
NYC, November 17, 2022.

Dear Metropolitan Museum of Art, I hope everything is going well. During the last couple of
years I've had the opportunity to visit you several times and every visit is more wonderful than
the other. By this time I feel that I have grown to know you in a more personal way, so, as a
self-designated friend of yours I will refer to you as the MET. Every time I have visited you, I
have found marvelous art and moments and spaces to meditate without you asking me to give
anything back. However I am writing this letter with some complicated information. I don't want
to take much of your time but I needed to write this letter directly to you. Since most of the time
people confuse you with your directors, board of trustees, curators,   acquisitions committee or
even the Met Gala. But MET, I know that you are much more, you are every piece of art in your
collection, stored or exhibited, every person of your audience, custodians, maintenance crew,
restorators, audio guides, the brick arch-covered space beneath the Grand Staircase, the main
facade, with its four caryatids that represent the four branches of art: painting, sculpture,
architecture and music. The pipes that run water through your body or wires that run
electricity…You are as Clémentine Deliss says in her book The Metabolic Museum; “a body, a
metabolism built on the cohabitation and interchange between different organs with symbiotic
functions”. And like any other body you can have afflicted organs or blocked channels of
circulation, that is why I am writing this letter, hopefully it can help you remediate.

Among my visits I came across a figurine that amazed me but also caused me some problems,
a ceramic figurine. The Teotihuacan-Style Hollow Figurine with Removable Chest Plate or Host
Figure. From Tiquisate, Escuintla, Guatemala, 5th–7th century. Accession Number: 2015.226a,
b. The object details in your website explain that it's from the culture of Escuintla. I think
Escuintla is a place rather than a culture. Among the people that inhabited and still live in
Escuintla are the Tzutujil, a indigenous Mayan group. I really enjoyed the description of the
figurine by your curator Joanne Pillsbury; “This composition comes from the Pacific Coast region
of Guatemala. The style of this work, known as a "host" figure, connects it to the great Mexican
city of Teotihuacan—a site nearly seven hundred miles northwest—where this type of hollow
figure is thought to have originated”. This connection shows the great military and economic
power Teotihuacan managed to achieve in Mesoamerica. This is one of the first things that
caught my attention, maybe because I am from Mexico City, which is near Teotihuacan.
However I am currently living in NY, so I started to wonder how the figure arrived here, to your
collection.

Pillsbury continues in her description “This sculpture in the shape of a seated cross-legged male
with his hands on his knees has a removable chest plate that reveals mold-made figurines and
medallions attached to the inside of the body” and “This interior figure wears a large butterfly
headdress, containing two feathered eyes and a curled proboscis motif, an abstract butterfly.
The removable chest plate also has the head of a figure with a butterfly nose ornament that
faces off with the larger version in the body. Host figures may have been deployed in intimate
ritual activities, with the interior figurines revealed at certain moments. Such figures may speak
to ancient Mesoamerican ideas of personhood and the divine, hinting at beliefs that there was
an essence that resided inside humans, be they ancestors, deities, or natural forces.”



Adding to the description I would have to say that most of these types of figurines were studied
from museums or private collections and not from controlled archaeological excavation sites.
This uncontrolled removal erases important information and details useful for further
understanding. Due to the lack of distinctive clothing or ornaments, it has been proposed that
this figurine is actually not a male, the absence of genitals, the nudity and asexuality could have
been identified with expressions of the divine and of deceased ancestors. The ones that have
passed away have no gender, since they are not from this world any more. The presence of the
butterfly is another important element, as explained by Anabel Villalonga in her two papers;
Ancestros, nahuales y hombres (I). Las host figurines teotihuacanas: hacia una definición,
caracterización tipológica y acercamiento iconográfico and Ocultar para mostrar: una revisión
de los contextos, cronologías e interpretaciones de las host figurines (II). The insect becomes
the nahual of a supernatural being, the Butterfly God. The deity of merchants and ambassadors,
the administrative class responsible for the exchange of products and the dissemination of
ideological concepts across territories. It seems that these figurines were part of burials or
sacrificial sites. Evidence of it is the equivalence of butterflies to the souls of the dead. The
migratory customs of the Monarch butterflies symbolizes the belief in which the souls of the
deceased return at different intervals of time. The cocoon of the insect during its metamorphosis
is equivalent to the mortuary urns that were cremated. Its transformation into a butterfly refers to
the belief of a change of state after cremation. Although their ritual character is obvious, it has
been impossible to ascribe a specific function to these figurines.

