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Born in Catamarca, Argentina, Miguel Angel Rios (1953) now divides
his time between Mexico City and New York. He received worldwide
appreciation when he first showed his work A Morir (Till Death): a
ground-breaking three-channel video of audacious ambition exploring colonialism and globalization by creating a darkly romantic narrative with spinning black and white tops—’trompos’.
Rios made several works in the series of spinning-top videos, in
which he expresses his primary concerns of social power struggles,
violence and geopolitics on an intriguing symbolic level. In his more
recent films, Rios continues to compose powerful metaphors for violent subjects, combining control and coincidence to represent the
uncertainty and temporariness of the human condition.
Rios has had solo exhibitions at museums across the world, including
ASU Art Museum, Temple, USA (2015), Museum of Fine Arts Houston, USA (2013), Sala de Arte Público Siqueiros, Mexico City (2013),
Des Moines Art Center, Iowa, USA (2012), Museo Carrillo Gil, México
DF (2011), Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires (2009),
Maison Européenne de la Photographie MEP, Paris (2011 and 2009),
Fries Museum, Leeuwarden (2008), and Hirshhorn Museum and
Sculpture Garden, Washington (2005). His videos have been screened
during La Biennale de Lyon, FR (2015), Liverpool Biennial, GB (2011),
and ), the Biennale of Sydney, AU (2010). He participated in group
exhibitions at a.o. Centro del Carmen, Valencia, ES (2014),

Sound sketch for META, 2010, paper cut-out, photograph
(META is an audio installation, 2010, duration 5:40 min.)

New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York, USA (2014), Musée
d’Art Contemporain de Nîmes, FR (2013), Busan Museum, KR (2012),
Tranen Contemporary Art Center, DK (2012), Molaa Museum of Latin
American Art, USA (2011), The National Museum in Warsaw, PL
(2010), and Daros Exhibitions, Zürich, CH (2009). He studied at the
Academy of Fine Arts in Buenos Aires, Argentina, and has received
numerous awards including the John Guggenheim Fellowship (1998)
for his work exploring the mediums of painting, drawing and collage.

AKINCI

Miguel Angel Rios

Did Schubert compose Ellen's Third Song to be, one day, turned into
a visual dimension of the endless history of mankind? Did millions of
weddings, blessed under a ceaseless voice singing Ave Maria,
ever announce that pain and death are perpetually inscribed into
human experience? Is this the illimitable sound and the extension of
the ineffable? Is each spur the horn of the Todestriebe? Is this the
beat and voice of the impulses of life? Is this the last possibility between consciousness and death? Is this the interiority of Plato's
boundless cave? Or the horizontal mount on Sisyphus’ route? Or the
labyrinth of the recherce du temps perdue? Did Leibnitz know
that the internal folds of the soul were sculpted by thorns? Is
this the infinite conversation of a silent Blanchot? Or is this
the very flora of Eden? Could the video’s language of shadows bring Kirkegaard’s pessimism to a rest, if not a solution?
Or is this illuminated by the agonic sun ray shining from Isenheim?
Is Endless the infinite abandonment of the subject? Could this
be the lyrics of an interminable claim for a listening father: lama sabactani? Does the camera explore the extremes
of duration, of what cannot be forgotten? Is this the diminishing scintillation of the nocturnal memory of a blade on the
beach in L'Étranger? Are we existentially strangers in the now
-time of this video? Are tears a mode of vision? Is the

Untitled, film still from Endless, 2015
inkjet print on 300 gr. Hahnemühle cotton paper, dibond, 80 x 120 cm

void between thorns as immense as the distance between the womb
and the beach of Ailan? Is this the tactile surface of suffocated skin
enslaved by terror? What is the role of the true artist facing the unutterable? Could I know, last February when I lost my mother, I
would find mourning in Endless?
Watch Endless here
(password: endless123).
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Endless (2015)
By Paulo Herkenhoff
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Untitled no. 17, film still from Endless, 2015
inkjet print on 300 gr. Hahnemühle cotton paper, dibond, 80 x 120 cm

AKINCI

Drawings from the series Endless , 2015
ink and pencil on paper, various dimensions

