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IN PURSUIT OF THE GHOST | Araki Natsumi (Curator, Mori Art Museum)

A bright ray of light picks out an enormous figure looming in the
darkness. At first glance the video is reminiscent of a black and white
monster movie, but it soon becomes apparent that the subject is a
dinosaur specimen on display in a museum. Scenes of carefree
children visiting the museum to see the dinosaur during the day
alternate with scenes of the museum gallery at night. The children,
however, often look transparent, as if they were apparitions or
ghosts. The dinosaur, the children, and the light strangely mingle in
Gabriel Acevedo Velarde's new work Decreto 882 (Decree 882), filmed
at the Museum of Natural History in Peru, to create an enigmatic
story. Meanwhile, Escenario (Stage) initially appears to be a comical
animation, but the content is anything but humorous. A group of
people is gathered in a space in front of a stage. One by one, a person
is selected and made to stand on the stage. Rays of light shoot out of
a canon aimed at the person, and they fall onto their back as if struck
by the light; this is followed by the sound of applause. The fallen
people, who initially look dead, stand (are resurrected) and cover their
eyes with their hands, protecting themselves from the flashes of light,
then go back to re-join the group. This ritual is repeated over and over
again, one person at a time, in black and white.

The installation created for this exhibition comprises the above
two works, and is titled /nterruptions on decrees and stages. The two
videos refer to “decrees” and “stages,” respectively, and the
shadows created by the visitor who walks in between the projectors
and the screens also signify physical obstruction (interruption).
Common to both works are the people coming and going in the
background of public venues such as a museum or a stage, and the
strange light. Acevedo is interested in unknown entities that exist
between the institution and the individual.

In a further work Paranorma/ Citizen, shown for the first time at
a solo exhibition held last year at the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte
Reina Sofia in Madrid, Acevedo symbolically depicted these unknown
entities as ghosts. In this work, a janitor, a security guard, and other
previous workers at in Peruvian government office buildings such as
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Education are
talking on a television program about the paranormal phenomena
they have encountered while working in these buildings. Into this
video, Acevedo has subtly inserted political episodes from modern
Peruvian history, such as the economic crisis under the Garcia
government in the 1980s and the severe cuts in public employment
under the Fujimori government of the 1990s. However, central to the

narrative are ghost stories, and strange tales that sound somewhat
dubious are narrated one after another. In Secret Customer, the other
video work that was included in the solo exhibition, uniformed
supermarket workers in masks are holding up red boards and moving
in unison. This ludicrous and yet eerie group of people could simply be
industrious workers, but the mindlessness of their movements emits
a palpable sense of danger. In this work, Acevedo has referenced
workers at the Wong supermarket chain in Peru, who are famous for
their dedicated (perhaps over-orchestrated) service. He has integrated this
with references to the rituals of the Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path),
an extreme left-wing armed militia advocating Maoism that terrorized
Peru during the 1980s. Acevedo was inspired by a video he watched
of the training session of the Sendero Luminoso.

There is something bewildering about Acevedo’s works, which
may not simply be termed “black humor.” As | watch, | am led to
recall the hostage crisis in Peru that shook the people of Japan. On 17
December 1996, the Tupac Amaru Revolutionary Movement (MRTA)
attacked the official residence of the Japanese ambassador to Peru,
where a party was being held in celebration of Emperor Akihito’s
birthday. The MRTA took 72 hostages, including high-level Peruvian
government officials and Japanese business executives invited to the
party. There were daily updates on the crisis on Japanese television,
including footage showing Archbishop Juan Luis Cipriani heading for
the Japanese ambassador’s official residence to negotiate with the
MRTA, who were seeking the release of imprisoned members of their
organization. Eventually, on 22 April, the Peruvian Armed Forces used
a tunnel to access the residence, carrying out an armed raid that
resulted in the deaths of all 14 members of the MRTA, one Peruvian
hostage, and two members of the rescue squad. This marked the end
of the 127-day siege, and all the Japanese hostages were released.

During the hostage incident, Alberto Fujimori was portrayed as a
hero on TV, a strong president who refused to succumb to terrorism.
Peru had been facing a serious economic crisis and growing security
concerns in 1990 when Fujimori became the country’s first Japanese-
Peruvian president. Fujimori had initially been a fringe candidate, but
suddenly began to attract attention for his slogan of “Honesty,
Technology, and Work.” As president, policies such as economic
deregulation, privatization, the introduction of foreign capital and total
resistance to terrorism achieved some results in rebuilding the
country. However, his heavy-handed leadership —evident also during
the hostage incident—was increasingly criticized, and political

scandals mounted. Fujimori fled to Japan in 2000, where he sought
asylum. Decreto 882, the title of a new work included in this exhibition,
refers to one of the education policies under the Fujimori Government
aimed at promoting the liberalization of and investment in education.
This decree arguably resulted in both the establishment of many
privately run education facilities including private universities, and a
growing emphasis on education (and the children who were receiving this
education) as “business.”

Like the fate of the President whose place in the spotlight on the
stage didn’t last long, only to be thrown into the abyss, both “decrees”
and “stages” are frequently interrupted, making them ineffective.
Fragments of Peruvian history, politics, and public morals are
scattered throughout Acevedo’s work. At the same time, his works
are colored by a transience that subsumes time or place, like the
dinosaurs that once flourished, only to suddenly disappear. None of
Acevedo’s subjects (museums, education, the stage, government offices,
leftist organizations and so forth) that seemingly represent authority and
systems, are difficult to define. But one thing in common is the sense
of distrust and suspicion that is conveyed. The black and white
footage of Escenario and Decreto 882 creates an old-fashioned look,
making it difficult to identify when they were filmed. Even the
dinosaur, rearing its head and with its mouth wide open, looks fake
and kitsch. How much can we trust the museum’s information on
dinosaurs? (Incidentally, one is reminded of the scandal that took place in
Japanese archeological circles when it was revealed that the countless artifacts
excavated by the man with a reputation of being “God’'s Hand” were in fact
fakes'.)

Acevedo knows that there is no such thing as definite history,
solid systems, or heroes who don’t fall. Is it at all possible for someone
to be resolute but still flexible and to live without blindly accepting
authority in a world filled with countless and unidentifiable spirits and
monsters? This is the challenging question that Acevedo thrusts at us
through his mysterious and enigmatic work.

[1] On 5 November 2000, an article appeared in the Mainichi Shimbun newspaper titled
“Excavated stone artifacts fakes,” together with photographs of well-known self-taught
archaeologist Fujimura Shinichi pre-burying stone artifacts in an excavation site in
Kamitakamori, Miyagi Prefecture. As a result of this article, it was later revealed that all
the Early and Middle Paleolithic era artifacts excavated by Fujimura were fakes.
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Sao Paulo and New York, he moved to Berlin in 2006, where
he currently lives and works. His solo exhibitions include:
“Paranormal Citizen,” Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina
Sofia, Madrid (2013), “Visitas,” Museo Experimental El Eco,
Mexico City (2012), “Cone Flow,” Modern Art Museum of Fort
Worth, Texas (2010), and “Quorum Power,” Museo de Arte
Carrillo Gil, Mexico City (2009). He has also participated in the
following group exhibitions: “Biennale de Lyon,” France (2011),
“Bienal de Sao Paulo,” Brazil (2010), “Guangzhou Triennial,”
Guangdong Museum of Art, China (2008) among others. He is
currently working on a semi-autobiographical project entitled
“Museum of Natural State.”
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