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Tania Pérez Córdova:
Sculptures as Events
In Conversation with Lauren Cornell, New York, 13 January 2021

Tania Pérez Córdova. Photo: Mauricio Guillén.

'I often redo works because I think I need to
explore more possibilities of the material,'
says Tania Pérez Córdova. The production
process is central to her practice, with the
materiality of each sculptural piece revealing
infinite narrative possibilities.
Take We Focus on a Woman Facing Sideways (2013–2017), most recently
recreated for the artist's solo exhibition at the Museum of Contemporary Art
Chicago (Smoke, nearby, 15 April–20 August 2017). Bridging a corner in the
exhibition space, a slender strip of bronze held a Swarovski crystal earring.
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Nearby, a text read: 'A woman is missing her left earring. It is suspended on a
brass ribbon in the gallery. Until it is reunited with its mate the sculpture exists
in both places simultaneously.'

Tania Pérez Córdova, We Focus on a Woman Facing Sideways (2013–2017) (detail). Courtesy the artist.
Photo: Ramiro Chaves.

By expanding the material presence of objects—signalling their simultaneous
existence elsewhere, as in the case of this work—Pérez Córdova reflects on
the mutability of time.
In the series 'Things in Pause' (2013) presented at the New Museum Triennial
in 2015, the artist embedded the SIM card of a friend into a slab of porcelain.
Throughout the duration of the exhibition, his calls were diverted to a
temporary number. In later iterations, Pérez Córdova discovered that she was
addressing other temporal dimensions as the work naturally entered the
'electronic ageing timeline', with the assigned space for the SIM card
becoming too large.
Notions of absence and disappearance are as important to Pérez Córdova as
materiality. Shown for her solo exhibition at Kunsthalle Basel in 2018
(Daylength of a room, 26 October 2018–6 January 2019), 'Objects cast into
themselves' (2018), Pérez Córdova casts and re-casts objects so that they
become frail versions of their former selves. The series began with a trumpet
that she bought from a busker who passed by her house, which she then
moulded and melted, bringing it further away from its original function.

W W W.G A L E RIE A R T C ONC E P T.C OM

Tania Pérez Córdova, from the series 'Things in Pause' (2013). Courtesy the artist.
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Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Daylength of a room, Kunsthalle Basel, Basel (26 October 2018–6
January 2019). Courtesy the artist. Photo: Philipp Hänger.

In her most recent exhibition at Tina Kim Gallery, Short Sight Box (12
September–14 November 2020), further transformations were visible in a
series of contours created from windows and door frames that the artist had
registered by memory. Volcanic ash, artificial tears, petrified earth, and
contact lenses constituted other elements of the exhibition, which came
together as a poetic 'mood board' inscribed in the past, present, and future.
Tania Pérez Córdova speaks about her latest exhibition in this conversation
with Lauren Cornell, director of the graduate programme and chief curator at
the Center for Curatorial Studies, Bard College, and a former curator at
the New Museum. Cornell included Pérez Córdova in the 2015 New Museum
Triennial that she co-curated with artist Ryan Trecartin.
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Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Short Sight Box, Tina Kim Gallery, New York (12 September–14
November 2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

LCTania, you've described this show as a state of mind, and it feels like that:
personal, psychological, a reflective step away from our time. I wrote down
some of the different materials included: contact lenses, petrified earth,
artificial tears, volcanic ash—such distinct elements cohered into a consistent
mood. Could you speak about the state of mind that you created here?
TPCThere is a little anecdote I'd like to tell, just to keep in the back of your
mind. I read one time that somebody asked John Ashbery how he writes
poetry. He said that he didn't really have any specific methodology, but he
gave this example of being in a public place and overhearing a conversation
between some strangers, and then really liking a phrase, and taking that exact
phrase and using it as the start of his poem.
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Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Daylength of a room, Kunsthalle Basel, Basel (26 October 2018–6
January 2019). Courtesy the artist. Photo: Philipp Hänger.

I like to think that he never knew what that conversation was about, and those
strangers never knew that a phrase of theirs was used in a poem. I like to keep
this little anecdote as a backdrop.
For some time, I've thought of sculptures as events. I continuously ask
whether an object can have a situation inscribed not just in the past, but also
in the present and future.
I started describing my work as a kind of mood, because my practice is not
really research-based and doesn't really have a concrete story. What I'm
interested in is creating an image through objects, through language, and
through descriptions of objects. But there is nothing so specific.
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Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Daylength of a room, Kunsthalle Basel, Basel (26 October 2018–6
January 2019). Courtesy the artist. Photo: Philipp Hänger.

If I were to find a kind of narrative form, I would say it's more like poetry than
a novel, because it's not about anything other than a mood or a state of mind.
This is obviously completely intuitive and not a conscious process. My work is
not biographical. I usually collect phrases that I read in the newspaper. If a
phrase calls my mind, I just write it down. It's like a mood board. It's an
attempt to grasp a general state of mind, but obviously it often ends up being
about me. But I guess that's the nature of art, no?
We are all looping between the general and the personal. In trying to talk
about the general, one may accidentally talk about the personal. And talking
about the personal might be about the general.