The project Piedras Blancas (White Stones) explores the performance of objects and matter choreographed in a natural landscape.
Undefined as to what they are made of, these solid and heavy white
balls rapidly roll down from the side of a mountain. Their paths are
determined by the existing trails in the landscape, channels eroded
by streams of water created by the rain.
The intervention of an unknown element, deployed into the natural
conditions of the desert mountain landscape and responding
through gravity and chance, lead to an inevitable search for metaphors. Are these rolling stones the supply of
drugs coming from the South into the North
across the US-Mexico border? Are we witnessing some kind of game, or is it a catastrophe in the making? Are the inclines of the
paths the effect of economic globalization on
under-privileged populations? Do the white
stones represent people caught in a migrating
frenzy?
These questions may never be answered, yet
there is a haunting sense of urgency in the
poetic juxtaposition of motion and matter.

Piedras Blancas, 2014
one-channel video projection, 4:53 min.

As the white stones proliferate throughout the landscape and begin
to mount, the viewer is placed in an all too familiar situation:
that of witnessing a rapid unfolding of events (often catastrophic)
that remain elusive, beyond comprehension.
Watch Piedras Blancas here
(password: piedras123).
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Piedras Blancas (2014)
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Piedras Blancas, 2014
one-channel video projection, 4:53 min.

Bolivia has suffered a denial of access to the Pacific
Ocean for several centuries. The video Landlocked is a
metaphor for desire. Dogs from the mountains of the
Andes, trained to dig and work, create the illusion of
finding a way that leads to the ocean.
Watch Landlocked here
(password: landlocked123).

Landlocked (stills), 2014
one-channel video projection, 4:25 min.
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Landlocked (2014)

Modernity, Jean-Michel Rabaté tells us, may be nothing but its own
ghost. Mexico City and New York-based Miguel Angel Rios’ work
spans two centuries and responds and interrogates, as inflection
and affliction, to the ghosts of the “pre-post-trans-anti-hyper-neo.”
As such, Rios has garnered the stature of one Latin America’s
leading conceptual artists and the exhibition “Landlocked” exposes
an artist that deals with issues beyond territorial and global concerns
at the intersection of video, land art, conceptual art, sound art and
performance.
Rios’ spatial-political videos bridge the gap between postmodernity’s formative context and codified social practices by
introducing a kind of “spectral modernity”. Through his recurring
use of cubes, spirals and games—themes and representations we
see throughout the twentieth century in art and literature— Rios is
attacking the modern and after-modern art debate surrounding the
start and end points of modernity: when does modernity begin and
end? The artist asks in his notes about the work “Are we inside or
outside the cube?” For Rios, the task of critical art is one of reflecting
and restaging these modalities in his expanded artistic practice.
Rios’ work traverses geographically specific locations (the Americas)
and socially specific issues such as post-colonial Western tensions,
privatization, de-regulation and global economic liberalization
and delivering representations that are equally violent and poetic,

Overview Landlocked, 2015
(photo by Peter Bugg, courtesy the artist and Sicardi Gallery)

disruptive and generative and distinctly of this time landing in a modernity-is-now resolution.
In the “Ghost of Modernism Lixiviados, 2012” a transparent cube
floats like in a Magritte or Ernst surrealist painting—as an aesthetic
object in and of itself—over a landscape which moves from urban to
bucolic to exurban to deserted, from slums to landfill throughout the
borders of the peripheral landscape of Argentina, Bolivia, Peru, Chile,
Colombia, Brazil, Mexico and the United States. “Lixiviados”: in English ‘leachate’, a widely used term in the environmental sciences
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Get Lost: The Urgent Work of Miguel Angel Rios
by Natasha Boas
Huffington Post, 18 March 2016

Waste or what-is-left-after-as-remains is like a “ghost” and this
ghost projects shadows just like the history of modernism and its
aftermath. As the cube moves through the landscape, it both defines space as an intermedial decal but also casts shadows among
the landscapes creating landscapes “cubed.” Rios’ Ghost of Modernity shifts from plane to space and could be read as that [that:
ghost?] of spatial critique, so prevalent in twentieth-century minimalism and entropic earth art. The floating cube acts as a kind of
nodal point that connects in two directions: backwards to the modern history of art, and forwards to contemporary spatial practices.
The cube and its “shadow” which is made more evident in the collection of drawings made for the video establishes a crucial dichotomy between that which is to be kept outside (the social and the political) and that which is inside (the staying value of art). This value
or residue can also be transferred onto other spaces and nonspaces (to reference the work of Marc Augé and Michel Foucault
among others.) In a way this poetic video accompanied by a sound
track of John Cage’s— indeed, it is no accident that Cage, the pioneer of indeterminacy of music has been selected for elegiac confrontation on modernity— becomes a comparative analysis of
space: an analysis of territories, states, institutions, and their contingent mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion, representation and
de-presentation. The “ghost” is not just what is shown or delineated
by the shadows but also what must be given up or erased in order
for one spatial formation to take precedence over another or in

