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Coco Fusco: Examining  Self-Representation in Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit 


Coco Fusco’s performance piece Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit   reverses colonial stereotypes of primitive people with irony, humour and confrontation . With her collaborator, Guillermo Gomez-Pena, she traveled from London to Buenos Aires questioning crowds of curious viewers as they were exhibited inside a cage. To protest the quincentennial celebrations of Columbus’  so called discovery of the Americas in 1992. Their work was exhibited beside or in front of museums in an outdoor space. The artists recreated  the undiscovered  with their fictive portrayal of the “ outrageously beautiful or fiercely independent” Guatinaui people from the Gulf of Mexico. They wore make belief costumes and performed traditional tasks such as sewing up voodoo dolls and rehearsing poetry in the Guatinaui language. The performance is a satire on the European practice of exhibiting people from the Americas. Africa and Asia  in cages over the past five hundred years for museums, circuses and laboratories (pp.41-43, Fusco).


 Fusco and Pena wanted to question the how the construction of otherness through exotization and stereotyping manifests itself internationally and challenge the practices of multiculturalism in their portrayal of  non-white cultures in the media and the arts. The essay traces the reaction’s of the spectators to this public performance. The activist strategies for creating awareness and debate are discussed in order to investigate how the piece influenced its audience. Multiculturalism is an important concept that Fusco and Pena  question in the performance piece, specially in postmodenism where content and context become blurred. Appropriation is discussed as it relates to the construction of stereotyping and creating the other. This essay finally explores whether it is possible for Fusco to create a new subjectivity with new forms of representations.


The ructions to the piece varied  according to the different, age groups, class, race and country that the piece was being exhibited in. Some quickly adopted a patronizing attitude, claiming that theses poor people were suffering in the cages and had to be returned to their habitat immediately. According to Fusco, one woman immediately called the S.P.C.A to help them and was told that these cases were not under their jurisdiction. Others used the cage as a confessional in order to admit how sorry they were that their country had colonized other parts of the world and contributed to their oppression.  Intellectuals complained to the museums sponsoring the work that the artists were purposely deceiving the public with their dissimulations- while others just fed them bananas and posed wit them for a ten dollar fee to the zoo keeper.  These guards often became so frustrated with the questions and complaints from the audiences that they walked off from the site.  Fusco was dismayed that half of the viewers believed that they were primitives.  The signs describing their mating rituals and grooming habits in official-like signs in front of the display were believed, in spite of the false and contradictory information ( i.e. they were primitive but danced to rap) The audience was invited to read about them and late observe them in a voyeuristic way. 


Fusco claimed that the objectification that they experienced was harder for Pena than it was for her because she had already experienced it as a woman. For those who believed the piece, observing them may have been like watching television since, according to the piece, they spoke an unknown language and were primitive anyway - in other words, there was no consequence to their voyeurism . If necessary, the audience could walk away. At the end of the tour , a man filed legal charges against the artists claiming that he had already discovered the Guatinaui. The fictive characters that liked to eat Pad Thai, fondle strangers and drink Coca-Cola from the non existent Guatinaui in the Pacific Ocean had already been “discovered” !


Fusco  is not giving out solutions to the problem of racism ; rather, she is inviting the viewer to formulate his/her opinions about the incident  by minimizing her presence as  the artist on the screen and by representing multiple layers of stereotyping. Fusco  wants the audience to map out the processes that shaped these type of symbolic constructions  for themselves by listening to the diversity of people who live in many different forms of racism. ( i.e. in multiculturalism, art and  cartoons). The  piece is coming from many different sources so one single correct interpretation of the piece is impossible, specially since the audience was so diverse. Interestingly, Fusco mentions that in Latin America, where racial classifications of people are even more stringent, more people believed the piece to be true - specially the upper class.


Two Undiscoverd Americans  received  a significant amount of press coverage in every city where it was performed because it was unexpected. One of the strategies used to gain media attention was to avoid any advertising before the performances  so that the reactions from the viewers would be uncalculated and genuine. People examined the cage outdoors  for hours  trying to understand it, drawing more and more viewers to do the same. Letters of complaint, confusion and approval were sent to the museums and galleries that the piece was affiliated with, as the artists had anticipated. The questions and letters directed at the public institutions led to staff meetings and discussions with the audience such as in the Australian Museum of Natural History.  


Another important technique was the use of silence because it prevented dialogue so that the audience would find their own intepretation to the piece. Fusco and Pena could not communicate with them as they only spoke their fictive Guatinaui. consequently, the public could not have their urgent questions answered immediately. The silence was also symbolic of the lack of discussion around the issue of racism. The piece was successful in stirring up public participation and debates and raising awareness about racism to the second half of the viewers that were ready to recognize the faults of colonialism.   


Fusco wanted to denaturalize racial representations of “primitives” by exaggerating their supposed affiliation with nature, sex and spirituality.  Their bodies became a site of humour, irony and contestation- stereotypically naive and savage  but yet charged with a sufficient amount of theory to reveal the perversity in the contradictory messages of colonial discourse. For example, it is ironic that they were depicted as being primitive but yet consumers of popular culture at the same time.  To justify conquest, racist stereotypes typically depict the other such as a black woman as being evil or deceitful but innocent or nurturing at the same time. Socially constructed symbols such as Aunt Jemima who represented the black, happy female servant in the mass media in the first half of the century, relieved the mass public of their guilt by demonstrating that the servitude and submission of others was dome willingly.  So, the dominant culture needs to create false representations ( i.e. cannibals in Loony  Tunes cartoons) in order to create their own identity as paternal, self-righteous and superior. Jean-Paul Sartre remarks in the Anti-Semite and the Jew that the racists needs the “other’ in order to establish  his identity, everything that s/he is not. By caricaturizing racist depictions, Fusco wanted to ridicule how colonized people were seen as savages. Therefore, Fusco turns sterotypical images and practices against themselves in order for the audience to examine, criticize and discuss the objectification of  non-European people.