Tania Pérez Córdova, Sunning (2017). Petrified earth dried in the sun, cigarette ash, make up. 99.1 x
69.9 x 2.9 cm. Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.
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LCThis body of work seems, to me, to touch on climate change—does that
ring true to you? There seem to be strong aspects of loss and mourning, as
reflected not only by the artificial tears and ash but, more subtly, in the
hushed, evacuated nature of all the sculptures on view.
TPCFor some time, I've asked myself whether it's possible to address issues
that matter to me in my works, especially when the work is so abstract by
nature.
Some time ago, while watching an interview with Rugilė Barzdžiukaitė, Vaiva
Grainytė, and Lina Lapelytė, the artists of the Lithuanian Pavilion at the 2019
Venice Biennale, I realised that what fascinated me most about their brilliant
piece was how they managed to talk about very concrete, scientific, and
extremely urgent issues by constructing an abstract image.
One of them was talking about how scientists are recovering a dying coral reef
with 3D printers. Even fascinating research like this was used to build a mood.
To me, this felt like opening the possibility of addressing this urgent subject
from a purely domestic point of view.

Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Short Sight Box, Tina Kim Gallery, New York (12 September–14
November 2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

I titled Iron Rain (2020) after reading an article on the history of the climate
throughout different ages of the earth and weather phenomena in other
planets. In these hypothetical scenarios, there was a description of rainfall in
the form of liquified metal—an image for an unreachable and uninhabitable
imagined future.
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I would not say that the show is about climate change specifically—I guess it's
just a mood that reflects this situation and how it is echoed in surrounding
information; in anxiety.

Tania Pérez Córdova, Iron Rain (2020). Graphite crucible, zinc. 28 x 28 x 27 cm. Courtesy the artist and
Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

LCIn previous works, you've made new objects out of existing materials, such
as coins, sometimes regenerating them until they disappear. But there's a
different process in this body of work—could you speak about it?
TPCThe first time I made these works was for a group exhibition in New
York at Galerie Martin Janda, curated by Magalí Arriola (A Mouse Drowned in
a Honey Pot, 10 March–11 August 2014).
The show was based around a non-existent house that had a personal relation
to Magalí. I remember I was given some images of this house, and these
images were very personal. The photos were of a children's party and you
could see bits of the house in background.
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Tania Pérez Córdova, 'Objects cast into themselves' (2018). Courtesy the artist. Photo: Philipp Hänger.

I decided to recreate some of these contours in approximation to what these
places could have been. Then I did this work a few more times. When I was
planning the show for Tina Kim Gallery, I wanted to do a larger series, staging
an image of domesticity that was in between being inside and outside.
The first one I did was this door, which was the memory of the entrance door
of my personal home. Then a whole other series unfolded. When the
confinement hit, these works had just been finished, then I thought of
something else.
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Tania Pérez Córdova, Contour #3 (2020). Bronze poured into sand. 178 x 130 x 2 cm. Courtesy the artist
and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

I don't know if you had the same experience, but in the most extreme part of
the confinement, my window view became a still image.
I remember I was once doing a residency in Scotland, and I got really
claustrophobic from seeing this one mountain through the window. It was
very beautiful, but I felt I couldn't escape from it.
I thought of these contours, which became the outline of an image from which
you're unable to escape. This is just a thought I had when I was looking at a
contour of my window view at home, not being able to go out, just looking at
this place from a distance.
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Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Short Sight Box, Tina Kim Gallery, New York (12 September–14
November 2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery.

LCContours, yes. Here, it feels like we see contours of spaces—designations
of inside and outside—within what feels like an open plane. Within a year of
lockdowns, the show feels boundless to me.
I want to ask you about technique. In your previous works, there was a
tendency to copy things, to renew them, or to follow their half-lives into
disappearance.
Here, it feels more like you're focused on techniques of mirroring, and
doubling. Is that correct?
TPCI thought a lot about the idea of doubling. The first thing that came to my
mind was this idea that when a writer is stuck, they should just write
something again and it will never happen in the same way.
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Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Short Sight Box, Tina Kim Gallery, New York (12 September–14
November 2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery.

I've been working with this translator called Kate Briggs—she wrote this
amazing book called This Little Art, which considers translation as a
methodology. If you translate something, it will never be the same as the
original expression. Often in my work, there's also the idea of the fake and the
real, which is another translation, in a way—from the original to the synthetic,
for example. I'm interested in doubling, what it means culturally, and the
value that we assign to these things culturally.
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Tania Pérez Córdova, Panorama (2020). Professional airbrush sunless spray tan on canvas. 210 x 116
cm. Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

LCCan I ask about your ongoing attachment to the contact lens?
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TPCYes. The first time I used a contact lens, I was thinking of this idea of
sculpture as being half of an event—a wearable object that could exist in two
different locations.
I think that there's something interesting about the idea of the contact lens as
a synthetic object that refers to the idea of seeing. I often reuse materials and
rethink them in different situations.
I love to think that the work is not just about the object, but about thinking of
someone or being forced to see someone, which is such a strange moment.
When you lock eyes with a stranger, it's so uncomfortable and so unusual. The
work almost creates that interaction with the people coming into this space.

