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 Jairo Alfonso. 362, 2012, Watercolor pencil on paper, 78,7” x 159” 

Autopian Worlds Colliding  

AUTOPIA: Road Trips from Cold War to the Present explores the ubiquitous presence of the automobile in 
contemporary culture. “Autopia” combines the words auto and Utopia to highlight the importance the car 
industry played as a paramount symbol of progress in the 20th century. What is its place in contemporary 
culture? Does car culture remain central to our ideal of progress? In this exhibition, the legacy of automobiles 
is  reviewed and reassessed through the work of artists from three continents.  

Autopia is divided in four thematic groups, dealing with the central role of cars in the American Way of Life, 
the USA-USSR battle for the hearts and minds of consumers during the Cold War, the impact of automobiles 
on the natural realm, such as landscapes and resources, and the ways in which it has affected human lives, in 
particular in urban settings like Miami.  

American High/Way of Life  

After World War II, a period of personal sacrifice for the collective good, the automobile became synonymous 
with individual freedom. Cars --with you in the driver’s seat-- joined suburban homes as a component of the 
American Way of Life. A vehicle for rapid access, via highways, from the hectic city centers to the slow-paced 
residential suburbs, cars offered something public transportation could not - privacy. Road trips are to this day 
connected with journeys of self-discovery, migration and adventure.  
 
Frank E. Martínez, who lives and works in Havana, appropriates Americana, the imaginary of 1950s publicity 
and popular culture with its dreamlike consumerism, which he combines with motifs from the troubled history 
of capitalism and slavery. In Untitled, Martínez depicts the interior of a classic American car whose seats 
feature decorative patterns with the image of slaves as they would have been secured in the hull of a slave 
trade boat. In his multimedia works, Santa Fe based Peter Sarkisian explores the ubiquity of technology and 
its role in an increasingly post-human, digital culture. Playful and dangerously seductive, his video sculptures 
situates the viewer in the uncertain role of deciding if the post-humanity of self-driving cars and artificial 
intelligence may graciously turn the world we claim as ours into an inhuman one. This childlike feeling of 
interacting with machines is at the core of C L DeMedeiros’s work. A self-taught outsider artist, he relies on 
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recycled objects and toys to create his assemblages. Thus, it is unsurprising to find works featuring toy cars 
and trucks, as they are central to the construction of masculinity in childhood. In We are here. Where you are, 
he uses an old paint box to depict the layers of transportation arteries of a city.  
 
When the US territory of Puerto Rico became the vitrine of developmental projects in the Caribbean, highways 
replaced  railroads, and cars crowded the small island producing excess of detritus. This is the focus of Carlos 
Marcial’s assemblages. He started as a painter, and later included toy cars and bullet shells to frame images 
of crashed cars abandoned in the wilderness. The naturalization of waste underscores the violence 
associated with gangs in automobiles. iIn the vein of Mad Max and other tales of post-apocalyptia, César 
Beltrán imagines a world, particularly his native Cuba, ruled by gangs grouped around car brands. Tellingly, 
classic American cars from the 1950s still survive just as they did in Castro’s revolution, and they now make 
up new group identities based on their performance qualities. Cuban Coronet is the favorite of the gang of 
Santos Suárez in Havana.  
 
Cool Brands for a Cold War 
 
After the American Exposition in Moscow 1959, it became clear that the Soviet Union was losing the 
economic war for comfort.. The exhibition featured home appliances and furniture  fulfilling  all basic and not-
so-basic consumer needs. For the first time Soviets saw refrigerators, microwaves, electric ovens, vacuum 
cleaners. Together with these objects a fundamental protagonist of what publicity began calling the American 
way of life emerged: the automobile. Embarrassed at its shortcomings, Soviets began developing their own 
auto industry, to use as another tool for political control. In the post-Stalin Thaw period, cars became symbols 
of loyalty to the regime masked as social prestige. However, it also signaled national pride in the development 
of sophisticated industries. This nationalist thrust led to the expansion of predatory economic endeavors 
impacting natural resources everywhere. In Cuba, an unspoken battle raged between aging American cars 
from the 1950s and the increasingly ubiquitous cars from COMECON (Council of Economic Cooperation 
among communist countries). Ladas, Volgas, Tchaikas, Polish Fiats, and other brands soon invaded roads 
and streets. Salvaged more by need  than by nostalgia, the American car became the symbol of individual 
resilience in the face of socialist decay. Soon it was made into the image of a touristic Cuba in spite of the 
predominance of Soviet brands.  
 