After reading this I started to see the Hollow Figurine as a site specific work of art. I am sure
that you are familiar with this term, the TATE explains it clearly “a site-specific work of art is
designed for a specific location, if removed from that location it loses all or a substantial part of
its meaning. The case of Richard Serra's Tilted Arc is a great example of it, when the work was
removed from its location Serra argued that it was created specifically for that site and that it
could not exist as art unless it remained there. When the work was removed it was destroyed.
Daniel Buren's response to the Bilderstreit show is also worth mentioning. Due to the lack of
control he had of his own artwork during the exhibition Buren made a public statement
explaining that the work exhibited was “a fake for as long as it is not taken out of the exhibition”.
I am sure you know much more about these artists, their work is in your collection. The thing is,
besides seeing the Host Figure as a site specific work I also started seeing it as a fake. This is
not strange, an important number of Mesoamerican objects, when entering the Western market,
tend to be modified in several ways in order to fit the taste of the buyers, by this I mean that
authenticity becomes highly questionable. The Hollow Figurine was found broken, in a
publication from 1975 the cracks and holes are still visible. However, by 1981 in an article from
Architectural Digest, the Figure appears fully restored in a private house, in the same state as it
is exhibited today. There is a really fine line between restoration and faking and sometimes
restoration can be a way of faking.

I know that your policy is to retain forgeries or seek the Director’s permission to destroy the
objects, unless it can be determined that the disposal can be accomplished in a responsible
manner. However this case is not that simple. The following example of the Barbier-Mueller



Collection of Pre-Columbian Art auction at Sotheby’s from 2013 will help me develop some
ideas and further issues I want to discuss with you. The Mexican government called Sotheby’s
to explain that 79 of the 130 objects of Mexican origin being offered for sale are “handicrafts” or
modern fakes. I will return to the issue of “handicrafts,” but now let's focus on the modern fakes.
The figure that you have on permanent display is also a modern fake. Not because it was made
recently and pretends to be ancient. It became a fake of itself because of its type of restoration
and due to its removal from the original context from which its existence was thought to be.

Sadly this is just the beginning of the problem. The Mexican government called on Sotheby's to
halt the auction, citing 51 objects in the collection as Mexico’s property. The government of
Guatemala also made a claim for 13 objects. Sotheby’s went forward with the auction saying
that they had “thoroughly researched the provenance of this collection and were confident in
offering these works for auction.” And as you know provenance is a huge deal in museums. I
also know that recently you announced the return of two Benin Bronzes to Nigeria, a Golden
Sarcophagus to Egypt, an ancient Greek Vase, among others. These restituted objects go hand
by hand with your Provenance Guidelines. However I have some information that I am sure you
will find interesting regarding the Host Figure I am so fascinated with.

And well, from these objects that the Mexican and Guatemalan governments called on
Sotheby's claiming they were its property eleven were painted Mayan vessels, nine with no
listed provenance before 1986. And six of the Mayan vessels passed through Merrin Gallery.
Guess who sold the Figurine to Mr. and Mrs. Samuel H. Lindenbaum, who subsequently gave it
to you as a gift. Yeah… Merrin Gallery. Your provenance records explain that before being in
possession of the Gallery, around July 1973, the figure was owned by Eduardo Paredes. Sadly,
I haven't been able to find any information about him. If you have any clue where I could find
more about him that would be great. Also you know…..maybe it is an unfounded suspicion but
the year 1973 seems too convenient. The provenance information is too scarce and the time
frame is too tight, it seems that the Figure was unearthed in 1969 by some farming tractors.
Attempts to prevent the illicit trafficking of antiquities prompted the 1970 UNESCO Convention
on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership
of Cultural Property. And although the Figurine relies upon the exception to 1970 rule from the
AAMD (Association of Art Museum Directors) Guidelines known as “Cumulative facts and
circumstances” we both know that this Section is the least specific and most faulted of the
Guidelines, it is more like a loophole. It gives complete control to the Museum to make a
supposedly “informed” judgment to acquire the work even if it cannot be traced back to 1970. I
have to say that the reasons why this object fits the exception mentioned above are quite poor
and baseless.