Tania Pérez Córdova, To wink, to cry (2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung
Rhee.

LCWhen we worked together on the New Museum Triennial in 2015, we
borrowed a contact lens, a SIM card, and an earring for the three different
sculptures. It was quite challenging to secure them, to actually borrow them
for a short time.
You mentioned that you think about your sculptures as events that pause
some action happening outside of the gallery. I was struck by the semblance
of a deeper pause in this show. You seem to be looking at a more tectonic
shift, even though you have some short-term borrowed objects in the show.
Could you speak about time as a material or a subject in this body of work?
TPCI think what I was trying to show is that although an object might look
uneventful, you can still try to think of it within the passage of time. I guess
that's what happens in everyday life. You can look at any object, and you can
think about what is going to happen to it in ten years, almost through the way
it exists—through its past and future.
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Tania Pérez Córdova, 'Objects cast into themselves' (2018). Courtesy the artist. Photo: Philipp Hänger.

This body of work is more a way of understanding a still image as an object
within a timeline. I started casting holes while I was doing a series of high
reliefs in earth, a series I called 'Handhold' (2016). I was digging holes to
gather the earth I needed and I felt the need to address the leftover as well.
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I wanted to create this idea of a landscape of situations. That's why I described
elements inside the holes as situations. Each of these holes could be thought
of as propositions for something.

Tania Pérez Córdova, Sincere / Non- sincere (2018). Fake gold necklace, obsidian, water. 26 × 44 × 13
cm. Courtesy the artist. Photo: Philipp Hänger.

LCSomething that really strikes me about your work is that the final sculptures
are often described as delicate, even kind of slight. And, I know they're quite
fragile, having installed them, yet there's a monumental effort that goes into
making and procuring materials for them. How long did it take you to make
some of these? What was the process?
TPCI feel the amateur part of the process of making the works is important.
Most of the works have some accidental shape or development. It's very
difficult for me to have something made without me being there, because it's
so much about the incidental nature of arriving to things.
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Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Short Sight Box, Tina Kim Gallery, New York (12 September–14
November 2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

The contours were actually quite a long process. First we traced the casting
and made a drawing, as you would do in the sand if you were at the beach,
then we poured liquid metal, which travelled across the line. The most timeconsuming bit was the pressing of the earth and preparing it for the drawing.
I often work with specialised workshops and part of the process for me has to
do with renegotiating the terms of production. I prefer to make agreements in
terms of time rather than results because often, what would usually be
considered a mistake ends up being the object that works best for me.
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Tania Pérez Córdova, To wink, to cry (2020). Marble, copper cast, artificial tears, cosmetic contact lens,
a person wearing one contact lens of a colour different to her/his eyes occasionally. 81.3 x 12.4 x 12.4 cm.
Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

LCThe audience is inquiring about value. How do you think about value in
relation to your materials?
TPCSome time ago, I bought a one-peso Mexican coin at a flea market. I paid
one euro for it. It's a small gesture, but it's fascinating to me that over time,
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the symbolic value of the coin had overtaken its economic value. One euro is
usually about 22 to 24 pesos.
This as a process that interests me. In that specific anecdote, it's also
interesting to think that the exchange rate of the story is impossible: one euro
for one peso.

Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Short Sight Box, Tina Kim Gallery, New York (12 September–14
November 2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

I think that the coins and the pearls and this idea of value are interesting,
because it reflects how we assign meaning to things in culture. They are
objects that interest me because they change and shift with time. Fake objects
interest me, exactly because of how we assign value.
I had the idea that the chain in Short Sight Box – Hole A (2020) would
resemble the movement of a falling a coin. It was thinking of both the image of
a coin dropped for luck, or the visual idea of a falling economy.
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Tania Pérez Córdova, Portrait of a Woman Passing By (2019). Glazed ceramic, woman wearing a dress.
90 x 50 cm. Exhibition view: Short Sight Box, Tina Kim Gallery, New York (12 September–14 November
2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

I started working with coins while I was working with a foundry that produces
little statues for a well-known Mexican film award. When I saw them casting
the pieces, I realised they were adding a lot of beer cans to the mixture to
economise the bronze usage. These little things—learning how something
works—are fascinating to me.
Obviously, the culture we live in is a counterfeit culture. I buy volcanic ash and
I buy a necklace, they tell me it's real, but in Mexico you never know—it could
be fake. In a way, I don't really care if they cheated me or not. I just wanted to
get in situations where there is this tension, and I bring this uncertainty to the
work.
When I started producing objects, I found that the objects were not sufficient
as objects. I could not decide on making something just because it had a
certain aesthetic. I needed more from it to be exciting to me.
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Exhibition view: Tania Pérez Córdova, Short Sight Box, Tina Kim Gallery, New York (12 September–14
November 2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung Rhee.

