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El siluetazo, Buenos Aires, September 1983. 
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Gustavo Buntinx, is art 
historian, author of the book E.P.S. 
Huayco. Documentos (Lima, Centro 
Cultural de España, 2005). Born in 
Buenos Aires and resident in Lima 
for many years, Gustavo Buntinx is 
director of the Cultural Centre of the 
National University of San Marcos in 
Lima and leads the Micromuseum 
(There’s Room at the Back) project, 
a museum-archive initiative set 
around different meanings of the 
term “micro”, in the sense of small, 
transportable, public and nomadic. 
He is the author of numerous works 
on Latin American visual arts and 
forms part of the Colectivo Sociedad 
Civil (Civil Society Collective), active 
participants in the social movement 
that contributed so much to the 
(cultural) fall of the dictator Alberto 
Fujimori in the year 2000.  
Huayco is the Quechua word that 
describes the collapse or avalanche 
of mud and stone that devastates all 
in its path, but at the same time 
regenerates the land’s fertility, a 
frequent phenomenon in the rainy 
season in the Andes Mountains. It 
also refers, by extension, to a flood 
of immigrants that descends en 
mass from the sierra to the coastal 
towns (in only three decades, most 
of the Peruvian population was 
converted from rural to urban). This 

Ana Longoni: With respect to the appearance, 
following years of work, of your documented, 
meticulous research into the E.P.S. Huayco group, 
published by the Centro Cultural de España in Lima in 
2005, it is striking the public acclaim being gained in 
recent years by long-standing research into cases or 
problems in Latin American art that allows us to 
consider a collective, polyphonic process of rewriting 
the History of Art on our continent. Do you agree with 
this assessment? 
 
Gustavo Buntinx:  There is, without doubt, a renewed 
climate of reflection, which is becoming more consolidated. 
Radically and in several ways. Among so many other things, 
I think we are facing a decisive turn towards the specific 
study of particular situations in contemporary plastic arts. A 
practice that is in fact well established in other areas of the 
History of Art but which in general is ignored in all that 
refers to our most immediate reality.  
There are various explanations worth considering with 
regard to this last point – especially concerning the 
uncertainty of distance when faced with recent events and 
images in which several of us authors have had some kind 
of involvement. The issue is how to make this inherent 
difficulty in our analytical option productive. The answer is 
dialectics: I have defended the need to breathe the intensity 
and urgency of the art critique into the History of Art for 
over twenty years, and to breathe the long breath of history 
into that same critique. No few advances have been made in 
this decisive intellectual – and at the same time political – 
task. 
But it is important to highlight that this epistemological 
renewal of the discussion about contemporary art dates 
back to the decade of the eighties, as numerous papers and 
essays demonstrate. The novelty lies in the unified, larger 
format of current publications by so many authors who 
share this methodological commitment from the 
generational perspective – and the consequent greater 
repercussion and permanence achieved for proposals 
expressed in this way.   
Let’s hope a more co-ordinated structuring of these efforts 
can contribute to the crucial struggle against improvisation, 
arbitrariness, tendentious subjectivity and the dreadful 
academic informality that is assaulting the devastated field 
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migration radically and irreversibly 
transformed the social and cultural 
identity of the Peruvian capital’s 
grass roots residents and brought to 
the surface what the Peruvian critic 
Mirko Lauer now understands as a 
new popular modernity (“only the 
popular is really modern in Peru 
today” he claims). Huayco is, 
appropriately, the name chosen by a 
group of artists active on the Lima 
art scene during the late seventies 
and early eighties and whose 
practice reformulates the links 
between art and politics, literary (or 
rather, illustrated) culture and new 
popular culture. 
In front of this thought-provoking 
name they placed the initials E.P.S. 
(Estética de Proyección Social 
[Aesthetic of Social Projection]) a 
direct reference to Empresa de 
Propiedad Social [Socially-Owned 
Company], the name given to co-
operatives promoted by the State 
during the reformist leadership of 
General Juan Velasco Alvarado 
(1968-1975). Among other 
measures, this government 
introduced agricultural reform and 
moved for the recognition of 
Quechua as an official language.   
Buntinx believes that the E.P.S. 
Huayco experience represents “the 
symbolic culmination (eventually 
frustration) of a revolutionary 
moment as intense as it was fleeting 
– the radical articulation of the 
enlightened-middle-class and the 
emergent-popular movement that 
was projected in the anti-
dictatorship struggle of the late 
seventies. It would subsequently 
become diluted under the conflicting 
pressures of electoral logic and the 
logic of the (civil) war”, which had 
been raging from 1980 between the 
Sendero Luminoso fundamentalist 
guerrillas and the country’s forces of 
repression.    
We spoke to Buntinx about his book, 
the renewed scene of Latin 
American art historiography and the 
links he establishes between 
Huayco, El Siluetazo [the “blow of 
the silhouette”] and other 
experiences that combine artistic 
practices and social movements to 
question the modern categorisation 
of art as an “object-of-pure-

of our intellectual undertaking. This context lends an 
interesting militant twist to what could be interpreted as a 
strict disciplinary demand, something I tried to suggest by 
quoting Lucien Febvre’s title for the preface to the book on 
E.P.S. Huayco, Combates por la Historia. Because what we are 
finally fighting is precisely these battles for the very 
possibility and the very idea of history held among us.        
 
