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What are the roots that clutch, what branches grow
Out of this stony rubbish? Son of man,
You cannot say, or guess, for you know only
A heap of broken images, where the sun beats [. . ]
- T.S. Eliot
The Waste Land

Mexican artist [naki Bonillas has long found inspiration in archival
materials, and is best known for the various works and series that
have been mined from the vast store of photographs kept by his
grandfather, one J.R. Plaza. Over the past decade, Bonillas has de-
rived seemingly endless permutations on the image, transforming
the archive from a space of preservation into one of procreation.
This impulse is a recurrent theme in recent art, and Bonillas, like
others working within this mode, can be understood to be gathering
fragments of a disappearing, analogue representational world. There
is more at stake, however, than some melancholic disposition to-

ALL IMAGES: A Heap of Broken Images, Where the Sun Beats (2012)

ward the inevitable obsolescence of a medium. His archives expose
notions of essence or origin (whether considered in aesthetic, or bio-
graphical terms) as impossibilities; Bonillas has worked not to shore
up the proper realm of the photographic or the familial, but to find
within each the structural potential for proliferation and multiplica-
tion. Something similar is at stake in his recent series A Heap of
Broken Images, Where the Sun Beats, even as his collection moves
from the personal to the public, and from the individual to the col-
lective, national past.

[ want to describe the ancient earthenware fragments we find
photographed here as “archival residue,” the inevitable supplement
called into existence by the very protocols of compilation and clas-
sification that order the archive. They are tepaleates, a Mexican term
for potsherd, or piece of junk, derived from Nahuatl, the surviving
tongue of the pre-Conquest Aztecs. These pieces might have found
themselves incorporated as spolia into a wall, kept as a curio, or
simply tossed over the shoulder, but the logic of archeological exca-
vation requires meticulous cataloging, regardless of significance—

who knows if later exploration might uncover new finds that would
allow the reconstruction of that pot or this plate? In the meantime,
these forlorn parts sit in drawers, bereft as they are of aesthetic or
scientific value. Bonillas finds a peculiar poetry therein, freeing
them from oblivion and worthlessness.

Broken Images was first exhibited at last year’s Sao Paulo biennial.
Six beautifully crafted wooden light tables presented a careful ar-
rangement of black-and-white negatives of pottery fragments that
appear singly, or sometimes as partly, reassembled items, such as
bowls or plates or vessels. The clarity of the negatives, coupled with
the light box display, gives the work a forensic air, as if we had stum-
bled upon the lab of an archeologist attempting to piece together the
meaning of these fragments of the past—which, in fact, we had.
Attentive viewers would notice the tiny, neat letters and numbers
painstakingly painted onto many of the potsherds, telltale indica-
tions that Bonillas’s subject matter has been catalogued in some
elaborate manner. This particular stony rubbish was found at Chi-
chén Itza, one of the great Mayan ritual temples of the Yucatdn.
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