In a way it's the narrative that excites me. The narrative that I could either
inscribe or uncover. That's why I think of things as embedded in a timeline, as
it allows for them to be expanded further.
Maybe it's a way to think of the present as moving or attempt to put it in
motion. Making objects feels a lot like fighting the idea that what you're
making needs to be preserved, like a moment frozen in time.
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Tania Pérez Córdova, To wink, to cry (2020). Courtesy the artist and Tina Kim Gallery. Photo: Hyunjung
Rhee.

LCCould you talk about the conservation of these objects? In a way, the
process of maintaining them involves marking time, too—for example, in
having to replace the contact lens liquid when it evaporates.
TPCYes, it's also something that happens without me planning it. One day,
Katherine [Lauricella] called me to say the pot in To wink, to cry (2020) was
rusting and I got so excited. I didn't think these artificial tears would make it
change so fast, and it felt to me that this transformation was necessarily part
of the work.
It's also a way to make the works more active—to have things happening
rather than things just being.
!
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Elizabeth Fullerton: Tania Pérez Córdova: Girl with the Other Earring
(07.02.2019)
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Artist: Tania Pérez Córdova
Exhibition title: Daylength of a room
Venue: Kunsthalle Basel, Basel, Switzerland
Date: October 26, 2018 – January 6, 2019
Photography: all images copyright and courtesy of the artist and ©Kunsthalle Basel
Imagine an ice cube, melted down, then poured back into the ice tray and refrozen. It finds itself a
tiny bit smaller, containing a little less of itself, when remade into its own shape. Now imagine this
process applied to other objects in the world, as Tania Pérez Córdova does. She makes a mold of
a thing, melts it down, and then casts it as a copy made from the molten material of the thing itself.
This curious procedure is central to the Mexi-can artist’s first institutional solo exhibition in Europe.
In preparation for the show, Córdova collected an array of prosaic things—including a copper
sauce-pan, a glass pitcher, a metal chain -link fence, silver cutlery—some her own, some found,
and subjected them to her copy-of-the-thing-made-from-the-thing-itself process. Hung on a wall
or over a door or placed on carpet in the center of a room, her un-deniably ungainly results are
rough, pock-marked, and somehow incomplete even though the visitor’s eye can easily identify
their initial forms. They are built up from accretions of their original matter, with occasional material
gaps, made obvious by the stains of lipstick or herbal protein powder—carefully chosen stuff that
has seemingly seeped out of her various once-functioning receptacles.
In another work, Paisaje (landscape), a bar of soap or a bottle cap is now wedged in a replica
fence’s new gaps, making these even more obvious, pointed. For all her objects’ insistent materiality, what we are truly seeing, you might say, is the lacuna between original and copy, between first
generation and second, between mass-produced readymade and handmade replica. Córdova has
literally made loss and put it on display.
The artist relishes this process of making—or perhaps better put, unmaking. “In theory,” she
suggests, “if I would continue the cycle indefinitely, at some point it will result in the things’ disappearance.” For instance, that ice cube would completely dissipate in the process of trying to (re)
become itself. In the exhibition, the artist doesn’t go so far as to make her objects disappear, but
in a material as much as a metaphorical sense, they arguably negotiate loss and regeneration,
authenticity and imitation.
The mutation or deceptiveness of a thing—how its material integrity shifts, how it can cos-metically enhance something (or someone), or simply pretend to be something it’s not—man-ifests in
various guises in Córdova’s elegantly gnomic show. A piece of obsidian (molten volcanic sludge
cooled to become glasslike) with a polished depression holds a cheap, imitation-gold chain (Sincere / Non-sincere). The luxurious-looking natural stone surface jars with the cheapness of a
chain that is masquerading as something it isn’t. Nearby, more than nine meters of the same sort
of necklaces purchased by the artist at a Mexico City market are strung together and suspended
from a high metal bar (People keeping their belongings, others throwing theirs away).
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All but one were bought at the price of costume jewelry; a single chain among them was promised
to be real gold, and sold to the artist as such, although it looks exactly like the others. Visitors will
be unable to distinguish them, but neither can the artist, who supposes she’ll have to place her
faith in the seller’s version of the truth.
A shelf-like artwork (OOOOO) made of variegated thin slabs of broken marble and plaster lines
the wall (notice, again, how fine materials meet their economically inferior stand-ins). Circular
recesses carved into them hold colored contact lenses, products par excellence of aspirational
cosmetic transfor-mation. Exhibition visitors will encounter enlisted staff members who have temporarily transformed the color of one eye with the other half of the contact lens pair, activating the
work and extending it beyond the exhibition space proper. Sculpture, Córdova insists, can be at
once material and perfor-mative and a negotiation.
“Above all,” a critic of her work once wrote, “Córdova is concerned with time.” This exhibition
exemplifies that concern, with its title’s use of “daylength” suggesting as much. The English term
is borrowed from science, proposing that the notion of a single “day” (24 hours for humans, perhaps only 6 hours for a certain plant) might be measured according to different rules, depending
on who—or what—you are talking about. For her exhibition, the artist creates works that negotiate
different temporalities. They remind us that although the artwork is typically thought of as something forever-fixed once completed, hers might just operate according to another rhythm.
While conceiving the show, Córdova was struck by a story she heard: that in the Ramesside period in ancient Egypt, existing Sphinx statues were recycled by newly arrived pharaohs, who would
slightly alter their facial features to conform to new tastes and changing political ideology. Inspired
by this, she created a new sculpture in relief of a mouth (Woman next to a still-life), carved from
pumice and hung high on a wall, like a clock in a train station. Its existence in its current form will
last as long as the Kunsthalle Basel exhibition is on view. Upon each subsequent showing, she will
alter the shape of the mouth, adding teeth or a grin in its next incarnations. Continuously evolving,
it defies being fixed as it marks passing time.
Along another wall are three sets of pumice sculptures (3 figures thinking; two standing, one
seated ), each forming the two halves of a vaguely shaped head (think Constantin Brâncuși’s 1910
Sleeping Muse). Each one sand-wiches specially made flat loaves of bread, baked so thoroughly
that they are hardened, petrified. Yet another loaf, presented in a back room, has cigarettes baked
into it so that the heat of the oven literally “smoked” the cigarettes while encrusting them into the
loaf (Strike). These add to the wildly ecclectic materi-al universe that populates the artist’s exhibition.
In the piece poetically called Architect holding a building, Córdova’s use of volcanic ash (mixed
with gunpowder and cosmetics) to paint walls reminds us that there are active volcanos not far
from her hometown, acting as an ever-ready threat, a ticking time bomb. Time is manifest in yet
another register in her placement of a plant with so-called shot hole disease at the entrance to her
exhibition. Plants with this fungal disease, as the name suggests, have what look like bullet holes
in their leaves, and without treatment will slowly, entirely disintegrate. Like the objects in the exhibition that hint at their own dissolution, time here acts as a sculptural agent.
In a moment when no one seems to have time for anything, Tania Pérez Córdova won’t let us forget the time things take: for lava to turn to glassy stone, for a cigarette to burn, for a loaf to bake,
for hair to grow impossibly long, for cheap metal to reveal itself as imitation gold thanks to humidity
and oxidation. These different temporalities enrich the daylength of this room.
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Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylengh of a room, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo : Philipp Hänger
/ Kunsthalle Basel

Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylengh of a room, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo : Philipp Hänger
/ Kunsthalle Basel
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Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, view on, Woman next to a
still-life, 2018, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo: Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle Basel
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Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, view on, 3 figures thinking;
two standing, one seated, 2018, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo: Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle
Basel

Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, view on, Sincere / Non-sincere,
2018, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo: Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle Basel
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Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, view on, Figure standing next to
a fountain, 2018, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo: Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle Basel
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Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo: Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle Basel

Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, view on Stuttering, 2018 (detail), Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo: Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle Basel
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Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo: Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle Basel

Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo: Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle Basel
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Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, view on, Strike, 2018, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo: Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle Basel
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Tania Pérez Córdova, installation view, Daylength of a room, Kunsthalle Basel, 2018. Photo:
Philipp Hänger / Kunsthalle Basel
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Lori Waxman: Murakami and Perez Cordova form an unexpected symmetry at the MCA
(07.12.2018)
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Lori Waxman: Murakami and Perez Cordova form an unexpected symmetry at the MCA
(07.12.2018)
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February 24, 2017 - Tania Pérez Córdova is a visual artist based in Mexico City. Her
sculptures are "devices to create pause," as their contemplation reveals past and present
possible events. Her upcoming solo show "Smoke, Nearby" at Chicago's Museum of
Contemporary Art opens April 2017.
As told to Laurel Schwulst, 1579 words.
Tags: Art, Process, Education.

Interview: Tania Pérez
Córdova
On titles, obstructions, in-betweens, layers, voids, chance, and not knowing

In one of your work’s captions, you specified the
glass material was specifically from “a window facing
south.” How important is that kind of detail?
The glass pieces were all from the same place, an old
studio of mine. When I named them, I thought it was
important to mention whether they were the north
windows or the south windows. It was a suggestion of
how they really existed when they were windows.
When I showed the glass pieces, many people asked me,
“So what’s happening to your studio now that it
doesn’t have windows? Is rain coming in?” The mention
of orientation helped form this image of another place
and another time.
In titling my work, I decided that whenever there’s
something happening, like an event or an activity, I
include it as part of the materials. It was important
for me to be able to insert it in the formalities of
how work is described, which is with these captions.
Captions are just how artworks are traditionally
described. I prefer using captions to creating a new
explanation outside that. I usually just list abstract
situations as part of the materials. So for example,
the earrings piece is made with bronze just as much as
with a woman wearing an earring.

They say it’s like a rock, 2015. Glass from a window facing south and
Nag Champa incense. 21 × 29 × 24 cm.

I read about your piece in which you asked a musician
if you could borrow two of her piano keys for your
piece. Is it difficult to negotiate the borrowing for
your work?
Usually it is quite easy. My work usually has a link
to some kind of real narrative, so it’s not an
artifice. It is important for me that it’s real. It
truly is a borrowed piano key, even if it would be
very simple to just stage it.

