


Beatriz González
Discovery and Memory

Introduction
In 1972, The Bogotá Museum of Modern Art asked art critic Marta Traba 
for a catalogue introduction for the rather spartanly named dual exhibi-
tion Beatriz González / Luis Caballero, which was to take place in February 
1973. Back then, Marta Traba lived in Caracas, and sent a brief introduc-
tion and questionnaire, “certain that nothing could better present the 
artists than the answers to the survey questions themselves.” Like almost 
everything, this has a back-story, albeit a brief one:

The ten questions Marta Traba sent simultaneously to Luis Caballero in 
Paris and to me, in Bogotá, were different. I limited myself to very short 
responses—a quick “yes” or “no”—and added a few simple explana-
tions. Once I was ready to send them, I got an emotional letter from Luis, 
in which he’d sent me his responses because he wasn’t certain of their 
validity. Like always, he full of doubts. When I read the responses, I was 
quite frightened. Not because of what he’d said—which was well written, 
thoughtful and prolific—but because of my own responses’ simplicity. 
I returned to my own questionnaire and expanded my answers. I spoke 
in terms that weren’t so common in the arts: temperature, excess, disso-
nance and, from the very first question, I insisted that the goal of my text 
was to express “the joy of underdevelopment.”

Left: The artist next to the work I was born in Firenze when my portrait was painted (this phrase 
is pronounced in a soft and quiet voice), enamel over metal sheet assembled on wooden furni-
ture, 1974



88 What was I trying to say? The year before I’d participated in the São Paulo 
Biennial, where my own work, consisting of painted metal furniture, had 
caused a bit of a stir among the young attendees and in the press, but that 
the judges had hated. That’s when I understood my work could have cur-
rency, but only as a curiosity. The galleries in Ibirapuera Park were full of 
conceptual art, political art, and tired cinetismo (op art). In fact, the bien-
nial prize had gone to one of Canogar’s prisoner pieces. At the same time 
I’d presented another furniture grouping in Buenos Aires at a collective 
show. The only happy memory I retain from that show is that soon after-
wards, I got a letter from the director of the Museum of Modern Art Willy 
Whitelow, who asked me to get in touch with Abraham Moles, because he 
was quite interested in my work. I never did it, nor did I know I was deal-
ing with the distinguished Ulm-School philosopher who had studied the 
world of objects and images.

With furniture—and without intending to do so—I had established a coun-
ter-position in relation to international art. I’d said in the Traba interview 
that our nations were running a fever, that our society was excessive and dis-
sonant and that our art was cursed by the idea that “Art is international.”

Marta Traba wrote the text for my second São Paulo Biennial catalogue in 
1971. It underscores the role of marginality. It was the first time in South 
America that marginality had been spoken of as a strategy: “The marginal-
ized Latin American artist has two options: either gesture with so much 
effectiveness from behind an inhabitant, slavishly imitating each of his 
movements, or, that he be allowed to act like a valet or even become con-
fused with the help. And of course, his servile condition being no secret, he 
should accept it with humor, living happily in accordance with the popular 
saying, truer every day in Latin America, that ‘there’s no such thing as a 
little enemy’”.1 We should remember that, years later, Traba referred to the 
São Paulo Biennial “as the first and principal internationalization vehicle in 
Latin American art, since it brought about the extinction of identities and 
shifted artistic values away from expression and towards compulsion.”2 

Episode 1: A Newspaper Photograph
The first episode took place in the midst of a personal crisis where I was 
feeling like some “nice married lady who paints.” In the search for a way 
out, by pure chance, I spotted a picture in the newspaper and I turned it 
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89into a painting. It was called Los suicidas del Sisga (The Sisga Suicides). This 
initiated a process based on rejecting implementation in an aesthetic sense, 
and stripping elements from painting that were traditionally considered 
inherent to it. The painting’s theme and subject matter were successively 
stripped away. I started taking up photo-reportage and popular print imag-
es as themes. Oil on canvas was too refined and it was necessary to replace 
them. I substituted commercial sheet-metal fencing for fine Belgian canvas 
and replaced precious oil paints with synthetic varnishes and glazes. 