According to Said, stereotypes found in racism ( i.e. Orientalism) have imaginative elements which are presented in a historical tradition. (p. 79, Bhabha)In the colonial and multicultural discourse the ‘other’ is socially constructed by the dominant class and denied economic, political or historical difference in their representation As Bhabha posits, stereotype is, therfore, an impossible object.(p.84, Bhabha)  The satisfied participant of multiculturalism are not equal; they are imaginary constructions of sameness in a capital hierarchical system of economic differences. The artists wanted the audience to question the continual systematic exclusion of colonized people in the construction of their own images and practices. According to Fusco, Pena and her wanted to test the boundaries of multiculturalism and demonstrate how race affects the interpretation of art. In the zero-degree neutrality  in which multiculturalism is sold as a generic feel-good formula in neo-colonial societies, spaces for controversy and debates are avoided. Racism is still weaved into the governmetalty of public institutions because decision making positions in the government and universities are still mostly held by people of European extensions in North America. Multiculturalism  advertisements depersonalize and depoliticize minorities by generalizing, glamourizing or omitting their histories of oppression and political resistance.


Traditional  non-western art (i.e. Sufi music) has become a tool with which to appropriate symbols for post-modernism . (p. 161, Appignanesi)  In the beginning of the century, Picasso appropriated African masks for his portrayal of prostates in a brothel in Les Demoiselles d’Avignon and popularized the idea  in modernism of using non-Western symbols to produce an element of novelty and shock - exoticism . Gauguin, also made paintings of “exotic” women  in French Polynesia  to depict a romantic, more natural and remote place where people were innocent, free and apolitical. 
   These National Geographic depictions of nude women in natural settings, created a contrast between the  

future and the past, technology and nature  The  connection between cultural rights and human rights becomes evident when examining the symbolic violence attached to the other through centuries of racial stereotyping in art and the media and lack of access to a means of self-representation.


The term multiculturalism and globalism are almost interchangeable in popular culture as they are juxtaposed to sell “activism, spirituality and authenticity.” (p112, David Howes) - anything from Mayan skirts for North American markets to Cuban revolutionary pop drinks with Che Guevarra. Representations of colonized people are not only reduced to stereotypical roles but also constructed for mass distribution with someone else’s voice, becoming, therefore, the object of the discourse.


 Postmodenism criss-crosses cultural symbols into a contemporary style or fashion so that meaning is lost as content becomes less important. During a time when the author is said to have less weight  because of the important role of interpretation by the viewer, the colonized other is  at the canter of a marginality in which everyone is a part of. Fusco refutes these arguments as ethnocentric because they refer to a system of knowledge that never included the “other” as subjects in the first place . (p.32. Fusco) How can there be a 

death of the subject in post modern discourse for colonized people if they were never subjects within it ? Indeed, as Fusco argues, this may be a reality that can only be true for those who did have an opportunity to put their thoughts at the centre.


Is Fusco successful in creating new meaning and reclaiming her black, female subjectivity in Two Amerindians Visit ?  For Lorraine O’Grady, the ultimate goal of a black activist artist is to reclaim the body as a site of female subjectivity, as a place where she may discuss her experiences as a woman of colour. For O’Grady, it is possible to create a voice with performance. Jill Dolan, however, would argue that because women are unrepresentable except as representations (p.101, Dolan), it is difficult to create new subjectivities for women; instead, it is by denaturalizing and making stereotypes turn against themselves that oppression may be questioned.  This  process of deconstruction may be achieved through techniques such as estrangement from the context, exaggeration and gender or racial  reversal such as in Cloud Nine by Caryl Churchill. Fusco’s satirical portrayals of Amerindian savages is an exaggeration for her even though half the audience passively consumed these images as factual.  The fact that the performance stirred up dialogue among the audience means that they may have learned new ways to interpret racism. Children were the most genuine in asking questions and wanting to learn more about them. 


Because Fusco did not actually engage in a conversation with the audience, it is difficult to estimate whether she could create her own subjectivity in the piece because that requires speech. She could suggest to the viewers to question racism but not all of them had enough information to understand her personal history as a Black, Cuban-American artists.  Since her performance permitted the audience to create their own interpretation, only some understood all of her messages.


Gayatri Spivak argues that it is necessary for a colonial other to create his or her own tools as O’Grady does but believes that this must be done outside the colonial discourse. “No perspective critical of imperialism can turn the Other onto a self, because the project of imperialism has always already historically refracted what might have been the absolutely Other into a domesticated other that consolidates the imperial self.” ( p.204, O’Grady) By criticizing them, Fusco is still placing the dominant structure into the centre from which he piece unfolds from and answers back to; she  is still, then, the object of history. She deconstructs racism by showing the domination , exclusion and perversity within it but does not provide positive images for colonized people in the piece, there are no alternatives.  However, she and her collaborator do provide satirical material with which to examine the contradictory messages in colonialism and create awareness so that practices of  racial exclusion in  political representation may change.  
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�  According to Jacques Chirac, when defending his testing in Mururoa and Fangataufa, French Polynesia was still as remote and apolitical as Gauguin had depicted it.