The title 362 designates the number of objects Jairo Alfonso fit into the pictorial space of three sheets of paper 
showcasing a life-size Lada car, surrounded by objects. Interested in exploring material culture in places in 
which he has lived, Alfonso reproduces the anxiety-driven practice of hoarding and indiscriminately 
accumulating new commodities. Countering the stereotypical image propagated by tourism agencies of 1950s 
American cars on the streets of Havana, Daniel Silvo creates a series of pictures in the language of 
advertising featuring the omnipresent Lada car from the former Soviet Union. These Foreign “Nostalgies,” as 
he calls them, seek to correct the misconceptions that erase three decades of Soviet presence on the island’s 
economy and culture. 
  
Although communism is associated with mass production and low quality products, it also took a shot at 
luxury for the complacency of the elite. Significantly, death often resonates in these works. In the video-
documented action, VIP car: Monument to the 90s, Volodymyr Kuznetsov invited several men to shoot a 
BMW following the patterns of an embroidery design taken from Ukrainian folk art. In the decades following 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Russian mafia adopted the BMW as a sign of power and prestige.. This 
show of force underscores the many national tensions arising regionally. On the other hand, Rigoberto Díaz 
Martínez unearthed the story of a fleet of ten luxurious Tchaikas that Mikhail Gorbachev gave Fidel Castro 
during his visit to Cuba in 1989. Seven of them now belong to a luxury car service for political tourism in 
Havana. In his unrealized project, he intends to transform a Tachika into a freezer.  
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Roadscapes 
 
Like railroads before them, highways added a new layer to maps; they redrew territories responding to the 
movement of people and commerce. Roads lead to, or escape from, somewhere. They often intercept 
borders, creating breaches to protectionist policies, allowing society to breath as it moves, freely. The Pan 
American Highway attests to the politically driven attempt at connecting the Western hemisphere by car, a 
project that Pablo Helguera explored when he drove from Alaska to South America in a van, proposing the 
creation of a new political entity, Panamerica. His experience in The School of Panamerican Unrest produced 
mixed results due to the USA’s troubled history of domination  in the hemisphere. 
  
Adrián Balseca has realized two major works involving the car industry in his native Ecuador.. Medio camino 
(Half Way) consists of an action in which he removed the gasoline tank from a small truck, Andino Miura , 
named after the Andes. He then traveled from Quito to Cuenca, for thousands of kilometers asking for help 
from the people he found along the way. The road trip gave him a perfect excuse to rediscover gorgeous 
landscapes that have amazed traveling artists  the world over. In another project involving extensive research, 
Balseca taps into the troubled relationship between the  US and Ecuadoran governments under the Condor 
Plan, a strategic partnership among anti-communist regimes(sometimes de facto dictatorships) during the 
period known as the Dirty War. This time he focuses on the Condor brand name, developed as part of these 
control mechanisms camouflaged as economic aid. A different take on the American influence on the Andean 
region is that of Ishmael Randall Weeks. In Trophies for Vallejo he cut out letters from tires to write the poem 
The Black Heralds, by renowned Peruvian poet César Vallejo. 
  
Cars as well as guns often percolate into a distorted notion of masculinity as shows of force. In Kings of the 
Hill, Yael Bartana records Israeli men driving SUVs  on the coastal hills outside Tel Aviv. The arid landscape 
could serve as metaphor for the troubled history of the Jewish people, yet it also highlights the excesses of 
aggression in the face of hardships. Similar to Kuznetsov’s BMX execution, Betsabée Romero’s NarcoCar 
decoratively recreates a gang shootout. Meanwhile, she treats the surface of a car as skin, tattooing it with 
symbols of Mexican folk culture in which death is as ubiquitous as life.  
 