In front of the building where I then lived, there was a parking garage 
called Libertador (“the liberator”) that had an image of Simón Bolívar 
painted on one of its fences. (In those days, Bogotá’s fences were made of 
rough metal, and not very big—quite different from how they are today. 
One day I asked a man who manufactured fences in a garage that was also 
a public parking lot to make me two metal supports that featured images 
of the Colombian flag along their edges.) 

I remember I took a clipping from El Tiempo newspaper and I made a 
version I called Apuntes para la historia extensa (Notes on Extended History) 
since an Historia extensa de Colombia (Extended History of Colombia) had 
just been published. Producing the images caused some trouble with the 
National Academy of History: they considered them disrespectful and an 
offence to the nation’s Founding Fathers, since they were copies of certain 
canvases that I wasn’t familiar with at the time.  
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90 Episode 2: The miracle of the Martyrs and the Jesus of Monserrate
One day I went with my husband, an architect, to buy construction mate-
rials in a neighborhood called Los Mártires (“the martyrs”), that’s famous 
for an obelisk that commemorates heroes from Colombia’s wars of inde-
pendence. I found a metal bed for sale there, painted to resemble wood. It 
was called a “Cama radio” (“radio bed”) because it contained an overhead 
space for a radio; it also had another space made of corrugated, hammered 
glass where there was a small lamp. We bought it without exactly know-
ing why. At home I’d just finished a painting on sheet metal, to be wall 
mounted, that depicted the Jesus of Monserrate. As I was wondering what 
we were going to do with the bed, I thought to take the painting and rest 
it on the head and footboards and as luck would have it, it was a perfect 
fit. The painting measured 1 m 20 wide and the bed measured 1 m 20. It 
was the invention of Beatriz González furniture. The moment still seems 
magical to me. 

I arrived at furniture before theory, through stripping art of its “excel-
lence.” The easel that once supported the canvas and frames of my old 
paintings was exchanged for everyday, mass-produced furniture. I didn’t 
paint the furnishings themselves, I just acquired them and assembled 
a painting that depicted a theme that rounded out the piece’s meaning. 
Later we discovered a furniture factory and we were able design products 
that weren’t available commercially, like tables. Factory painters simulated 
wood and marble and that was what fascinated me—the “faking of mate-
rials”: wood wasn’t wood; marble wasn’t marble; it was about the power 
of simulation. The rules were simple: whatever would lie on one side 
was to be placed in a bed or a cradle; night tables would get religious or 
family-use objects and tables would be painted with still-lifes.  
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91Now themes weren’t developed based on artworks, like, say, The Last 
Supper, but rather based on popular prints made by Molinari, a printer in 
Cali, that were sold at religious article stores. The printer, Molinari, would 
decide to intervene in Leonardo’s work and put the painter in the scene, 
depicted as Christ’s disciple. People knew Leonardo’s Last Supper, which 
was not the same. Not even Leonardo was the same Leonardo. 

With time the furniture varied. The objects themselves suggested to me 
what should be painted. At the same time, the themes dictated to me in 
exactly what piece of furniture they be placed. Where should you put a 
Raphael Madonna or Manet’s The Piper?
 
Episode 3: Impressionism on Jiménez Avenue
Walking down downtown Bogotá’s Jiménez Avenue one day, next to 
the Hotel Continental, I found a display window with food items inside: 
macaroons, marquesitas and other little pastries; there was a wrinkled 
old Salvat encyclopedia volume dedicated to Manet there, too, and there 
were sweets boxes on top. It was horrifying to see one of the nineteenth 
century’s most marvelous artworks turned into yet another piece of mer-
chandise. When I saw it, I thought it looked like a wrinkled circus tent. So 
I decided right then and there not to make any more furniture and start 
producing huge canvases, that I called telones. I bought fabric and vinyl. 
Commercial acrylics produced a matte color.  When I was invited to the 
Venice Biennial the theme was “Art and Nature,” so I worked on telones 
for the biennial. I took impressionist works as models because I wanted 
to say “This is what remains of fragile, mutable nature.”
 That’s where the telones came from. The largest measure 12 x 7 
meters. Walking along Bogotá’s bustling Avenida 19, that’s full of street 
vendors, I found sexually oriented notices posted on the ground that 
were illustrated with artworks. Ingres’s The Turkish Bath or Vermeer’s The 
Letter, the most exquisite of the lot, had been stuck right on the sidewalk. 
I wondered, “What’s going on with international art in underdeveloped 
countries or—as economists put it—in developing nations? How does 
art get to us?” Then it didn’t arrive in perfect condition as it does now over 
the internet or on all those TV channels. So my contribution to the 28th 
Venice Biennial was called Las transformaciones que sufre una obra de arte 
en un país subdesarrollado (The Transformations a Work of Art Suffers in an 
Underdeveloped Country). It was with this sensibility that I put together 10 
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92 metros de Renoir (10 Meters of Renoir). I sold it by linear centimeter like a plas-
tic curtain on which I’d used a color sponge to paint Monet’s Water Lilies. 