And like I said, it might be an unfounded suspicion but this is not the only shady case where
Merrin Gallery appears. The Merrin Gallery was also the source of a bronze statue of Zeus that
was returned to Italy in 2010. Italian prosecutors in 2006 named the Gallery as a key link in what
they say was a vast conspiracy to market stolen artifacts. Ian Graham, an archeologist and
Mayan expert at Harvard's Peabody Museum said about the founder of the gallery Ed Merrin
''he's certainly handled masterpieces that should never have been removed from their original
sites.'' In 2005 Ed and Samuel Merrin were indicted by federal prosecutors on charges of having



defrauded two art collectors of several million dollars by inflating the cost of hundreds of art
objects for over a decade. I think it is important to take care of the people that take care of us,
and I know that Linda M. and Samuel H. Lindenbaum are people that you care about and have
been important donors to you. And to not go on with the Gallery... but here is this quote by Ed
Merrin; 'When I go to the MET and see something I've sold, I say, 'That's mine, and that's mine.
All of them are trophies won in a kind of glorious sport. It's a game of wits and a game of eye,
and I love it.''

I mentioned that I would come back to the issue of the Mexican government explaining modern
fakes as handicrafts or handicrafts as modern fakes at the Sotheby’s auction. Apparently
authenticity is attached to antiquity, however we can also argue that there is nothing more
authentic than what we have in front of us, our concrete reality. Let this be a modern fake or an
old fake, an original, a forgery, a copy, a handicraft, etc. There is an interesting confusion here,
that even exceeds these concepts. Maybe if we try to clarify it we could have avoided a lot of
the issues that we are discussing and will keep on discussing. If a present day clay craft from a
Mayan community, even the same figurine, would enter into your building, into you, MET. It
would not be part of any of your collections. It will most probably be exhibited in the gift shop. It
would be a souvenir, not a work of art. And it gets even more confusing. If we cross Central
Park and walk into the American Museum of Natural History we will be confronted by
ethnographic displays of Mesoamerican artifacts. This Museum also has a Host Figure. While
according to you these same objects are works of art. So there is something strange going on
here. The same object is differentiated not by its particularity but by its time - space
contextuality. It can shift from a craft, touristic souvenir, artifact or work of art. And since you
were founded in 1870 "for the purpose of establishing and maintaining in NYC a Museum and
library of art, of encouraging and developing the study of the fine arts." And this statement was
reaffirmed in 2015, by your Trustees saying that “The Metropolitan Museum of Art collects,
studies, conserves, and presents significant works of art across all times and cultures in order to
connect people to creativity, knowledge, and ideas.” Seems that what we are really talking about
is part of a wider discussion: the existence of the category of art and artist.

The notion of art in its modern understanding was invented in the XVIII and XIX century (curious
fact, Sotheby's was founded in 1744). I am not saying that art has a fixed meaning, completely
the opposite. Art by definition has to be constantly shifting, be plastic, porous and hard to grasp
even to the hands of great cultural institutions like you. But that doesn't mean that we are not
still carrying some remnants of those old days. Ariella Aïsha Azoulay in her book Potential
History talks about this; “The word art as it emerged in the mid- to late eighteenth century was
linked to the imperial conquest and mastery of time, as if time were not something shared in
common, but a divisible thing to be allocated. The mastering of time is a key aspect of imperial
violence that separates objects from people and places them in a progressive, linear timeline
(“art history” is paradigmatic) in which colonized people and colonizers occupy different
positions and roles. Under a unified idea of art, this image could be concretized in and through
accumulated and displayed art objects.”

It is no secret that millions of objects, that were never destined for display in a museum, have
been looted from all over the world by different imperial agents. And hear me out, it's not that I



am blaming all of this on you. I am an artist. I am too a product of this type of categorization.
And it is not that we have to follow these constructions, actually we have the capacity to change
them. But it's not that easy, it's not just emulating other conceptions of what we now call art or
mixing categories into a single exhibition space will solve the problem. Actually that has been
part of the problem. Quoting again Ariella Azoulay; “Even the expansion of the term art was
destructive, because it led to a devaluation of many practices, practitioners, and objects now
subjected to hierarchical dichotomies of high and low, primitive and modern, art and
ethnography, art and artisanal, canonical and vernacular, masterpiece and craft, original and
copy, authentic and touristic, and art and nonart “. This explains how Mesoamerican objects
have been shifting from curiosities, objects of disdain, decoration and finally into art with its
several interpretations, from formal modernisms, to mythical shamistics rituals, ideas of
romanticized savages, new age and decolonial interpretations. And all its possible mixes,
positive and negative spins which a lot of times are the same thing just seen under a different
light. When the Hollow Figure entered your collection it was lifted from the ground by the
pedestal of art. This is what Walter Benjamin defined as cult value vs exhibition value, they are
different, even contradictory but have managed to switch. The main difference is that a cult
value just needs to exist to function, it doesn't have to be seen or be aesthetic as exhibition
value demands. Most of the time cult value is attached to a specific place, this is important
because objects that are meant to be traded have to be able to change place, this is too a
characteristic of exhibition value. So in some way the Host Figure in order to be transformed
into art had some exhibition qualities that already existed in the category of art.