I made a series of sculptures at that time I thought
of as “devices to create pause”. Looking at them would
not only be looking at them as sculptures, but
thinking of the other situations they imply. In the

Some people can’t be bothered to know more than what
they see. That’s fair enough. It’s up to you how much
you’d like to dig.

case of the piano, I remember asking the owner of the
piano, “Just keep playing your repertoire without
those two keys.” I like the narrative that there would
be a series of songs altered because of the missing
keys.

It’s also very important for me to not become cryptic
on purpose. I don’t want the work to be about decoding
a hidden knowledge. I’m more interested in creating a
fragment. The void is as important as the work. I
think about how the part that’s there and the part
that’s not there interact.

I also had a work that included one earring and a SIM
card. This obstruction would only happen during the
show. Once the show was over, everything would go back
to normal: the woman would wear both earrings again
and the phone would work again.
You have a upcoming show at Chicago’s MCA. How has
preparing for that show been unique to other shows?

Do you write a lot for your practice?
No. I mean, I write titles. But no, I don’t really
write, write, write, write. I find it extremely
painful. I would love to, but I just find it so
painful. I collect more. I collect language or phrases
that I like, or words, even if I’m not really sure
why.

I was invited to show a series of my works, and I
proposed that I’d make “in-betweens”. So the idea is
to remake old works so that the new works would be
transitions between the old works.
Now that I’m talking to you, I suppose I never thought
this before, but I realized this has a lot to do with
my partner, Francesco. Francesco was translating this
Italian poet who had never been translated. While he
was translating, he thought, “I’m just going to write
in between the lines because this poem is so
beautiful.” So he’s just been adding lines to a
translation. It’s strange because it’s not fully his
own poem, but it’s not fully like the original. So it
really is like an in-between, and that’s what’s good
about it.
This reminds me of my friend’s story. Her dad has an
oil company in the United States. He said that one of
their tactics is future speculation. So, they’ll
imagine a terrible oil spill. Then, they’ll make a
series of in-between plans, given where they are at
the present moment, to make sure that oil spill won’t
happen.
Ah, so like reverse thinking. Amazing. Yeah, I am
working in a way similar to the oil company. It’s
almost as if you’ve set a beginning and an end point,
and then you just need to figure out what the logic
in-between is. It’s a new way for me to work and to be
excited, since at the beginning I was not that keen on
showing old work. It’s a good way to enjoy thinking
about them again.
How important is it to you that people who buy your
work understand it?
I hope they do, but I always have this doubt. I’m sure
some work has been sold to people who really
understand. But I decided that you don’t need to know
things immediately. Maybe that comes with time.
I’m also completely fine if people look at the works
just like objects. I’ve accepted that they have two
dimensions and two lives, and it depends how people
want to engage. Different people engage differently.

There’s a really beautiful anecdote I like to think
about from this John Ashbery interview in The Paris
Review, and somebody asks him, “What gets you started
when writing a poem?” Then he tells this story of
being in a public place and overhearing a phrase by
someone nearby, out of context. He likes the phrase
and uses it as the finishing line for his poem—it was
exactly what he was looking for. I like that he didn’t
even know what their conversation was about, and that
they will never know their phrase was used for a
famous poem.
You went to school in London, right?
I went to Goldsmiths, but I hated it. It took me a
very long time to recover. I mean, I went there
wanting to do work, but I came out being completely
blocked. I remember thinking you go there to make more
work, not to make less work, so give me back my money.
I don’t know if it works like this for everybody, but
making work is not necessarily like hammering, and not
really even switching off your brain. Part needs to
happen somehow intuitively. You cannot have complete
control.
I think that Goldsmiths program is very good, but it’s
very bloated. It’s very “fake intellectual,” very
close to the critical studies department. It’s almost
like they are commissioning meaning or something.
When I work, I tell myself, “Don’t have specific
plans.” I’m always really careful when I talk about my
work to not say what it means because one should not
know what it means. This became fundamental for me. I
should never ever know what it means or what it does.
I should just know where it comes from. This is what
took me a long time to understand, but it’s what I
needed to make work.
I remember this quote by the filmmaker Ingmar Bergman
that said something like, “Intuition is like throwing
a spear into the darkness, and intellect is about
going to find it afterwards.”

That’s a good process.

They say it makes miracles, 2015. Glass from a window facing north,
plastic bag. 13 × 45 × 25.5 cm.

I’ve been asked a few times to teach, but I always say
no. I’m not sure I do something that can be taught.
Maybe that sounds really romantic, but I feel like for
me education was such a counterproductive experience.
Maybe in a few years it’ll be more clear, but I don’t
know. What can I say? Something like, ”I just collect
random phrases and I’m not really sure why, I don’t
even remember who wrote them.” I try to celebrate not
knowing.

Name
Tania Pérez Córdova
Vocation
Visual artist
Fact
Tania Pérez Córdova is a visual artist based in Mexico City. Her sculptures are
"devices to create pause," as their contemplation reveals past and present
possible events. Her upcoming solo show "Smoke, Nearby" at Chicago's Museum of
Contemporary Art opens April 2017.