Migration, as a result of war, political upheaval and economic uncertainty, and the illegal trafficking of exotic 
goods, has also crowded roads and changed demographic maps throughout the world. For instance, cars rule 
when it comes to illegal migration into the USA. At least that’s what one could speculate if we give credit to 
Julio Cesar Morales, who designs seats and other car parts in which people can hide from La Migra to cross 
the border. He has based his drawings on photographic documentation from government websites on human 
trafficking. And even when it comes to waterways, automobiles have played its role. The website 
www.floatingcubans.com features several stories of cars and trucks turned into boats to flee the island. 
Starting with a 1951 Chevy pickup truck, which arrived in Key West on July 16, 2003, stories highlight the 
creativity of resourceful engineers and mechanics, who make such transformations a reality stranger than 
fiction. Tapping into this ingenuity seems to guide Rubert Quintana who gives a spin to the stereotypical 
image of American cars with a proposal for newly minted luxury branded car-boats. Maybe this could lead to a 
whole new industry combining nostalgias of foreigners and of Cubans alike.  
 
Traces of migration can also be found throughout US roads with taco trucks and vans announcing at-home. 
The care industry, from housecleaning to caring for children and the elderly, is often associated with 
undocumented immigrants, whose precarious status sometimes put them at disadvantage with employers. 
Marisa Jahn, an artivist and strong advocate for immigrants’ rights, has realized projects to create awareness 
among domestic workers in NannyVan and CareForce One, carrying out actions from her own van.  
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Miami Is Autopia 
 
A city of sprawling suburbs and interconnected highways, Miami is where actual Autopia comes to fruition. 
The ever-growing metropolis expands south, west, and north, taking up more land, and creating a set of 
arteries through which the city’s bloodstream circulates. In the body politics of urban culture, cars represent 
more than simple means of transportation to move people and goods around. They also become symbols of 
its success or failure. Forbidden desires come in the form of fantasies of sexualized car washers, taxis and 
alien abductions. 
 
In Study I, Luis Gispert experiments with asphalt and gold in preparation of a series of large-scale paintings 
that consists of gold chains encrusted in asphalt, as one might find on any street of Miami. Originally from this 
city, Gispert has developed several bodies of work invoking urban culture. In Block Watching, a woman 
wearing gold chains improvises dance moves to the annoying sounds of car alarms. Another Miami artist 
obsessed with glitter and gold is Alex Nuñez, whose decoration complicates the clear cut message of 
gendered advertising . She juxtaposes lush vegetative motifs, often using gold leaf, against pictures of women 
propping up commodities. Nuñez highlights the tensions of their public roles with the fantasies of intimacy that 
advertising creates to turn the viewer into a consumer. 
  
Pedro Vizcaino imagines cars as tele-transporters into alien worlds. Made out of discarded materials such as 
cardboard, wood, plastic containers and paint, his yellow taxis seem to have experienced rough 
extraterrestrial abductions. They are exhibit A of otherworldly lives in which our technologically challenged 
cars are anything but sophisticated. In his series of Instagram-based pictures, REAL Miami, Alex Heria takes 
snapshots of the city from his car. He enhances colors and forms through the software filters. Most 
importantly, he signals the degree to which the endless production of images replicates the speedy anxiety of 
urban lives. Text. Drive. Die. WhereRU. HAHA. WTF? Daniel Evans paints these short phrases on the bonnet 
of a crashed car  to warn of the dangers of reckless driving in an age dominated by distracting electronic 
gadgets. His work often involves metal and neon, referring the materiality of the city. 
 
Cars are indeed  an essential part of our material culture, yet they are more than a means of transportation. 
They often become means of expression, which is enough reason to enter the world of art and aesthetics. 
They may acquire meanings as repositories of memory and spirituality. In this sense, Timothy Buwalda’s 
Deathproof is a gravestone of sorts made out of the hood of his grandfather’s truck with an epitaph as its title. 
Placed on the floor, it becomes a metaphor of the absent body of his owner. Likewise, Rob Pruitt’s sculpture 
offering treats to the viewer pays homage to Felix Gonzalez-Torres, whose signature works dealt with the 
absent body as well. Pruitt appropriates the structure of the painted tires from the Amish, who repurposed an 
object that they have rejected as culture, yet cannot ignore. Probably it is the village of the Amish where the 
Utopia of automobiles realizes itself as the no-place of its origin.  
	
	
	
	

	
	