terms of culture and representation-one urgent narrative replacing
the old.
In Miguel Angel Rios’ two videos On the Edge and Til Death it is no
longer the cube that haunts but rather the spiralled spinning image
which, like the phantom cube, illuminates and makes real the same
tensions and spatial conflicts that we see in the “Ghost of Modernity.” “Spirals,” as Nico Israel argues in his recent book On Spirals
(Whirled Image in Twentieth Century Literature and Visual Art, Columbia University Press, 2015), “are a crucial means through which
twentieth century writers and visual artists think about the twentieth century. Approached as images in the sense Walter Benjamin
gives the term, spirals in art illuminate how conceptions of modernity, history and geopolitics are mutually involved.” Israel understands spirals in literature and art as “methods” rather than themes
and looks at the “dual-directionality” sweeping the twentieth- and
twenty-first-century aesthetic production— from Tatlin’s Constructivism to Yeats’s gyres, from Duchamp’s Rotoreliefs to Smithson’s
Spiral Jetty, from Ubu’s helicoidal paunch to Kentridge’s whirling
cartoons. Where Rios and Israel’s spirals adhere or spin together is
in the shared representation that spirals do not simply ”express a
relationship to the past, but create an opening for potential newness.”

The artist writes about On the Edge: “This new project involves a
large number of spinning tops distinguished by colour. The random
interaction between the spinning tops is choreographed to insinuate the struggle for power in society. White spinning tops are dominant and take the central stage preventing the access of “others”
that are subordinate to them by patrolling their territory by spin-
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where it has the specific meaning of a liquid that has dissolved or
entrained environmentally harmful substances that may then enter
the environment. It is most commonly used in the context of landfilling or industrial waste.

Rios’s interpretations of trompo— from the beautiful courtship
dance in LOVE to a dreaded death game in A Morir—from Eros to
Thanatos— offer a syncretism of European modernism and indigenous folk art and remnants of Amerindian culture. In LOVE, 2006,
where I first encountered Rios’ work at Perez Art Museum, Miami,
two black-and-white tops, spin forward, then backward, clack together, or nearly miss in a whirling, sometimes violent, dance reminiscent of a tango. The tops move to Maria Callas’ version of the
famous aria from the 1892 opera La Wally by Alfredo Catalani in
which Callas plays Wally, the character who sings about a suffering
heart. The tops seem to perform a dance of love, passion and ultimate tragedy as one falls before the other: a final top eventually
topples marking the end of love and life-force. When I first saw this

work I recoiled and like a top, I was sent spinning. To recoil has so
many definitions—to turn away in fear, to react, backfire, to escape,
surrender, spring back to abandon...It’s antonym [is] to spiral or to
coil. Viewing the videos and drawings in “Landlocked” was not unlike my experience reading the Cuban novelist Alejo Carpentier’s or
the late Gabriel Garcia Marquez’. Both are authors of what is called
“Lo real maravilloso”, or the ”marvelous real” or “magic realism” in
which the interweaving of surreal stories and unflinching journalistic
accounts, of actual horrors of colonial plunder and exploitation and
the resulting nefarious reigns rule of dictators, incompetent patriarchs, venal oligarchs, and corporate gangsters in much of the
Southern Hemisphere is mixed with dreams, violence, love, ghosts
and poetry.
“Landlocked” is in fact not landlocked at all—instead, the exhibition
breaks out of the current post-colonial hangover in contemporary
art because, Rios, with his sceptres and spirals, keeps us coiled and
recoiled, in the trances and dizziness of our contemporary condition, and he is surely not playing games.
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ning back and forth. Meanwhile, the subordinate black spinning
tops come from a lower level and attempt to access the higher
ground controlled by the white ones. On the Edge stages a dangerous game as a metaphor of the battle for social supremacy. This
“struggle for power” or battle for survival is also evident in Til Death
which is edited in reverse, in a reversed coiling in which the popular
Latin-American street game called “Trompos” filmed in Tepoztlan,
Mexico, is viewed from multiple perspectives, and confined within a
white grid painted on asphalt (the grid is yet another minimalist late
twentieth century recurring form.) The Trompo or Whipping Top is a
top which is spun by winding a length of string around the body,
and launching it so that lands spinning on its point. If the string is
attached to a stick the rotation can be maintained by whipping the
side of the body. Trompo tournaments are spontaneous, highly
competitive street sports that take place throughout Latin America
in haphazard, interstitial social circumstances.