I know that you are well aware of these issues, your director Max Hollein has talked about the
outdated taxonomies of the encyclopedic museums. I also know that if someone can push the
limits of what a museum is, it is you. Still there is some work to be done. I mean, look at The
Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, where the Host Figure is exhibited, the galleries for African Art,
Ancient American Art and Oceanic Art. By doing this grouping you are proposing a geographical
reading instead of a historical one, and naming it ancient helps to keep all these objects as
something from a frozen past, a separate time zone with no relation with our present. I think that
none of these works have an identified author. As far as I know already during the classical
Mayan period the tz'ihb (people who would paint and write) and uxul (people who would work on
stone or clay) left their signatures in monuments and vessels, so there is actually recorded
information of some of these names. But in most museums, until recently there has been no
effort to show this. While in western painting or sculpture there has always been an effort to give
at least a sense of authorship with legends “attributed to” or “unknown artist”. I know that you
began to acquire works of ancient American Art in the 19th century, but the Department of the
Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas was not established until 1969. The Michael C.
Rockefeller Wing, named after Nelson Rockefeller's son, was created in 1982 as a gift of Nelson
A. Rockefeller. The gift offer included more than three thousand works of art coming from the
recently closed Museum of Primitive Art. I also know that you were a bit hesitant when accepting
the gift, Rockefeller had to offer it more than once. That is why the MoMA started to exhibit
these objects before you, also I know that you were skeptical of modern art at first. But that has
been solved. It is also good that you are not using the term “Primitive” any more. Although I
have to say that I have always understood the term Primitivism as the voice of the museums, it



does not talk about the object exhibited but about the confusion and misunderstanding of the
exhibitor towards those same objects. And just to be clear, I am not blaming you or Rockefeller.
These are complex symbolic constructions built over time. It is not like there is a master plan or
“THE BOSS '' pulling the strings behind us while we keep on living completely blinded. It is just
that we have deeply interiorized all of these symbolic and political structures in order to shape
our reality. Nonetheless we shouldn't forget that Rockefeller was the head of the Office for
Inter-American Affairs in the 40s. This Pan-American project only existed as long as the U.S
needed it to further protect itself from Communist and Fascist Europe powers of the time. Maybe
it was just a temporary rebranding of the Monroe Doctrine and Manifest destiny. Still, the
Mexican government also got several benefits from it. Several exhibitions of Mexican art were
held in U.S museums during these years, this strengthened the cliche idea that only folk and
rural Mexico are truly mexican. This attitude too has been heavily implemented by the Mexican
government and intellectuals especially after the 1910 Mexican Revolution. Mexico needed to
unify various social groups through the reconfiguration of a collective identity with a solid
historical background and what better way to do this than with the exploitation of popular culture
and symbols of indigenous communities. This movement also functioned as a way to present a
unique folkloric and exotic country to the international world. This image has prevailed until
today, same as in many countries of Latin America. Among the intellectuals and artists of this
post-revolutionary Mexico were Diego Rivera and René d ́Harnoncourt. They stimulated the
interest and taste of collectors such as Nelson A. Rockefeller for popular Mexican art. The
AAMD as one of the reasons for the exception to 1970 rule mentions Diego Rivera, he also had
a Host Figure in his collection, now exhibited in the Anahuacalli (a museum that since its
conception had a place reserved for the underworld, keep this in mind). The mention of Diego
Rivera by the AAMD points to another important factor; how modern artists were among the first
ones to see “primitive” objects as art. Of course each artist did it in their own particular way. The
way Rivera acted is different from Henry Moore, or the Albers, Epstein, Brancusi or Picasso and
Braque with the African masks. All of them gave a higher cultural value to these objects but also
expanded their market demand causing more looting of archeological sites. And in the long run
the idea that Mesoamerican and African Art were mere contributions to modern art appeared.
The problem with this reading is that it creates a hierarchy. Where the contributor
(Mesoamerican and African Art) stands in a lower position and only exists in relation to the thing
contributed (modern art).

