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1. Art-K'uh
There is no word in the Mayan languages to
signify Òart.Ó1 When contemporary indigenous
artists, educated in Western metropolitan art
schools, started to look for a term for art in their
languages, many different ideas were proposed.
Naoj in Kaqchikel refers, in a general sense, to
Òknowledge-wisdom-understandingÓ; XÕajaan in
TzÕutujiil connotes sacred feelings and respect2;
and KÕuh in QÕeqchi refers to something that is
imbued with Òa sacred state of thinking-feeling.Ó3

This equivalence of the sacred in Mayan spiritual
practices with Western conceptions of art
symptomatizes how the latter still reserves a
sacred sense for art, even if inexplicitly. Art is
preserved and displayed in museological
temples, where paradigmatic artworks are
exhibited as altars to be worshipped. When
indigenous artists translate the meaning of art
with ÒsacredÓ connotations (XÕajaan or KÕuh), the
process reveals the latent cultish devotion to
objects that remains in the Western art circuit.
Throughout Western history, questions regarding
the role of art and its sacred status, whether
conferred through religion or so-called secular
means, have formed battlegrounds.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊThe idea of the ÒsacredÓ or
ÒtranscendentalÓ in art in Western culture has
most clearly manifested itself in the
expropriation of objects from non-Western
communities. This occurred most explicitly
during the colonial era, when ÒforeignÓ objects
were plundered and then placed in museum
collections as demonstrations of national power
Ð a practice that became especially
commonplace in the nineteenth century. Yet,
even though it is less pronounced now, this
process of designating something other than
Western art as ÒsacredÓ in order to exercise
power continues today in various other forms.
For example, in her recent book Potential History:
Unlearning Imperialism (2019), filmmaker and
theorist Ariella Azoulay remarks that turning an
ethnographic artifact into a (transcendental)
piece of art necessarily involves a process of
salvaging, classifying, preserving,
authenticating, evaluating, and handling it. She
notes that there is an implicit expertise and
claim of scientific ÒneutralityÓ when non-
Western artifacts are turned into transcendental,
elevated, and universal artworks in the Western
sense. This process of conversion also
legitimizes the historic theft of these objects and
their isolation from the communities and cultural
contexts in which they were produced. This is
Òconstitutive of the various scholarly, curatorial
and professional procedures (in which collecting
is but one example) which have transformed
world-destroying violence into a decent and
acceptable occupation.Ó4
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Antonio Pichilla, AbueloÊ(grandfather), 2015. Courtesy of the artist. Photo: Rene De Carufel.Ê 
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ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊFor this reason, Azoulay proposes a
different potential art historical narrative that
can account for the history of plunder, in which
the act of creating (art historical) knowledge has
itself been a medium of colonization. This
narrative has been the subject of several artistic
and curatorial practices since the end of 1980s
that fostered complex debates on the
complicities between colonization, museums,
and academia. For two instances, the artwork of
artist Fred Wilson and exhibitions by curator
Susan Vogel Ð who have both experimented with
the display of ethnographic artifacts in different
kinds of exhibition rooms (white cubes,
ethnographic suitcases, nineteenth-century-
style exhibition salons) Ð demonstrate the
colonial violence of reducing artifacts to objects
of study, consumption, or contemplation as
Òtranscendental art.Ó5 However, the art historical
canon has not always been inclined to question
its methodologies and discipline along the lines
that Azoulay so brilliant outlines. 

2. Translation as Method
Following from the translation of art as KÕuh, and
its allusions to the Òsacred,Ó this text is a modest
record of encounters between Western and non-
Western apparatuses of knowledge as places of
untranslatability and instigation. I intend to
question whether translation is an appropriate
tool of communication when it comes to making
other epistemologies comprehensible and
visible. Spirituality will be my indicator Ð the
measure and thermometer Ð for identifying the
limits of translation as a method not only for
knowing, but also for communication between
Western and non-Western contexts. The senses
of culture and politics may be so different
between different cosmologies that they cannot
ever be fully translated.6
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊFor a generation of postcolonial artists and
theorists since the 1980s, translation is
knowledge and knowledge is translation.
Scholars like Homi K. Bhabha, Boaventura de
Sousa Santos, Walter Mignolo, Gloria Alzandúa,
Haroldo de Campos, Édouard Glissant, and many
others are interested in the process of
translation as a site of negotiation. For them,
translation is a means to challenge obsessive
modern European purity, changing the paradigm
to allow for hybrid cultural identities.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊFor Glissant, for example, translation is a
tool for re-negotiating places of utterance that
could ÒbarbarizeÓ or ÒcreolizeÓ European
intellectual production. Alzaldúa speaks from
personal experience, describing how she
inhabits two languages and cultures
simultaneously and lives on the borderline
between them. Bhabha sees translation as a
place of dissidence and negotiation. His classic