Miguel Angel Rios: I wanted to work with the abstraction of
landscape and territory, in reference to our drug trafficking
problem and the violence used to divide territories.
The video shows two mules carrying a heavy load as if they
would know their fate, crossing the rugged landscape of the Andes foothills. The mules are a metaphor for the women who
peddle the drugs from one country to another.
Watch Mulas here
(password: miguelmulas123).

Mulas (stills), 2014
one-channel video projection, 5:16 min.
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Mulas (2014)

This experimental film makes use of geometry to explore the anthropological space latent in sensorial perception. The Ghost of
Modernity puts two fundamental paradigms of modernity center
stage: transparency and the cube. Referring to key moments in 20 thcentury art history, such as the ready-made, abstract geometric art
and the specific objects of minimalism, the film questions ideological assumptions as well as the ambitions for art’s autonomy, both
of which have come to define the modern
impulse.
The protagonist in The Ghost of Modernity is
a transparent glass cube measuring 2.5 meters in height, in width and also in depth. The
film was made at different locations in Mexico, Peru and Brazil, each featured landscape
standing for specific situations that were activated in a mysterious way, thanks to the
presence of this glass cube.
The film has an overall hallucinatory, magic
and dreamlike feel, revealing the sovereignty
of imagination beyond the spatial coordinates imposed by Cartesian logic. In certain
scenes, for instance, the cube will appear to
be very heavy, while in others it will seem

The Ghost of Modernity: Lixiviados
2012, one-channel video projection, 5:55 min

almost weightless, as if made from an unknown material that defies
gravity. The cube can levitate and move through the air, drown into
the earth, float above or submerge into the sea, and can appear and
disappear according to its own fancy. Through digital editions of the
image, these situations will be presented in the film in an absolutely
realist way. The nomadic displacement between natural and urban
landscape serves to highlight, on the one hand, the nature/culture
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The Ghost of Modernity: Lixiviados (2012)

The fragmentary narrative of The Ghost of Modernity is made of several scenes showing the interaction between the device and its surroundings. As the camera follows in a perfect choreography, the
movement of the geometric figure travels through cities and natural
desert landscapes, focusing on organic and inorganic objects without
ever showing the presence of human beings
or animals.
The Ghost of Modernity aims to impress,
both visually and immediately, the viewer’s
subconscious, and explore a pre-linguistic
layer. For this reason, the film does not contain any dialogue. The metaphysical nature
of the cube is made evident through sound
effects that correspond to its spatial displacements.
In some scenes the cube’s opaque glass surface features a panoramic reflection of its
surroundings; while in others the cube is
completely transparent, thus framing the
landscape like a window. With these multiple
perspectives The Ghost of Modernity aims to
subvert the inherited codes of Renaissance

The Ghost of Modernity: Lixiviados
2012, one-channel video projection, 5:55 min

perspective, which have organized cinematic space since the medium’s inception. As such, the film forces the viewers to ask: Are we
inside or outside the cube?
Watch The Ghost of Modernity: Lixiviados here
(password: miguel123).
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and nature/artifice binaries, and will, on the other, reveal the social
contradictions inherent in the Latin-American modernization project.

