Rafael Alvarez

The World within Four Walls

he difference between handicrafts

and art is sometimes difficult to

define. When it comes to Rafael
Alvarez it is even more difficult; even when
we assurme no difference between the two
concepts, how do we define Alvarez’s work?
Is it object-art, collage or installation?

It is impossible to choose. If, in the exer-
cise of their craft, magicians seek at the
ends of the carth and in the depths of the
sea materials scorned by or unknown to
others, and if the gods speak the word or

blow on a handful of soil to create worlds,

then where along this continuum do we
place artists who, with nothing more than
chunks of wood and everyday objects, design
scenes in which they depict at will the lives

of us all?

Each of Alvarez’s
compositions is a portrait,
an anecdote relating
a moment
in Mexico’s history and
its attendant dreams.

Rafael Alvarez Diaz was born in Mexico
City on August 4, 1947. When very young,
he moved to Orizaba, Veracruz, where he
attended primary and secondary school.
Alvarez describes himself as an observer: of
Mexican life, of the techniques of folk art,
of color, of the taste for variegated hues and
derail. His enormous curiosity has led him
into many activities: from the buying and
selling of antiques and rare objects, to the
formation of an experimental movie group,
including his role as production assistant at

the History Theater of Mexico. Alvarez's



Mexico’s history and its attendant dreams, a

Alvarez describes
his work as
“a synthesis

of frustrations.”

interest in the history of religion has led
him to the particular study of everything narration of local character circumscribed
within the semi-cubic space of a wooden

box.

Alvarez’s themes vary tremendously.

related to Christian symbolism. Later, as a
curious observer of the ex-voto technique,
Alvarez has even created religious ex-votos

(paintings or boxes of various sizes where They include the fall of Porfirio Dfaz’s dic-

he depicts a difficult situa-
tion that has already been re-
solved, and in which thanks
are being given to some di-
vine figure for his/her inter-
vention); lay ex-votos (in
which the local apothecary,
for example, is thanked for
favors received); and a strange
anti-ex-voto, in which he de-
picts everything thar, despite
promises, candles and flow-
ers, the saint never actually
did.

Rafael Alvarez began as a mi-
niaturist by chance. As a child,
he was given a box of miniature
toys, made of clay, vegetable fi-
ber and tnplate. Many people
asked him to sell them that pres-
ent, but that did not happen.
This tiny fantasy world was the
reason the artst would begin 22
years ago to devote his time and
avid interest to working with
minuscule objects. He decided
to place them within a confined
space and the result was a type
of object-art that aroused the
curiosity and admiration of the
general public.

Each of Alvarez's composi-
tions, whether of an old-fash-
ioned house or kitchen, of a shop

1 or

or a toy maker’s, of a jarcieria
photo studio, is a portrait, an

anecdote relating a moment in

A portrait of Our Lady of Guadalupe

Reaprinted court:

tatorship, Maderos rise to the
presidency; the link between

the photographer Ledn Toral

Rafae

and Madre Conchita, con-

troversial figures in President

Alvaro Obregén’s assassina-
tion in “La Bombilla” restau-
rant; the village store and
Cristeros;” figures from show
business (such as the box des-
cribing the meeting berween
Pérez Prado, the celebrated
creator of the mambo, and
Fellini), and the infra-world
of the fetish. In June 1988, in his
amazing Box of Solutions and
Testimonies Alvarez even includ-
ed a pine cross to keep vampires
at bay, “witch oil” to give us
power over the minds of others,
a hummingbird to win that
desired loved-one, a deer’s eye 1o
protect one against the evil eye
and a place to note down the res-
timony of anyone who has, in
good faith, made use of the box’s
Services.

According to Rafael Alvarez,
the visual arts do not have to be
divorced from the other disci-
plines. He describes his work as
“a synthesis of frustrations,”
something which can be per-
ceived in the experimental na-
ture of his work. Very often Al-
varezs boxes have a text pinned

to one of the walls, summarizing



what is depicted in the box; for example, in
some boxes of shops the text will read:
“Credir available,” “No gossiping,” “1 don't
serve braggarts,” and in his Box of Selutions
and Testimonies, there is a text [C”ing the
story of a woman who resorts to witchcraft
to win her husband back. The box of solu-
tions gave Alvarez the idea of using the
Saint Benito ribbon (the white one because

—Warch out!

away and the brown one to put him in a

the red is to send a man

cofhin in three days).
This interaction among the arts can

also be noted in other activides Alvarez is

involved in; for example The Offering of

, a piece of performance art using
,\E‘-'.Hk,’.\ \\(Jl’i\ﬂ dan Hl[L’lPl.l'l' ()I: |lgl1[\ Jnd
music dedicated to dead writ-
ers, which has been presented
in Mexico City, where the mu-
sic was played by the Coyoa-
cdn Symphony Orchestra, and
Havana.

Currently Alvarez contrib-
utes articles to México desconoci-
do (Unknown Mexico) maga-
zine on Mexican culture, for
example the olive green presi-
dential train and cemeteries of
foreign communities in Mexico.

Alvarez's work, known across
the five continents, has been
featured in more than 15 col-
lective exhibitions. Some of his
creations constitute important
items in places such as the
Metropolitan Cathedral and
the National Auditorium in
Mexico City; the Centennial
Museum in Monterrey, Nuevo
Ledn; and in the U.S., the
Mexican Museum in San An-

tonio, Texas; the La Raza Gallery

Detail of The Toy Box.

Lalenin {
Figes T IMRN 1

F mefely | Qo

Alumbne.,
Moviedas s Rk, t

Detail of the Box of Solutions and Testimonies

printad courlesy ol Rafael Alvarez

="

Canban

oAl
ﬁ?“u..., b

in San Francisco; the Grass Roots Gallery
in New York; in the Caribbean House in
Simli;lgo. Chile; as well as in Hclgmm,
France and Japan.

To date Alvarezs work comprises
more than 2,000 pieces. Each is set in the
present, but it could refer to any period,
more so because standardization, tech-
nology and mass production are casting
doubt on the status of object-art: a uni-
que piece, created outside the dictates of
the clock and the urilitarian, immediate
feelings that motivate creation. As a pro-
found admirer of Juan Rulfo, Rafael Al-
varez agrees that Mexico is a beautiful
country, built on rituals, loyalties and
respect for one’s word, on traditions jeal-
ously guarded and passed on,
which should be propagated
to illuminate the dark areas in
our perception of Mexican-ness,
Otherwise cross-cultural trends
and a short historical memory

might allow those areas to be

filled with ghosts. M

Maria Cristina Herndndez

Assistant Editor

Translated by Jennifer Turret

NOTES
VA jarcieria is a shop thar sells cord, brooms
and cleaning cloths (jarcras), among other

things. [Editor’s Note. |

= After the Mexican' Revolution, the Plu

tarco Elfas Calles administratior

restrictions on the Ca

[0 Créate a more lav state This led
Cnstera Rebellior
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