At the end of 1970, I decided to do my last work based on an historical 
piece, Picasso’s Guernica, called Mural para fábrica socialista (Mural for a 
Socialist Factory). I found a medium that I liked: a square panel for a drop 
ceiling. I commissioned twelve 2.3 x 2 meter panels. The idea was to be-
gin on the same day Picasso began Guernica, but I confess I started a little 
earlier. I decided to keep a diary. I was Picasso, and this time I’d produce 
the work but on a different material. That’s why I say, “Today I began the 
Guernica.” It happened in a studio that was in the basement of the Torres 
del Parque building. The idea matured slowly, in a different way from 
Guernica, it was more drawn out. Things didn’t come together right away. 
That’s when I decided to place two elements at the beginning and the 
end, taken from the façades of certain houses in Bogotá. 
 Near the National University, in certain neighborhoods, people like 
to put checkerboard patterns on their houses’ façades. Sometimes they’re 
smooth and other times they’re done in corrugated stucco or painted 
shades of green and blue. I felt we were making the Guernica our own at 
the same time we were decorating. My “Guernica” is done in synthetic 
varnishes, whereas it’s well known that the Guernica is practically gray. I 
thought: “When someone sees a reproduction of the Guernica, they think 
it’s a black and white photo.”
 My Guernica, that I titled Mural para una fábrica socialista, is blue, 
green and yellow, large-format and a total undertaking. But the most in-
teresting part was the incorporation of Bogotá-style ornamentation

Episode 4: Typography, ink and paste
Poster- and announcement-covered walls, printed notices and special 
decorations started attracting my attention. In search of street poster art, I 
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93went to the Colombia Carteles poster company and asked them to do sev-
eral prints for me. The work was called El Zócalo de la tragedia y la comedia 
(The Plinth of Comedy and Tragedy). With it, I wanted to express the nature 
of Colombia, a nature that shifts between violence and decoration. With 
those themes in mind I made two posters measuring 1 m x 70 cm. Its col-
ors, as seen in the streets, were dark green, black and burgundy, and some 
were lighter than others, though not because of faulty printing but owing 
to the way the inks were handled. Years before I’d painted President Julio 
César Turbay on a curtain; now I turned him into the symbol of comedy. 
An uxoricide—the murder of a wife by her husband—symbolized trag-
edy. I printed a thousand and I hired specialists to paste them up on the 
streets of Bogotá. It was a printed work on newsprint that paperhangers 
paste up with cassava glue and big sisal brushes. 

The last large-volume paintings I did have to do with above-ground buri-
als constructed on a base of tires, flowerpots and images. They’re called 
Tótem (Totem) and they relate to house decorations and color-glazed 
bricks. The clay flowerpots, decorated with indigenous figures, were later 
incorporated into my iconography.   

Episode 5: The Storming of the Palacio de Justicia 
My trajectory as an artist is divided into two parts: before the storming of 
Colombia’s Palacio de Justicia Supreme Courthouse, and after. When this 
tragedy occurred, I told myself I could never be the same; that I couldn’t 
go on playing pictorial games. We were all witnesses. As Colombians, we 
can never be the same after the Palacio de Justicia siege. Before, my art 
was critical but sanguine, related to works of art from world art history. I 
also told myself I would never paint another version of an international 
artwork. Then I found a photograph in which President Belisario Betancur 
was depicted, surrounded by his cabinet. In the caption, Minister of 
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94 Communiations Noemí Sanín, was saying to Betancur: “Mr. President, we 
are living an historical moment.” They seemed so happy in the Palace, liv-
ing their historical moment, while 200 people had been burned to death, 
including some of Colobmia’s most knowledgeable jurists. It was then I 
took up the drama the whole country was living: military intelligence, the 
narcos, the government, and cruelty in the cities.