Mecha refers to the struggle for survival and a form of fascination,
on the part of both the artist and the viewer, for conflict and play.
For this film, Rios captures players of a traditional Colombian sport
called ‘Tejo’. Labourers play Tejo in the slums, forming teams of at
least six people (men or women) and playing with metal disks called
tejos. Each player throws a disk at an inclined tray filled with mud,
trying to make triangular pink targets called mechas explode. The
mechas, detonators filled with gunpowder, burst on impact.
For Rios, this game embodies aggression; the violence of a gunshot
in reverse, as if the bullet (the disk), instead of being shot out, was
propelled towards the weapon (the detonator). "In this game," says
Rios, "there are constant explosions, projectiles, players
shouting, spectators yelling and cheering... This atmosphere reminds me of war films and reports from the front.
Tejo is an endless struggle between two armies. It's a combat in which a truce is never reached. Even though there
are no victims, there is no peace."
Filmed in a shed in the suburbs of Bogotá, the video shows
a sombre, threatening no-man's land, delimited by fences
that make it look like a cage or a prison. The players seem
to be shut inside it like animals, running around and
screaming at the flames, the smoke, the sound of breaking
glass. A kind of formal beauty nevertheless emerges from

Mecha (still)
2010, two synchronized channel wall projections, 10:02 min.

this chaos. The clay is evocative of the primitive raw material of the
sculptor, while the circular disks, the triangular targets, the square
playing area and the primary colours, make up a setting worthy of
1920’s avant-garde art.
Watch Mecha here
(password: miguelangelmecha).
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Mecha (2010)

The video installation Mecha (wick) by Miguel Angel Rios is based on
a popular game played in Colombia called ‘Tejo’. Groups of players
throw thick metal discs at a target made of powerful firecrackers
embedded at the center of a wet clay wall. The thrown metal discs
(‘tejos’) either stick muted to the clay wall or score by detonating the
triangular firecrackers.
Mecha is a free interpretation of the game of Tejo as a theater of
war casualties. With a sensibility reminiscent of Dada's rabid attack
on bourgeois rationality, Rios sets himself to attempt an impossible
task: the choreography of chance. The language of materiality and
the performance of objects are brought by the artist into an
unforeseen dimension. Chance encounters become violent
clashes through unpredictable coalitions of objects and textures. Metal discs become missiles, the sound of their impact reverberating throughout the space. Wet clay acts as
the landscape where bombs are dropped. Gigantic wooden
wheels move back and forth patrolling the space as guards
in a prison. Danger is anonymous and ubiquitous: people
are used to it, some run to escape from the explosions, others walk in nervous silence.
This degree of proximity to violence is further insinuated by
the characterization of the camera as an anthropo-

Mecha (still)
2010, two synchronized channel wall projections, 10:02 min.

morphized, breathing entity that embodies the viewer's gaze. Broadcasting from inside the scenes it becomes a target, later gets broken
and is ultimately destroyed. Mecha portrays a violent game gone
mad, driven by the power of fire and the endless unfolding of casualties. In this uncanny orchestration, the primordial scene of a death
drive is reenacted. A drive in which destruction is so tangible that
the visceral reaction to it becomes abstract, as if marking the symbolic return to the inorganic.
It could be argued that since the early days of Arte Povera* there
has not been a more compelling and complex engagement with ma-
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The Abstraction of War
Sergio Vega about Mecha (2010)

In Rios’ apocalyptic vision the narratives of war and their
moral lessons have been stripped of their signifying power.
The drive to destruction operates by its own rules, beyond
any logic or justification, as an end in itself.
*Arte Povera expresses an approach to art which is basically anti-commercial, precarious, banal and anti-formal, concerned primarily with the physical qualities of the medium
and the mutability of the materials. Its importance lies in
the artists' engagement with actual materials and with total reality and their attempt to interpret that reality in a
way which, although hard to understand, is subtle, cerebral, elusive, private, intense. (Germano Celant, Arte Povera: Conceptual, Actual, or Impossible Art? (1969).)

Mecha (still)
2010, two synchronized channel wall projections, 10:05 min.
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terials and actions employed to interpret a larger reality.
Operating from behind the scenes stands an insightful reflection on the socio-political reality of Colombia; a country
ravaged by civil conflict for more than five decades, where
violence has irreversibly affected every single stratum of
the social fabric.