This interest for popular Mexican culture also reached the middle class (Mexican and
international) with a demand for the picturesque fueled by tourism. This demand was for a
supposed lost paradise. Where indigenous workers were poor but happy, living in harmony with
nature, far from the industrialization of modernity. For the common tourist this demand also
implies not giving away the benefits of a highly industrialized civilization that depended on the
exploitation of these same idealized workers. The touristic souvenir functions as enough contact
with this lost origin or paradise. The definition of authenticity is directly attached to this (artificial)
concept of cultural - natural purity. Any kind of hybridity or change attached to craftsmanship is
denied. However change is unstoppable, most of these changes have turned out to create what
Nelson H H. Graburn defines as tourist arts from the Fourth World. “The Fourth World is a
collective name for all aboriginal or native peoples whose lands fall within the national



boundaries and techno - bureaucratic administration of the counties of the First, Second and
Third Worlds. As such they are peoples without countries of their own. Not only are they no
longer isolated or autonomous peoples as they perhaps once were, but their arts are rarely
produced for their own consumption or according to their own unmodified tastes.” I also believe
that many of these interpretations are seen from the vantage point of a supposed critical tourist.
Since this type of material production also provides many communities a way to survive
modernity without completely giving up their ways of life.

Market strategies are another important factor in this scenario. When commercial intermediaries
(even museums) remove these objects from their producers they also take away their surplus
value. The economic profits are greatly reduced and all the attention is given to the object and
not to the people who made it. Whom commonly are communities with an ongoing destruction
of their environmental and living conditions. Contemporary art is completely aware of these
effects, and recently has tried to invert the factors. This by focusing on the person, the artist,
rather than on the object. But this has created a commodification of individual identities
(mistaken from communal identities). And in a kind of contradictory result of this inversion of
factors, these commodified identities start to produce works of art that fully resemble touristic
souvenirs. In my opinion it is better to be aware that you are producing tourist souvenirs than
rather confusing them as art. Other efforts such as socially engaged art or appropriation tend to
also fall short. Peter Osborne says “What does a practice, whether artistic or not, need to do to
one of these objects in order not to reinscribe it within the same ethnographic system from
which it derives?...One danger is simply that the collection becomes the artistic means for a new
practice, so that the collection is just subjugated to the logic of contemporary practice. It's like a
new resource, and it becomes instrumentalized in contemporary art. The other danger is that
these new practices function only to reactivate the object in some way, and then disappear. If
either of these happen, the relation won´t work, and you won't create change.”

Call me an idealist or naive but I still believe that we can do something about it. That engaging
in material cultural production (art or not), and understanding that circulation and consumption is
also production. We can at least try to appropriate our own surplus of desire instead of giving it
away to pleasure others' private desire. I agree with Nestor Garcia Canclini when he says that
“in the production we have to introduce demands that represent our true interests even if they
are dysfunctional so that they exacerbate the contradictions of the system and prevent its
restoration”... Damn, sorry MET, I really deviated from what we were talking about. Let's go back
to the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing and the Teotihuacan-Style Hollow Figurine. So, if I already
said that this piece is a fake of itself, in addition I can say that it stands on slippery ground in
relation to its category as an art object. But don't worry, this can be our secret. I think we can do
something about it.

I don't believe that cultural objects are silent or that they have been muted by the categories
they fell into or that they are just a series of different discourses and interpretations. As an artist
I believe that works of art have a voice of their own, a different voice from the artist who
produced them. Like any other voice it is composed of so many other voices and echoes. Being
able to hear that voice might be difficult and to be honest I don't know if I have achieved it, but I
am trying. And I am wondering that maybe the Host Figure is saying that the way it entered your



collection has to be reformulated, even if this means allowing the Figure to go out of it, to leave
the museum, leave you, temporarily or permanently. Maybe this is actually the right way to
repair and restore the Figure.

I was really excited to hear about the renovation of the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing that
includes a reenvision of these collections. That old industrial beige carpet, ugly pedestals, and
vitrines really need to go away. This critical examination of the past that you propose in the
remodeling done in collaboration with wHY Architects has to go beyond a facelift and a make-up
session, it's not only about changing how the wing looks and how the objects are displayed. Not
even adding additional information about the objects is enough. It has to be like a surgery. It has
to dig deeply into your core, into your DNA. I know that the remodeling is planned to be finished
in 2025, so we have some time. Hear me out, I have a plan to remediate your problem with the
Host Figure. It might sound crazy at first but it makes complete sense if you are truly the
museum you call yourself to be. In a nearby location to the Michael C. Rockefeller Wing, I will
dig up a tunnel connecting the 2 locations. Using this tunnel I will exchange the
Teotihuacan-Style Hollow Figurine currently on display for a Teotihuacan-Style Hollow Figurine
of my authorship. Like I said before, I am an artist. I am too a product of this type of
categorization by which you understand art, so my work is completely fitted to enter your
collection parameters. I would even be honored!. As this would be a gift specially made for you
there would be no issues with provenance. Also the actual Figurine in your collection is stated
as a “Partial and Promised Gift of Linda M. Lindenbaum, from the Collection of Samuel H. and
Linda M. Lindenbaum”. This sounds to me that it's still not completely part of your collection. It is
in a kind of limbo, not completely in any place, not in your collection, not in the Lindenbaum's
collection and especially not in the place where it should be and where it was made for. My gift
is not a promise but a fact and it is not partial but complete. This proposition even goes along
with your guidelines “If the Museum, as a result of its continuing research, gains information that
establishes another party’s right to ownership of a work, the Museum shall bring this information
to the attention of the party, and if the case warrants, initiate the return of the work to that party.”
Nevertheless, we have to keep this a secret between us for now. In your guidelines there is
nothing stated for an exchange like the one that we are doing, and let's face it, we don't want to
deal with bureaucratic stuff, those laws don't understand about art. This exchange should not be
confused with a deaccession, because your collection will remain with the same amount of
works and even with the same works, it will just be corrected, with another, more suitable,
version of the same work that we are replacing.

