within the work. Speaking to a 
colleague about the freight incident, Margolles 
was surprised and even touched to see the 
talented restorers treat the work so carefully: 

“and so the two restorers, with 
tweezers and a brush, are doing a 
magnificent job in silence. It makes you 
want to cry. The respect for the work 
and the memory.” 4

What makes the piece a worthy object of 
rigourous restoration is not the value of the 
tiles themselves but what they signify: the loss 
of a real human life by the hand of another. 
Luis Miguel Suro was a close friend of 
Margolles, so her dismantling of the tainted 
floor and restoring it for an audience is almost  
a public act of healing. It’s no surprise that 
Margolles was awarded the prestigious  
Artes Mundi award, which is given to artists 
that engage with the human condition and 
social reality.

Despite the differences in approach  
and context, the artists mentioned above 
share a desire to restore or rearticulate past 
experience, questioning its weight, perhaps  
in the hope that with every brush-stroke and 
every tile repaired, we can make sense of  
our uneasy condition of existing only in  
the present, endlessly.

1  Taiyana Pimentel on Tercerunquinto, 2010

2  Taiyana Pimentel on Tercerunquinto, 2010

3  Cuauhtémoc Medina, Towards a New   

 Anarchitecture, Ediciones Corunda,  

 Mexico City, 2008

4  Teresa Margolles in conversation with  

 Lorena Peña Brito, ‘Periferico’, Das Superpaper,  

 Issue 25, 2012, pg 28

•/
tercerunquinto
Restauración de una pintura mural/
Restoration of a mural painting, 2010
Documentation of the process
Image courtesy of the artists

/•
tercerunquinto
Desmantelamiento y reinstalación del 
Escudo Nacional
/Dismantling and relocation of the 
National Emblem, 2008
Documentation of the process
Image courtesy of the artists

•//•
Fritzia Irizar
Untitled (Prospection in SEBEC), 2012
16 photographs and 16 plaster  
sculptures in vitrine
each photograph 12.5 x 25.3 cm
Image courtesy the artist and talcual gallery, 
Mexico City
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