Miguel Angel Rios: “This video project explores a game I used to play
as a child. I grew up in the Calchaquíes Valley, a remote site located
at the foot of the Andes’ mountain range in the north of Argentina.
There, I used to gather with my friends and play a game we called
‘room-room.’ This game consisted of attaching a wooden tablet to a
cord and spin it until it creates a loud vibration that reverberates
throughout the valley. The acoustic characteristics of the site were
exceptional given the proximity of the high mountain walls that create an immense echo chamber, expanding sounds throughout miles.
As children, we derived much pleasure by making noise through minimal means, a loud sound that could be heard very far away
when most adults were taking a nap.

For the production of this video I once again gathered my
friends and their relatives and together went to the very
same places where we used to play. But now the tablets
were wrapped in aluminum foil and each one featured a
specific inscription, letters and numbers indicating specific
dates of tragic events in recent world history: NY 9-11
(New York), MAD 3-11 (Madrid), OK 4-19 (Oklahoma),
MUN 9-05 (Munich), BA 3-17 (Buenos Aires) and others.
As children we used to feel empowered, as if capable of terrorizing those adults who were asleep far away.

Rooom...Rooom (still)
2010, one-channel widescreen wall projection, 3.03 min.

We believed the vibration of our tablets could reach them even if
they were unconscious in deep sleep. Making this video project so
many years later still carries the same hopes we had as children; to
reach those in power and wake them up.”
Watch Rooom...Rooom here
(password: mar020843).

AKINCI

Rooom...Rooom (2010)
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Rooom...Rooom (still)
2010, one-channel widescreen wall projection, 3.03 min.

OPUS is fundamentally a sound piece, and can be considered a requiem to violence in our present day and age. It
subtly hints at New York, Madrid, London and other places
associated with acts of terrorism. The actual protagonist in
this video, however, is the Colombian accordion, divested
of its own music and turned into a wind machine of pure,
dismantled sound.
The sound of the accordion is tolled over by the sound of
iron-cast objects, ‘tejos’, which produce a dramatic noise,
resembling small explosions, in the background.
Watch OPUS here
(password: miguel1234 ).

OPUS (stills)
2010 , widescreen video one-channel wall projection, 4:05 min.
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OPUS (2010)

Waging a different kind of theatre, the Mexico City and New Yorkbased Rios’ single-channel video Crudo (2008) offers no clear solution to the audience dilemma introduced by Newkirk, but perhaps
instead reveals the inherent failure of easy or outmoded answers.
One of the dances performed in Crudo, the ‘malambo,’ has historically been a male expression of Argentine gaucho machismo and incorporates ‘boleadoras’ – heavy balls tethered to the ends of long
cords that are used to wrangle domestic animals and hunt
wild ones.

They are the gaucho’s tool of the trade and essential weapon, but Rios’ natty white-suited performer demonstrates
none of the violent ball-swinging of his ancestors; instead he
has replaced the traditional leather sacks of stones with raw
slabs of meat. What may be construed as an activism of
identity along the lines of the Afro-Cuban artist Maria Magdalena Campos-Pons quickly turns grisly as snarling guard
dogs rush into frame, demanding their immediate due and
snapping at the dancing man.
It is critical to note that Rios has transformed this powerful,
percussive dance into something that is essentially a

Crudo (still), 2008
DVD/master devacam one channel video film, 3:14 min

desperate, even masochistic, offering. The dancer is set up to lose
and enters the arena prepared not to be victorious but to endure
and taunt and snarl. However, the valiantly pathetic gesture is disrupted by the video’s editing, as new dogs and meat are inserted
into and removed from the scene.
This introduction of artificiality into what is at first a very poetic sort
of singular action, brings the piece closer to resembling a music vid-
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Crudo Dance
William Gass about Crudo (2008)
FRIEZE Magazine, issue 118, October 2008
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eo (the performer’s boots thunder gloriously). With the dancer offering a raw steak to the dogs in the video’s climax, the entire piece becomes a pessimistic allegory concerning external pressures to ‘be
authentic’.
Ultimately both Newkirk and Rios slyly set the stage for theatrical
projections of power and helplessness. Their articulation of the
problems of vulnerability and apathy in the face of authority may be
unresolved, oblique and inconclusive, but Newkirk’s reflective surfaces suggest that one possible (and simple) answer is right there in
plain sight.