We also have to keep this as a secret especially because the restitution of this object is not to
Guatemala, maybe not even to the Mayan communities living in what we know today as
Guatemala. We are using tunnels as a way to evade the legality of modern borders, that have
firmly traced a hierarchical distinction between countries and spaces. These tunnels will extend
far beyond Manhattan and will help us take back the Host Figure to the place where it belongs,
to the place where it can be itself again. The most complicated part of this restitution movement
and exchange that we are planning comes with the ritualistic aspect of the Host Figure. Since it
was made specifically for either a burial or a sacrifice location, we have to take this object back
to the land of the dead, to the underworld. To achieve this we will have to use an existing
system of forgotten tunnels. One of these tunnels was recently re - discovered in 2003 in



Teotihuacan, the tunnel of the Plumed Serpent. This 46 feet deep tunnel functioned as a link to
the underworld. This is where we will find the rightful path for taking the Figurine back. I will use
the same system of tunnels but in a reverse way for exchanging my version of the figure and
take it to you. For Mesoamericans, the underworld was not only the place of death: it was also
the place of creation, from where everything is born. That is why my version also has to be
created using materials from this place and passing through here. Of course the passing of
historical time is undeniable, we live in a different moment with different conditions for
production. My version will be since its conception an original work of art but it won't be a replica
of the one you have on display. Obviously, there will be several similarities between the figures,
the size, the red and black colors of the body, the necklace and open mouth. And important
elements that point to its place of belonging, the land of the dead, such as the mirror material
used in the eyes. In Teotihuacan mirrors were used in divination, a means of seeing into the
supernatural world.

The forced time - space displacement of the Host Figure, currently static and held captive in
your collection is what turned it into a fake of itself. Nonetheless, I will use this same time -
space displacement as a method to make my version an original one with its own particular
characteristics of its time of production. This will also allow you to have the piece that your
collection needs without having to omit information about its means of production and
provenance. Let me give you another example of this type of transformation created by
migratory displacements. My friend and curator Paulina Ascencio recently dealt with a similar
case as ours. It was based on the removal of some architectural elements from the Mayan cities
of Uxmal and Kabah. These objects were taken to the United States in the nineteenth century.
They were first taken to a private collection and finally ended up in the already mentioned
American Museum of Natural History. Paulina describes these architectural elements as migrant
mutants, even though the materiality of these objects remained the same they also mutated with
each relocation and recontextualization. What I plan to do is use these types of ontological
changes in an opposite way, i.e., making them visible and physical. Our case is not only of a
mutant but also of a digged up corpse or zombie. Sadly I won't be able to make my Host Figure
out of clay. If there would be a slight possibility for this material to be used it would have to be
clay taken from the excavated systems of tunnels that we are still conspiring. But until then, and
analyzing in more detail that possibility, to make my Host Figure using clay is out of the
question.