Tania Pérez Córdova recommends:
To read: The Performance of Becoming Human, by Daniel Borzutzky published by
Brooklyn Art Press
To read: A man in a Room Spray-Painting a Fly… (or at least trying to…) by
Francesco Pedraglio published by Bookworks.
To visit: British Museum´s object number 122294 which is in the Mespotamia Section
and its description reads like:
“Woman's head wearing jewelry, preserved as excavated; head of body 53 in
the great death pit; the jewelry includes a gold ribbon in the hair, a
silver comb, a diadem of gold leaves, gold ear-rings and a silver comb
with gold and lapis lazuli head.”
To visit: the Coatlicue Aztec stone at the Mexico City Anthropology Museum. The
colossal stone was buried and unearthed episodically in a fascinating story over
hundreds of years.
To watch when you have insomnia at night: a live stream of the Popocatepetl
volcano online.

The Creative Independent is ad-free and published by Kickstarter,
PBC. See also: Terms, Privacy Policy.
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In Focus: Tania Pérez Córdova
The memory and lifespan of objects
Chasing, pausing,
waiting, 2014, blusher,
bird droppings, cigarette
ash (from a smoker
wanting to quit), black
marble, 14 × 28 × 13 cm.
All images courtesy: the
artist, Meessen De
Clercq, Brussels, and
Proyectos Monclova,
Mexico City

Can an object be an event? If the answer is ‘yes’, then what kind of event might it be? Has it happened
already, or will it occur in the future? Has it occurred here, or elsewhere? Such imponderables lie at the
core of Tania Pérez Córdova’s sculptural practice. For the Mexican artist, matter always points offstage, towards instances and interactions beyond the present time and place. Her work insists that
materials garner meaning through social interactions, often (but not necessarily) outside of the gallery,
within networks of exchange that are silted in the mind, in promises to be kept or broken, in desires
and fears of imagined futures.
One of my favourite examples of Córdova’s complex understanding of this material distillation of
human relations is Call forwarding (2013). To make the piece, Córdova borrowed the sim card from a
friend’s mobile phone and implanted it into a thin sheet of white porcelain that was subsequently
mounted on the gallery wall. Call forwarding involved a degree of negotiation, since Córdova had to
persuade a friend to part with his phone number and to set up a call-forwarding service to a new sim.
The work is as perverse as it is playful: an interruption in the flow of communications, an absurd and
elegant re-purposing of a seemingly essential piece of modern hardware. Preserved in ceramic, the
work sets up a series of polarities: contemporary and prehistoric technologies, verbal and tactile
experiences, useful and redundant matter.

Colin Perry: In Focus: Tania Pérez Córdova
In: Frieze Magazine, 16.03.2015
https://frieze.com/article/focus-tania-pérez-córdova (22.04.2016)

W W W.G A L E RIE A R T C ONC E P T.C OM

A number of Córdova’s works include borrowed items, which are either returned to the owner after the
exhibition closes, or are kept on permanent loan. Things in pause (2014) consists of two black piano
keys mounted onto four panels of orange-coloured foam and hung on the gallery wall. The keys were
borrowed from a pianist the artist met while installing her exhibition as part of the Bienal do Mercosul
in 2013. Things in pause suggests an imagined scenario, in which the musician must modify her
playing, changing much-loved tunes to compensate for the missing notes. Another tactic for invoking
invisible social relations is evident in We focus on a woman facing sideways, Evening (2014), which
utilizes just one of a pair of objects: a single gold earring, given to the artist by her grandmother, hangs
off a triangular bronze armature slotted into the corner of the gallery. Here, the exhibited object
insistently invokes its phantom other.
We focus on a woman facing sideways,
Evening (detail), 2014, bronze, borrowed

Language is central to Córdova’s practice. This is evident in the relationships she establishes between
a work’s title and the cultural meanings of the materials she uses. Something separated by commas