AL: Regarding the E.P.S. Huayco story, you set out by 
situating it in a social and political context very 
different from that of the military dictatorships in 
power at that time in other Latin American countries. 
Can you sum up the characteristics of this exclusively 
Peruvian scenario, which you link to the revolutionary 
hope born out of the 1977 general strike? 
 
GB: In Peru, the massive general strike of 9 July 1977 led to 
the final downfall of a peculiar military dictatorship installed 
in 1968 with an apparently “progressive” programme which, 
later, the so-called “second phase” set about dismantling. 
But that unprecedented mobilisation also opened up a 
horizon of hitherto unheard of radical actions, which I have 
called the socialist utopia to distinguish it from the 
fundamentalist authoritarianism subsequently materialised in 
the violent acts of Sendero Luminoso.    
From then until the 1980 elections substantial sectors of 
political initiative and cultural sway were in the hands of a 
new, unorthodox left in which sectors with roots in 
Castroism and Trotskyism predominated. However, more 
significant than the genealogy was the implicit search for a 
strategic alliance between the enlightened-middle-class and 
the emergent-popular movement, above all by exploring the 
experience of urban migration and the new unification of 
groups being generated around it. It is from this context 
that the great hope of a popular (post)modernity was born, 
abounding in promises of freedoms, even in cultural terms.  
Projects like those by the Paréntesis group and above all the 
E.P.S. Huayco workshop found a way to grant autonomous 
but nonetheless outstanding artistic expression to that great 
social and political hope. This continued right up to the 
terminal crisis, announced by the traumatic break-up of the 
Revolutionary Alliance of the Left (ARI) shortly before the 
elections that would see an end to a dictatorship and the 
beginning of what, over time, would become a civil war. 
That socialist utopia was one of the first victims of this 
process. And with it disappeared the E.P.S. Huayco 
workshop, though not its artistic radicalness, which 
encountered other horizons and causes.    
 
AL: Let’s turn now to your personal reading of El 
Siluetazo, a collective action initiated in September 
1983, when the Argentine dictatorship was preparing 
for its imminent collapse. In this striking form of 
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contemplation, institution-separated-
from-life”.  
 

Ana Longoni  
is a Doctor of the Arts (University of 
Buenos Aires), writer, researcher, 
and professor of Media and Culture 
Theory in the Department of 
Philosophy and Humanities at the 
University of Buenos Aires. She 
directs the research group “Plastic 
and Leftist Arts in 20th century 
Argentina.” She has published many 
works, among them the books 
entitled De los poetas malditos al 
video-clip (Buenos Aires, Cántaro, 
1998), and Del Di Tella a Tucumán 
Arde (Buenos Aires, El cielo por 
asalto, 2000), the preliminary study 
of Oscar Masotta’s book Revolución 
en el arte (Buenos Aires, Edhasa, 
2004), and one of the chapters in 
the anthology Listen, Here, How! 
Argentine Art of the sixties: Writings 
of the Avant-Garde, edited by I. 
Katzenstein (New York, MoMA, 
2004). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

representing the 30,000 persons missing at the hands of 
the military repression you find “not the mere artistic 
illustration of a slogan (“apparition alive”), but its 
living materialisation”. Why?   
 
GB: Because the active, symbolic principle at work there 
was not one of representation, but rather that of presence. Each 
silhouette was made with the living support provided by 
thousands of demonstrators, ready – both literally and 
metaphorically – to “put their body on the line” using their 
own profile to create the missing silhouettes of those who 
had disappeared. It was the people’s way of giving them 
back a fleeting but powerful experience of life. Transformed 
– something crucial changed, even in me and my experience 
of art because I also took part in that first Siluetazo in 1983. 
Following this action, I immediately sensed how a clear and 
powerful element of something miraculous began turning 
into a political principle. And a decisive element in this 
conversion was its non-artistic vocation, its adoption and 
validation in other registers, namely at social, existential and 
even religious levels.   
 
AL: Despite the overwhelming mechanism of police 
repression, during the first Siluetazo the walls 
surrounding Plaza de Mayo were covered in posters 
bearing pictures invoking the presence of the missing. 
The Argentinean art historian Roberto Amigo defined 
this event in terms of the seizure of a place that 
symbolised the essence of political, economic and 
religious power in the country, a seizure that was not 
only political but also aesthetic. In a certain way, you 
dispute this: “The taking of the Plaza certainly has a 
political and aesthetic dimension, but it also has a 
ritual one.” You read the event like “a messianic-
political experience where resurrection and 
insurrection are blurred together.” Can you explain this 
dimension?    
 