We will have to dig deeper to extract the material used in my Host Figure, it has to be a
petroleum-derived material. Since the XX century petroleum, like popular culture, has been a
fundamental material for building Mexican nationalism and creating an international economic
identity. An identity that has played an important role in the binational relation between the U.S
and Mexico. So what better material to assure the originality of my Host Figure than plastic?, a
material that in its same origins states the problematic between real, fake, original, copy or
counterfeit. Robert Friedel in his text Is It Real? Imitation and Originality in Plastics gives some
interesting information about this material. Back in the late XIX century one of the great appeals
of plastic was its capacity to imitate and be a substitute for expensive materials such as ivory or
tortoiseshell. While in the XX century it was praised for the modern aesthetic that it gave to
everyday objects



The system of tunnels we will use will also operate as a kind of reverse fayuca network. Fayuca
is the illegal merchandise, contraband, the one that went through ‘‘under the water ’’ without
paying taxes. The term is normally used to describe a product that is an imitation and is not
original, or to refer to a product of foreign origin. In Mexico it was used in reference to the
products that were bought in the United States and introduced into the country through
smuggling. It is a social practice so ingrained in certain territories that it has become a
normalized reality and an everyday activity. And where plastic, fayuca and popular culture
perfectly meet is in the production of what you might know as bootleg or knock off toys. Last
year Roselin Rodríguez, as part of her PhD in Art History at UNAM, gave a lecture with insightful
information about these toys. The lecture she gave was titled Digresión materialista sobre el
plástico en la colección de Melquiades Herrera en el Museo Universitario Arte Contemporáneo
in english would be something like Materialist digression on plastic in the Melquiades Herrera
collection at the University Museum Contemporary Art. And not to brag but Roselin is my friend
and she invited me to be part of the curatorial team of Melquiade´s exhibition in 2018 in this
same Museum, so I know a bit of what she is talking about. Several of these types of toys are
produced in small scale home and family owned workshops in Mexico. They function as a
parallel and underground road from their original versions (originality in this case is attached to
the patent and copyright). Besides providing affordable options to less wealthy consumers,
these toys playfully bend operating systems of legality, work with already existing pieces of other
toys by assembling, distorting and creating new versions that could not exist under the laws of
market rationality. It is common to find a Superman with a Spiderman body or a 3 headed body
of Spongebob, Bart Simpson and Big Bird. The manufacturing process of these types of toys is
something like a forced ingestion of several fragments and affections that are turned into a
single object. It is an economization and fusion of desires. As Roselin says “They threaten the
hegemonic power over the material imagination of the large transnational companies”. This
digestive process is best described as codigophagy, a term coined by Bolivar Echeverria.
Codigophagy is part of a survival and resistance strategy to the inevitable and contradictory
horrors of capitalist modernity. Echeverría refers to this process when different semiotic codes in
constant conflict lead to mutual consumption and production of new meanings that keep being
updated. It is not a synthesis but a persistent clash of different realities. A type of fraught cultural
subjectivity is built, which is appropriated and incessantly redirected. Codigophagy was already
practiced by the indigenous groups in Latin America when they were forced, due to the colonial
genocide, to appropriate Western culture. But also when the Spanish conquerors understood
that they couldn't completely defeat them. The indigenious communities were the ones who
reconstructed, not their code, but the code of the Europeans, they transformed it from within.
This process of a devouring interconnection between codes is much more appropriate than
what is normally understood as miscegenation. This process is not naturalistic, nationalistic or a
peaceful mixture or combination, it is filled with violence. Cultural identities are not found to
resolve their differences, but to violently devour each other, and this process has not yet ended,
neither in Latin America, nor throughout the world.

As you can see, my dear friend, these tunnels can also function as a digestive system. One that
goes from the macro to the micro. It expands along miles and crosses countries and time
borders but also manages to go deep into our own metabolic system. From the social to the



personal and from the personal to the social. That is the main difference with a normal digestive
system, the ingestion and expulsion points are interchangeable and rhizomatic. They can
switch, multiply and close depending on the needs of production and the direction of distribution
flows. This too is important regarding the The Teotihuacan-Style Hollow Figurine with
Removable Chest Plate or Host Figure. It makes us look into the inside of the figurine, into the
organs and guts. I mentioned the importance of the symbolic aspect of the butterfly depiction
inside the figure at the beginning of the letter, but it was something brief and merely descriptive.
But, come on! look at the title given to these types of figurines! and not just by you but by every
English speaking scholar, archeologist and museum; “Hollow figure”, “Host figure”. And my
complaint goes to the English language because it is a complaint towards a problem of
translation. In Spanish these figures are known as “Figura Huesped”. As you might have
deduced, figura means figure, and huesped means guest. For me this is a major shift in how to
relate to these objects. When you refer to them as “Hollow Figure” or “Host Figure” you are
trying to tell me that there is nothing inside, or at least nothing important, that it is an empty
container, a carcass. If you only refer to the host you are trying to deny the guest, but there is no
guest without a host. Where is the guest? Where is the parasite? Where is the
xenomorph?...Think about it. I believe that the real possibilities lie in what's inside. That is why
in my Host Figure I will also insist on the guest. This parasite - xenomorph chestburster is the
projection of the possibilities that we are plotting here, is the creator of tunnels that goes beyond
us as individual entities and that opens up to the world. Michel Serres was completely aware of
this. My friend Lucas Yasunaga shared with me Serres's book The Parasite, it helped me to
further understand the necessity of what we are doing. Let me tell you about it and you will see
why.