After the Palacio de Justicia tragedy, I returned to painting, oil on paper 
and canvas. My theme: the violence we were living and to which we were 
all exposed. Additionally, everything had been contaminated by corrup-
tion: soccer players, workers, and the media.
 I wanted to represent symbols of pain, not paint the dead. I worked 
with crying mothers in the Las delicias (Delights) series, indigenous wom-
en with multi-colored skirts that move, displaced, along rivers. I, as an 
artist, also appear nude, crying. 
 There’s a little doll decoration that you find in public transporta-
tion vehicles in Colombia. She’s in the sun under palm trees. As I found 
out, these dolls come from Miami, and they seemed to me to symbolize 
pleasure. So I proposed creating a symbol of pain, a rival to the girl from 
Miami, who would spread out over meters of canvas. Everything works to 
pinpoint pain by means of symbolic language.

Epilogue
Presently I’m working on two projects. The first is finished and has to 
do with the creation of a female saint. It tries, through broadcast (what 
I call irradiation) and convergence, to approximate Colombia’s current 
tragedies. The irradiation was achieved by means of a print published in 
a periodical that reaches a large portion of the country. Convergence was 
attained via a concentration of the image by means of thematic repetition.   
 The theme is the story of Yolanda Izquierdo, a 43-year-old pro-
vincial leader who was murdered at 2 pm on 31 January 2007. Yolanda 
lived in section 2 of Rancho Grande,3 a lower-class neighborhood in 
Montería. “In recent months, she had spearheaded the restitution of 
thousands of hectares of farmland from a ranch called Las Tangas to 863 
familes. She also collaborated with organizations on behalf of disap-
peared families”.4 A high-level order had expelled peasants from lands 
that they’d been granted in a supposed land reform planned by para-
military leaders in 1991. 
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95 Ondas de Rancho Grande (Rancho Grande Waves) is a project with a 
memory strategy. Grieving processes, such as rites and newspaper articles, 
emit waves as if in a circular history. The image used in this work is a 
photograph taken by journalist Álvaro Sierra, in which Yolanda Izquierdo 
proudly displays maps of the promised lands she expects to recover. 

The second project is a work in progress. In 2002 Doris Salcedo petitioned the 
Bogotá municipal government regarding the fate of mausoleums in the city’s 
Central Cemetery and their role in the conservation of municipal history.
 When the mausoleums served as deposits for human remains, 
mourners would visit them and perform ceremonies—place flower ar-
rangements, offer prayers, recite names aloud, maintain the memorial 
stones—that transcended time. Now they’ve been relieved of that mis-
sion; they stand empty, with no ceremonies, no visitors. Nevertheless they 
have an aura that ought to be recuperated through different kinds of work 
on the part of artists.
 The mausoleum intervention proposal is derived from a 12-meter cloth 
I did in 2006, with drawings in charcoal, called Vista Hermosa (Beautiful View).
  The work presents a funeral procession where the pallbearers, out-
lined in black silhouette, begin to disappear, turning gray until they be-
come a line that explodes and disappears.
 In the current piece, the pallbearers wear funerary cloaks represent-
ing Colombian territories. The cloaks worn by the dead are plastic, canvas 
or hammocks. As the procession advances, the icons of the pallbearers 
move through the calm of the jungle.
 Plaques are placed on each the 8957 urns; instead of listing the 
names of the dead, they bear figures of the pallbearers. So reiteration and 
the simplicity of the icon invite viewers to remember for themselves.

Notas

1 Marta Traba in Catálogo para la XI Bienal de San Pablo, Brasil. Colombia Beatriz 
González, 1971.

2 Marta Traba, Dos décadas vulnerables de las artes plásticas latinoamericanas. 
1950-1973. Siglo XXI Publishers, Mexico City, 1973.

3 In an artícle from El Tiempo, the neighborhood is called “Mi ranchito”.

4 Semana, Februray 5, 2007. p.34.
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