ANA   MENDIETA:   A   RETURN   TO   NATAL   EARTH
In 1986, at the Second Biennial of Havana, Marina Gutierrez, a Puerto Rican artist from New York, rendered homage to the memory of Ana Mendieta with a series of biographical works. Mendieta had fallen the previous year from the thirty-fourth-floor apartment she shared with her husband, minimalist artist Carl Andre, who was acquitted in 1987 (some felt unfairly) from murder charges. Most striking was Gutierrez's painted image of Mendieta with real twigs extending in space that visually asso-
  ciated Mendieta with Frida Kahlo. The logic of the comparison was im-
  mediately evident.
With wholly different histories, both artists shared great psychological anguish (which in Frida's case was also physical) that found an outlet in their art. Both were autobiographical, erotic, and body-conscious, both established ties to the earth as an extension of being. Both made reference to blood in the lives of women: Frida to birth and miscarriage, Ana to rape and menstruation. Both died young, a little more than thirty years apart and a little more than ten years apart in age. Both invoked the traditional belief structures of their respective lands: in Kahlo's case, pre-Columbian imagery and colonial folk Catholicism, in Mendieta's, the rituals of Afro-Cuban santeiia, which she sought out in the United States. Both were Latin American artists who lived their lives with passion, with power, and with political conviction. Beyond that, the comparison fractures. Though she traveled widely, Frida Kahlo was securely rooted to her native Mexico and its revolutionary art whereas Ana Mendieta became an exile at an early age. Finally, the language of art and the politics of women had radically changed in the interim. Kahlo's frank and sometimes brutal sub​ject matter and her feminine focus were anomalies in pre—World War II Mexico; Mendieta, on the contrary, was attuned to the new winds of feminism in the 1970s, including the focus on the artist's body as a work of art in pwpria persona. When she moved to New York in 1978, her first contacts were with the feminist movement. She also established close ties with many of New York's Latin American artists.
Ana Mendieta's violent and loving return to earth stands as a metaphor for her life; for her return to her natal Cuba, from which she (then twelve years old) and her sister had been torn as adolescents; and for her return to herself, within art, when she emerged from a Catholic orphanage and foster homes where she had been "stored" for desperate years after her exile from Cuba. Mendieta arrived in the Midwest as part of the Patiia protesta (or Campaign Peter Pan), a campaign of fear masterminded by the U.S. CIA and the Cuban Catholic Church after the Cuban revolution which convinced upper-class families that their children would be sent to the Soviet Union. She was one of fourteen thousand children shipped to the United States in 1960. Five years after her arrival, she felt her only two choices were to become a criminal or an artist. She chose the latter.
The violence done her, and the search for self-healing and a new iden​tity continued in her art. She abandoned painting: the elements she chose to work with after 1970 (when she first used her own body in tableaux, performances, and body-earth works) were blood, fire, earth, water, and air, the latter symbolized by the outdoor locations in which she executed many works. Blood, mixed with tempera paint, was dripped slowly over her face from her hair in the 1973 piece Sweating Blood. Or it was smeared on her bound half-naked body to express her emotion and fright in response to the rape and murder of a female student while Mendieta studied at the University of Iowa. Or it became the tracks made by her sliding hands and arms on large sheets of paper as she lowered herself slowly to the floor in a performance.
Fire became a tool when silhouettes of her body made of bamboo armatures were lighted with firecrackers—a technique reminiscent of traditional Judas figures exploded in Mexico which she first visited in 1971. Gunpowder, at times associated with volcanic action, burned body images into wood, grass, earth, or rocks. A cast-iron "brand" of her hand was burned into wood and paper—most notably the handprint on the title page of the book Rites and Rituals of Initiation. It was as if Mendieta needed to leave her "mark" on nature and on culture, her signature made not with the hand alone but with the whole person so that she, as an individual and as the archetypal female presence, would not disappear without trace. It is true the works themselves vanished or were disinte​grated into nature, but in the mode of much conceptual art (of which earthworks and body art were a part) the pictorial information remains. Mendieta documented her pieces, often carried forth in solitude, with photographs, films, and videos, techniques she had studied in the gradu​ate Multi-Media and Video Program at Iowa. Today these serve as the major record of her work.
A coming to terms, a reintegration of her divided self, a sense of fulfill​ment and positive growth began with her first return to Cuba in 1980 when she saw members of her family, re-explored Havana, and embraced revolutionary Cuba and its young artists with passion and joy—an act not without its consequences from the exile Cuban community. On her sec​ond trip to Cuba in 1981, she executed the series Rupestrian Sculptures. Named in Taino Indian terminology, as well as in Spanish, and dedicated to goddesses and primal females, these works marked the new phase in her art. Reminiscent of ancient petroglyphs from the Caribbean, or pre-Columbian fertility deities, they were carved and painted in the soft lime​stone caves at the Escaleras de Jaruca. In her earlier Tree of Life and Fetish series, Mendieta had begun to model body forms in relief, going so far as to cover herself completely in mud and straw as a living sculpture leaning against a tree. From 1977 on, the negative image scooped or burned into the earth (whose hollows one critic suggested were also vaginas) became a positive one, slowly detaching itself from its base. Mendieta, the artist, and the figures of her creation had exorcised their demons with fire, blood, and water, and were ready to emerge as fully developed presences, extensions of her self but no longer autobiographical, though still linked by material and technique to the earth. Now they were emancipated as freestanding, upright tree trunks carved and burned inside or out with suggestive shapes, as images made of fernroot, of twigs, of stone chips, or of raised earth with binders over wood that lay flat on the ground. As conceptual art receded and artists returned to the portable art object, so did Mendieta, though not necessarily as a conscious concession to the art market.
The power and magic of Ana Mendieta's oeuvre, better defined in the retrospective exhibition now showing at LACE than by any single work, was most cogently explained by the artist herself when she said, "I am overwhelmed by the feeling of having been cast from the womb (nature). My art is the way I re-establish the bonds that unite me to the universe."