text ÒSigns Taken for Wonders: Questions of
Ambivalence and Authority under a Tree Outside
Delhi, May 1817Ó parodies nineteenth-century
colonizersÕ panic about the mistranslations of
the ÒEuropean bookÓ (the Bible) by the colonized.
Mistranslating the book, writes Bhabha, was a
method of caricaturing Western culture: Indian
spiritual leaders may have used the translated
bibles distributed to them, but clarified to
missionaries: ÒTo all the other customs of
Christians we are willing to conform, but not to
the Sacrament, because Europeans eat cowÕs
flesh, and this will never do for us.Ó7 For Bhabha,
as with most of the authors mentioned,
translation is a metaphor for the Òin-betweenÓ
postcolonial condition, but in order to translate
their findings, such authors often had no choice
but to present them in the language of
metropolitan intellectuals in order to validate
their condition within Western academia, which
was itself in the process of
Òmulticulturalization.Ó This Òhegemonic
postcolonial theoryÓ was made by intellectual
elites from postcolonial countries, educated in
Western universities. Even though they engaged
with non-Western epistemological frameworks,
they could not put these Òother ways to knowÓ
into practice.8
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊIn the 2000s, concepts such as Bonaventura
de Sousa SantosÕs Òecologies of knowledgesÓ
began to signal a shift in approach. De Sousa
Santos and others suggested that each
epistemology had its own wisdom to share,
making evident the weaknesses of translation
that uses just one specific epistemological
frame. Today, a new generation of thinkers are
taking up the question of translation as a reliable
space of negotiation. Scholars such as Métis Zoe
Todd and Anishinaabe Vanessa Watts have
written on how non-Western epistemologies
have been misappropriated or abstracted. For
example, Watts takes up Bruno LatourÕs actor-
network theory Ð which popularized the notion of
the interconnection between humans and
nonhumans Ð to argue that Latour nonetheless
maintains a hierarchy of beings with humans at
the top. According to Watts, this misunderstands
the Amerindian sense of nonhierarchical
confluence between humans and the
ÒnaturalÓ/nonhuman world.9 José Carvalho calls
this attempt to adopt or assimilate non-western
cosmologies in an hegemonic frame the creation
of an Òepistemological counterpoint,Ó in which
new concepts are only allowed to be part of the
ÒscoreÓ as long as they follow a principal
(Western) melody.10 This critique of textual and
conceptual translation is equally applicable
when it comes to the visual arts and their modes
of display.
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Portrait of José Francisco Tún
and collector Edith Recourat-
Chorot, Esso Art Salon. Date
unknown, c. 1971. 

3. Gestures of Subordination 
Guatemalan writer Javier Payeras describes a
photograph taken in the 1970s, in which painter
Francisco Tún, one of the most prestigious
indigenous artists of Guatemala, poses with two
collectors of his work:

[T]he painter is motionless looking towards
the ground, with his hands joined in a
gesture of innocence, dressed in a suit and
tie. For some reason, this image reminded
me of the vast documentation that exists of
peasants portrayed, for a fleeting moment,
alongside their bosses. My assessment
may be extreme, but it is necessary that the
reader judge for himself.11

What Payeras describes is the sense that
indigenous art and artists are continually
subordinated in the Western art circuit, even or
especially when the work is included and
attempted to be translated for Western
audiences. This subordination shows up not only
in the framing and treatment of such work, but in
many works of contemporary art themselves.
This is evident in two recent installations by
Brazilian artists: Ernesto NetoÕs 2017 work for
the Venice Biennale work and Bené FontelesÕs

2016 work at the São Paulo Biennale.
ÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊÊAfter its exhibition, NetoÕs Um Sagrado
Lugar (Sacred Place, 2017) provoked strong
criticism by a delegation of thirty-two emerging
and established indigenous curators from
Australia, New Zealand, Norway, and Canada. For
the work, Neto invited six Huni Kuin shamans,
indigenous people originating in the Amazonian
state of Acre, to participate in different activities
and public talks inside an installation Neto built
for the event. The installation took the shape of a
tent, which the artist described as Òa place of
sociality, political meetings and spiritual
ceremonies of the Huni Kuin,Ó12 and which he
further explained can bring a magic ontology that
is absent in our sick Western society, allowing us
to hear the voice of nature.13 The Huni KuinsÕ
words, translated from Portuguese to English by
Neto, speak to the urgency and responsibility we
have toward the natural world. In conversation,
the Huni Kuin people spoke of Boa tea, or
ayahuasca, the plant-derived psychedelic that
they described as their DNA or God. Neto
presented these and other ideas as motifs in the
installation, which took the shape of DNA
helixesÐseemingly attempting to bridge Western
rationality and non-Western spirituality. Neto
had already worked with Huni Kuin people years
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Antonio Pichilla, Envoltorio (Wrapper), 2007.ÊCourtesy of the artist. 
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Edgar Calel & Rosario Sotelo,ÊAbuelos (Grandparents), 2014. Courtesy of the artists. 
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