Crudo (still), 2008
DVD/master devacam one channel video film, 3:14 min

Watch Crudo here
(password: miguelangel123).
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Crudo (still), 2008
DVD/master devacam one channel video film, 3:14 min
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Drawing out of Crudo series, 2007
Pencil on paper with cut-out, 35.5 x 28 cm

Miguel Angel Ríos: This is the fourth and last video of my spinning top
series, a popular crafty wooden toy made by artisans of Tepoztlán,
Morelos, México. The toy is still played frequently in this town, where
I found the best spin top throwers around. The video Aquí has a powerful weight, telling us about an event or anecdote leading us to elaborate on metaphors about war and death. I used the zoom of the
camera to withdraw the forms and in order to give them a threatening
allure.
My decision to use five screens is because I want to involve the spectator. He/she needs to rotate, similar to the spinning tops, to watch
them trail from one screen to other across the five screens, fighting
and trying to occupy places they dispute between them, in a combat
to survive, black and white tops colliding between the existential
differences in which we live.
Eisenstein´s The battle of the Potemkin and Lang’s Metropolis, who
were ahead of their time and created interdisciplinary, conceptual
models, have been my major inspiration in these spinning top series. I
decided to leave my voice, giving instructions to the spin top throwers
(as commander would do with his soldiers). Through the direct sound,
creating an element of interruption, offers the possibility to find an
abstract form of identification and metaphor for war. Using a choreography specially designed by myself, I believe that Aquí has become
a complex and radical work, where the action on the screen communicates directly to the body and mind of the spectator.
Aqui
2006, 5-channel video projection, 4:27 min.
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Aquí (2006)
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Aqui
2006, 5-channel video projection, 4:27 min.

The three-channel video installation A Morir (Till Death), shot in
Tepoztlan, Mexico, focuses on a popular street game called
‘trompos’, involving wooden spinning tops. Viewed from multiple
perspectives, the video begins with one spinning top and culminates
in a cacophonous profusion of numerous tops in a single game that
includes thirty of the most skilled players in the town, ages between
fourteen to fifty.
Through the documentation of this simple scenario, dynamics of
competition, invasion and territorialism are signalled
both visually and aurally. The lyrical movement of the
tops is accompanied by their intense, syncopating
sound. Confined within a white grid painted on asphalt,
the masses speak to both space and subjectivity. The
relative violence is complicated by the game’s high formality and beauty.
A Morir negotiates both politics and poetics in abstracting narrative about urban sprawl, congestion, and
war with an emphasis on memory and the fragility of
life. Since the video is edited in reverse, the spinning
tops rise and go back to their battlefield as a metaphor
for the survival strategies of our everyday life.

A Morir, 2003
variations: three channel video installation
and single channel projection, sound 5.1, 4:45 mins.

Watch A Morir here
(password: amorir123).
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A Morir (2003)

As Miguel Angel Rios’ recent three channel video installation A Morir
(Till Death) gets under way, there are a few seconds of tranquillity
before the trio of projected images bursts into frenetic activity. One
moment the viewer is looking at three shots of an indeterminate
charcoal-grey space with a small square white grid in its centre, then
suddenly a bulbous black form begins to spin rapidly on its tapered
base. It is joined, almost immediately, buy other spinning black form
of various sizes that swoop into the scene with a noise that sounds
like a squadron of dive bombers.
Converging on the white grid, these buzzing, spinning forms, which
eventually number around 30, crowd together and repeatedly bump
into one another, making little clicking sounds as they do so. Some of
these encounters are cordial, as two whirling bulbs merely bounce
off each other, staying upright on their now slightly altered courses.
But many others are catastrophic, with one of both of the black
forms knocked over or sent careening out of the frame. Soon, the
grid is littered with fallen spinners, and suddenly another protagonist appears: an elongated wooden rake, much like the device a
croupier uses to sweep away poker chips, that thrusts in from above
to snatch away the stilled forms.
Although the forms are equally black and bulbous and all of them
spin on metal tips, their contours vary subtly. Some are relatively
squat and onion like, while others bulk out near their tops, then
rapidly turn svelte, like a bodybuilder with the legs of a ballet