GB: In the first place, it’s important to underline the 
complementary rather than antagonistic nature of the 
readings of the Siluetazo made by Roberto Amigo and me. 
There’s no discrepancy between our writings regarding the 
heart of the matter, but a difference rather in focus and 
emphasis. And here maybe I should confess to a certain 
peculiarity present in a good deal of my process of 
reflection, which is that I insist on stretching artistic 
interpretation with variables that are not only social but also 
religious, the latter also being understood as a subconscious 
instinct or a cultural environment which extends beyond 
any act of faith. Thus the importance that the subject of loss 
and restoration of the aura has enjoyed in many of my 
works. 
 



 4

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AL: What continuations and reformulations can you 
identify among the practices of the late seventies and 
early eighties that you know so well, and other later 
productions as much on the Peruvian scene as on that 
of Argentina? 
 
GB: I don’t feel authorised to talk about the most recent 
Argentinean scene as I’ve been physically distanced from it 
for several years. I can however bear witness to the 
interesting effect that symbolic strategies like the Siluetazo in 
Argentina and the No+ in Chile may have had as a reference 
for the proposals that emerged during what in Peru we 
called the cultural overthrow of the Fujimori-Montesinos 
dictatorship, especially throughout the year 2000. I’m 
thinking above all of Lava la Bandera [Wash the Flag] – that 
collective ritual of patriotic cleansing which gained massive 
following , as did other initiatives from the Colectivo 
Sociedad Civil [Civil Society Collective], initially created by a 
small group of people from the plastic arts, including myself 
and my wife, the artist Susana Torres. We contributed to the 
recent democratic about-turn in Peru from a symbolic 
praxis that offered a distinctive benefit to citizens’ struggle – 
the ritual washing of the Peruvian national flag in public 
squares, alluding to the corruption in the regime, was an 
action that started in the Plaza de Armas and spread week 
after week like a cancer throughout the country and even 
reached as far as Peruvian communities in exile. The 
Colectivo Sociedad Civil seeks redefinition of the public 
space with a renewed sense of practice – the critical 
intersections of city and citizen, polis and politics; and also, 
predictably, of ethics and aesthetics.     
 
AL: What precautions would you suggest regarding the 
inclusion of these artistic practices in museum 
collections or exhibition structures in the art world? 
Can “works” be shown or is it just a question of 
registers? Is it possible to give a good account of your 
specific senses in these new contexts?   
 
 
GB: Precautions? – Every precaution possible. But without 
too many false hopes. The creation of fetishisms even out 
of something that originates as a purely anti-artistic gesture 
is in the very nature of artistic institutionalism and its 
mechanisms. In any case, what matters is to invent renewed 
forms of emphasising the fleeting and unrepeatable nature 
of a method of symbolic action whose original sense lies in 
the praxis rather than in the objectivity of its sub-products.   
I still think that even the images that come nearest to the 
condition of “artwork” should be subject to rigorous 
contextualisation. A positioning in artistic value which in no 
way eludes the work’s condition as a document in the radical, 
ambivalent sense of that category, insofar as a register, but 
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also as the remains of a story to which it should always 
remain linked.  
Completely the opposite to what happens with the 
commercial attempts of certain plastic artists to reproduce 
at the most inopportune moment – sometimes decades after 
the events – “authentic replicas” or artistic reproductions of 
the images most identified with the unrepeatable life 
situations expressed in them. Their aim usually falls into a 
type of capitalization on history that is too literal. I’m 
thinking of the changes in one of the members of E.P.S. 
Huayco whose claim to fame for years was the idea that 
artists should try to work miracles instead of selling pictures 
to millionaires. He’s now one of the leading millionaire-
chasers, trying in person to sell tardy versions of his 
subversive production from years gone by. This is not of 
course his only distinguishing feature and there will always 
be something appreciable to say about his work in general, 
including other far more recent projects. However, as one 
of the main exponents and critics of his career work I can’t 
help feeling drawn towards a certain reflection on him, 
together with a degree of self-analysis. And melancholy. 
And wisdom too. We should try not to be too harsh and 
make impossible demands on beings who are inevitably 
(too) human. Even Duchamp was unable to resist such 
temptations. The question that finally unsettles is the one 
which we should address to our own practice insofar as 
authors of a story that sets out to be alternative and critical 
both in its structure as well as in its choice of subjects. But 
always running the risk of contributing – albeit 
unintentionally – to another kind of mystification. Perhaps 
critical vocation, theoretical audacity and a high level of 
disciplinary rigour are not guarantee enough for the 
different type of historiographic work that we are 
undertaking. What additional precautions should we, 
ourselves, take?    
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