The most common definition of a parasite is an organism that lives in or on another organism,
extracting what it needs from its host without giving anything in exchange. This interpretation is
generally understood as something negative. Serres challenges this notion of the parasite,
distinguishing three different meanings of the word parasite. It can refer to people (social
parasites), non-humans (biological parasites) and the parasite as communicative static (derived
from the French word for noise, parasite), a transformation and dispersion into the exchange of
information. These three significations are not distinct, but interrelated and in constant play.
Serres argues that parasitism is not merely antagonistic, but productive. That there are always
disturbances in bodies, human or non-human. There is always a loss in any act of exchange,
but also something gained. The parasitic relation is the atomic form of our relations. It creates
systems of exchange that are uneven, complex and that function as the production of change of
the same relation. This production of systems of relations is embedded in the meaning of the
prefix para, in the word parasite; it is on the side, next to, shifted. It is not on/in the thing, but on
its relation, the parasite is what mediates. Parasitic relations are not of two but of three, and it
keeps on expanding. There are not perfect or complete harmonious systems, since the
messages that pass between A and B occur through the parasite, which takes and introduces
something of their own into the exchange. Communication depends on parasites, while the
parasite communicates and mediates it also transforms. This disruption of a message is not
entirely negative, positive nor neutral. Its value of production can only be decided in retrospect
and on a case-by-case basis. It even allows us to accept failure as a productive mode of



production. Every system works because it does not work. This is the reason for the existence
of any given system. Every system is a set of messages; in order to hear the message alone,
one would have to be identical to the sender. If everything worked in a perfect balance and
equilibrium, with no loss or gain, there would be no need for communication. It would be a
system entirely closed from the rest of the world. Parasites are the basis of intersubjectivity, of
being together, as a group or society, as political beings. Moreover, parasites appear to turn
their hosts into parasites, but the alterations caused by the parasites reveal that their hosts were
already parasitical. When the Host Figure was introduced in your collection, who was hosting
who? Were you hosting the Figure in your collection? Or was the Host Figure hosting you?
What happened here was not the presence of a double hosting in the same space but a
challenge in the host - parasite relation by the entrance of a third. Think about the relationship of
the artist and the museum. Whenever a museum invites an artist to have a show the artist
enters the museum, the artist is the guest, the parasite. However the museum can only exist
because of the work of the artist, so we could also say that the museum is the parasite of the
artist. The thirdness that appears in between is the work of art, it might be the real parasite that
allows that specific relation to exist.

Unlike predators, parasites do not play into a simple food chain, but extract the excesses
produced by these processes. The parasite redirects the surplus energies of the host, making
the system change its condition in small steps. A parasite within a host with more surplus is a
more productive one. It brings the system’s balance or the distribution of energy into fluctuation.
Imagine all the possibilities that an energetic museum like you MET could bring to a parasite,
and vice versa. This relation could provide the perfect conditions for both to extract and create
surplus from each other, a permanent provocation, one that recognizes dependencies and
differences without the delusions of consensus, but in constant contestation.

 Serres would agree on the need of the tunnel system I am proposing to you, he says “We must
study these interceptions and breakdowns as a kind of subterranean rationality that is at work in
the very constitution of the system itself , the ‘dark side of the system.” This exchange I am
presenting to you, like any other exchange, comes with a reciprocal obligation, an unequal
exchange that never finds a balance and serves the interests of the giver as much as the
receiver. Because just as a parasite has to evolve if it wants to stay ahead, they also force their
hosts to do the same. It is a win-win situation for you. MET, my friend, thank you for your time
and sorry for all the name dropping and quotes along this long letter. I am just trying to
understand how I am an artist and what I can do as one. And besides, I am also a parasite,
feeding on so many other people's work. Hope you can feed of mine. You can keep this artwork
I am giving you as long as you need it or as long as you want it and I hope that it will also be a
tunnel. Helping you open new channels of circulation, be more dynamic, create new entry and
exit points, break rigid and obsolete classification systems, create unexpected relations and
even some mysterious dark places, where not everything has to be shown or explained.
Everytime that we reveal a secret we also destroy it. Confusion and curiosity are productive;
they create imagination.



your sincere friend,

Cristóbal Gracia