dancer. To an art-historical eye, they might recall some of Oskar
Schlemmer’s streamlined figures, or even Morandi’s still-life objects.
The structure of the installation highlights these variations by showing three different, synchronised views, on three adjacent walls, of
the same sequence of spinning and falling forms. The central image
is the largest, at 9 by 14 feet, and the right-hand projection (from a
camera looking at the grid from the right) some-where between the
other two in terms of size. The viewer is thus enveloped by the moving images and invited to follow the action from three different perspectives. At the conclusion of the video, only one of the black, anthropomorphic spinners remains upright, until it, too, surrenders to
gravity in a whirling, slow-motion fall.
What are these forms? What exactly is going on in this video?
Lengths of string flashing into the frame as each new form zooms in
help the viewer identify the objects as spinning tops. To create this
video, Rios, an Argentinean-born artist who divides his time between
Mexico City and New York, went to the Mexican town of Tepotzlan,
where the game of trompos is a popular, highly competitive pastime.
Making his own oversize spinning tops (they measure between 4 and
8 inches in height) out of wood and enlisting the help of some 30
skilled local trompos players, age 14 to 50, he then began to experiment, filming the tops from various angles and in a variety of groupings. The final result is a five-minute, single-take DVD that can be appreciated for its formal qualities even as it exudes the ruthless mayhem of a demolition derby.
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A Serious Game
Raphael Rubinstein about A Morir (2003)
Art in America June/July 2005

An artist with a substantial career behind him [see Art in Amerca,
January ‘94], Rios has increasingly turned to video in recent years.
A Morir follows another three-channel DVD projection, Ni Me
Busques…No Me Encuentras (Don’t Look For Me…You Won’t Find
Me), in 2003, in which Rios is seen encountering hallucinatory phenomena in the Mexican desert. While digital video might
seem a far cry from his previous wall-mounted works involving pleated maps and the Andean tradition of the quipu
(knotted-string record-keeping), Rios continues to be inspired
by the culture and landscape of Latin America. In A Morir he
has seized on a Mexican pastime; in Ni Me Busques…No Me
Encuentras he celebrates the visionary power of peyote, with
a subtle nod to the great Mexican landscape painter Dr. Atl.

Furthermore, his work retains a handmade component, in the
tops he crafted for A Morir and in preparatory drawings he
makes for his videos and the paintings the videos inspire
small, elongated, dazzlingly verist landscapes.
A Morir (installation mock-up)
2003 , 3-channel video and sound installation, 4:54 min

A Morir may only last five minutes, but its visual and thematic richness encourages repeated viewings. Things happen so quickly and
there are so many different protagonists that you can’t really follow
all the action the first time trough, nor fully appreciate how it varies
when seen from different angles. As a quasi-abstract video-ballet, A
Morir is pure pleasure to watch, but the title points to the piece’s
serious metaphorical message: existence is continual struggle, fate is
unpredictable and frequently unjust, and the game of life must be
played to its inevitable end.
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Part of what makes A Morir such a successful work is the way it combines control and chance. Although Rios designed and made the
tops, decided on the backdrop and camera set-up, directed the invisible players and rake wielder, and shot 22 full takes (eventually selecting one), he couldn’t control the behaviour of the tops, or the
graceful, violent dramas of their brief performances. Instead, his role
is more like that of a Greek god, observing the passionate struggles
of mortals from an Olympian distance.
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A Morir (stills)
2003, 3-channel video and sound installation, 4:54 min

AKINCI

A Morir (still)
2003, 3-channel video and sound installation, 4:54 min

In the video Los niños brotan de noche (The children spring forth from
the night), Rios documents his encounter with a female shaman
named Doña Gudelia, who guides him through an experience with
psychoactive fungi. Filmed almost in total darkness, Los niños signals
the artist’s exploration of indigenous traditions and customs that are
completely alien to him, yet exist within the same geographic proximity.
This video work was made by Rios with the aid of a camera
operator and a sound technician, who also took the alkaloid. As a result, the video image is blurry and dark, and we
can hardly see the action that takes place during the ceremonial taking of the mushrooms. However, this absence of
a clear image reveals the artist’s intention of sub-utilizing
the medium, and thus of producing an inconclusive document.
Under the influence of the alkaloids, vision and sound are
distorted, and it is impossible to convey a clear image. We
cannot immediately grasp what is happening or understand
what is being said.

Watch Los niños brotan de noche here
(password: miguelniños).

Los niños brotan de noche (video still)
2002, single channel video film, 3:30 min.
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Los niños brotan de noche (2002)
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