The Virginija Quarterly Review

A National JRurna@ of Bitergfture g Discussion

at th NN YRE D Vighbinia




Giclée Prints by Ana de Orbegoso

Translated from the Quechua by Fredy Roncalla

The Virgins parade through the city. On Cusco sidewalks, in parks and pla-
zas, their faces brush against businessmen, beggars, girls in plaid skirts with
schoolbags slung over their shoulders. Someone may look up and see Our Lady
of Cocharcas enthroned above the curb or ducking down a cobblestone al-
leyway, baroque wings flapping. Saint Rose of Lima may bump into a woman
carrying groceries as the streetlight changes.

Spanish colonial art is famous for its Virgins. Peruvian-born artist Ana de
Orbegoso wanted to create a series of images that would both pay tribute to
and critique that tradition. She appropriated Spanish images of the saints and
Virgins, and then used modern photographic techniques to replace the docile,
European faces with the faces of the Peruvian women of today. Her giclée
prints superimpose the new over the old, the empowered over the objectified,
drawing attention to both.

But, instead of confining the works in art galleries, de Orbegoso wanted to
make the Virgins a part of the modern landscape—Urban Virgins. She turned
copies of each collage into a costume for her accomplices to wear on a walk-
ing tour of Cusco. Picture an unlucky employee lumbering between sandwich
boards, and you’ll have some idea of the scene, but instead of advertisements
they’re walking works of art.



By this juxtaposition of colonial imagery with city environments, de Or-
begoso hoped to show that these icons were never part of the world they in-
habited. Instead, they embodied, and were used to impose, European values
and standards on the conquered Americas. According to de Orbegoso, the co-
lonial Virgin was propaganda, promoting “the ideals to which native women
were supposed to strive—purity, benevolence, and compliance.” Like the Holy
Mother, they should be blank, silent, and, preferably, as white as possible.

Imperial conquest is more than physical subjugation; it colonizes bod-
ies, minds, and—most dangerously—imaginations. Along with muskets and
disease, the Spanish brought their language, their religion, and their culture.
Colonized artists, de Orbegoso says, were forced to reject their native art forms
in order to mimic the Spanish style. Express yourself, if you must, the Spanish
said, but our way, not yours. In Urban Virgins, de Orbegoso rejects the oppres-
sive legacy of colonial vision by replacing the anonymous saints with photo-
graphs of living women. In place of the ideal, she offers the real—a new kind
of icon.

While the colonial Virgin was a static representation of a complex real-
ity, de Orbegoso’s Virgins embody the intricacies of South America, of Peru,
of Cusco, which she calls a “fusion of European and indigenous cultures . . .
where colonial structures superimpose Inca walls, and Christian beliefs coexist
with Andean spirituality” The Virgins are surrounded by trappings of the old
and new, symbols of prosperity, poverty, celebration, and tragedy. At their feet:
flames and flowers, dancers, begging children, escaped slaves.

In the suite presented here, de Orbegoso’s prints are paired with persona
poems by Odi Gonzales. Gonzales was born and raised in Cusco; before he met
de Orbegoso, he had published a book of poems, La escuela de Cusco (The Cusco
School), in the personae of the anonymous Indian painters who worked depict-
ing Christian saints, Virgins, and archangels in Peru’s highland monasteries in
the seventeenth century. They were introduced by a mutual friend, and Ana
asked if Odi would consider writing a poem to each of her images. “When I
saw the first collages,” Gonzales says, “I was truly astonished. Ana’s work was
so stimulating that I just started writing.”

And, appropriately, he began writing in Quechua (the official language of
the Inca Empire), which he had grown up speaking. “Like Ana, I am trying to
make an intercultural statement by mixing languages, mixing cultures,” says
Gonzales. “Quechua is an ancient oral language, in which you have to translate
ideas, concepts from this culture into another. That is hard, but I always have
the ancient heritage of my Quechua culture with me. I feel in Quechua.” The
resulting poems both explicate and interpret the images, adding extra layers
to each collage. The once-anonymous Virgins tell their own stories; they take
back from colonial art the power to represent, interpret, and prophesy. Saint
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Rose of Lima, the first saint born to the Americas, announces, “I am Rosa. Flo-
rist of Five Corners. Gate of Flowers . . . Cusco will flower.”

In Gonzales’s poems, the Virgins embrace their role in the modern world
in opposition to an idealistic Heaven. Here, Rosa says, is “an intricate tapestry
of landscapes.” The Virgin of the North, her arms spread in blessing, says she
does not need “the vaulted niche in the choral balcony of a cathedral . . . the
naves of the old haven of a parochial temple / My altar—like a Bedouin tent—
stands up in the desert / My watery kingdom sprouts in the meadows of sandy
rivers.”

These are democratized Virgins. Occasionally, they lament the loss of some
ornate enchantment they might have had as impervious ideals. The Immacu-
late Virgin, left like an ordinary woman “at the corner of Procuradores and
Comercio streets,” asks “where are my believers, the followers of my sacred
tours?” She is stranded on the curb: “Cusco. Plaza de Armas, 2 A.M. / Heavy
trucks go back and forth.”

The Virgin of Mercy justifies this shift from the ideal to the real. The art of
the colonial era offered the Americas “fat little angels carrying banners” and
meek white women—art that was lying to itself and its audience. The collabo-
ration of de Orbegoso and Gonzales, by contrast, honors the genuine flesh-
and-blood women of Peru. It recognizes the real “little martyrs of Almudena
temple,” the “street-working children,” the empowered and the needy. Colonial
art celebrated “seraphim playing lute[,] . . . misty distances” instead of mean-
ing, but these Virgins offer a better kind of Mercy—the love of what exists, the
worship of what we are—art in action, women in the world.

—Honor Jones
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