Colin Perry: In Focus: Tania Pérez Córdova
In: Frieze Magazine, 16.03.2015
https://frieze.com/article/focus-tania-pérez-córdova (22.04.2016)
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(2014) consists of thin, shelf-like pieces of marble with circular depressions containing traces of
cigarette ash, a pool of red lipstick and a single green contact lens. These diminutive reliquaries
suggest the shelf has been used by someone preparing for a social engagement, perhaps lounging
against the gallery wall, lighting a cigarette, applying make-up, then heading out. (Córdova explains to
me that, because few Mexicans have green eyes, this lens also hints at flawed aspirations to European
standards of beauty). In Chasing, pausing, waiting (2014) the list of materials in the caption adds vital
details not visibly evident in the display: ‘makeup (blush), bird droppings, cigarette ash (from a smoker
wanting to quit), black marble’. Here, we have the traces of flirtation or disguise (blushes), accidents
(bird shit), anxiety (the smoker who wants to quit) and luxury (marble). These pieces wittily adumbrate
scenes from any number of melodramas without the use of a script.
Above all, Córdova is concerned with time. If used like stones (2012) comprises an Epson printer
(model sx130) mounted on the gallery wall: a gesture that simply asks for the years to pass, to
transfigure this humdrum piece of office technology into a valuable historical artefact. Contrasting
psychological conceptions of human and geological duration, Untitled (2014) is a photograph of
Popocatepetl, an active volcano that looms at the margins of Mexico City like a time bomb (the image
is taken from an official surveillance camera that keeps an eye on it day and night). How to use
reversed psychology with pictures (2012/13) consists of a sheet of pale, worn-out linen that was
originally dyed completely black. Córdova purchased the dark fabric, subjecting it to a series of tests
that are used by manufacturers to measure their products’ life expectancies. The result is an item that
has seemingly time-travelled to arrive prematurely at its future state of decay.
Córdova’s work draws attention to different time-scales: the duration of an exhibition, the lifespan of an
object, the imagined actions of a smoker burning her way through a cigarette. In doing so, her works
create lacunae for viewers to envisage alternative places, relations and intervals; they urge us to treat
the gallery as a time machine.

Tania Pérez Córdova is an artist living and working in Mexico City, Mexico. Her work is included in
'Surround Audience', the 2015 New Museum Triennial, New York, USA, from 24 February to 24 May.

Colin Perry: In Focus: Tania Pérez Córdova
In: Frieze Magazine, 16.03.2015
https://frieze.com/article/focus-tania-pérez-córdova (22.04.2016)
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Going back to basics – getting back to art (and earrings)
There it hangs: a golden earring in the shape of a piece of miniature drooping armour, placed in a tiny
hole in a slender triangular metal structure coming out of a corner of the room. The ‘lock’ is attached to
the back of the pin; the whole thing hangs just as it would from an earlobe. The earring is alone,
separated from its twin. In fact, the separation is temporary; the other earring remains with its owner,
who will not use it until the two are reunited.
The earring and its structure are installed in an official-looking building, one of the four main venues of
the ninth Bienal do Mercosul, titled Weather Permitting and beautifully curated by Sofia Hernandez
Chong Cuy and her team in Porto Alegre. It is one of four works in the Bienal by the Mexico City-based
artist Tania Pérez Córdova.
WITH FUNDING BEING THE MOST PROMINENT TOPIC AMONG COLLEAGUES TODAY, IT IS
CRUCIAL TO SPEND MORE TIME WITH ART ITSELF
All of them contain a borrowed object, which has temporarily left a significant part of itself, or its
context, behind. They share the title Things in Pause. In addition to the earring, there is a sim card
embedded in porcelain, a shirtsleeve severed from the shirt itself and inserted into pine wood, and a
piano key on a journey of its own. After the exhibition the objects will be returned from whence they
came. In case of a sale, the buyer is requested to find an equivalent object to incorporate into the
framework devised by the artist.
Pérez Córdova puts objects on hold, placing them outside of their quotidian existence as (temporary) art
objects. In a way they are being put to the test, both as plain objects and as art. So what happened to
the earring, a delicate and intimate object (belonging to the artist’s grandmother, I learn while reading
up on the work), in this otherwise large-scale biennial exhibition?
In addition to modestly electrifying the corner where it was installed, next to work by, among others,
Cao Fei and Mario Garcia Torres, Lost Gold Earring said something about how art can operate today:
that objects and actions can commute between contexts, and that the transitions from homebase to
artwork and back to homebase can allow for imaginative yet concrete associations.
It is tempting to introduce the idea of the quasi-object into this query. The quasi-object is less
psychologically charged than a transitional object, but nevertheless one that mediates between people.
The quasi-object is not even an object, but neither is it a subject. And yet it participates in the
constitution of the subject. When passed around, the quasi-object creates the collective – when it
stops, the subjective ‘I’ appears.
A ball, for example a football, is the quintessential quasi-object, according to the philosopher Michel
Serres. It is made for circulation, ‘weaving the collective’ while in motion. It remains ‘lifeless’, or not yet
animated, as long as it is still. It has the potential of being both ‘being’ and ‘relation’, depending on its
status.
On closer inspection, the objects in Pérez Córdova’s work are to some extent quasi-objects. They
simultaneously connect and decentre; they form the basis of distinct works in and of themselves and
they partake in the mediation between a number of other external entities. In the bigger picture, it is
very likely that art itself is a quasi-object.

Maria Lind: Going back to basics – getting back to art (and earrings)
In: Artreview, December 2013
http://artreview.com/opinion/december_2013_opinion_maria_lind_on_going_back_to_basics_
art_itself_and_earrings/ (26.07.2014)
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Having recently been invited to address some of the urgencies of the present in the sphere of curating
at a symposium at the School of Visual Art in New York, art comes first on my list. Art as a quasi-object
– a form of understanding that is more necessary than ever, as a horizon of the possible beyond the
given.
I have a distinct feeling that we need to return to art itself, to focus on artworks and art projects in the
wake of art institutions becoming more and more obsessed with themselves, curating programmes
being preoccupied with curating, and curating students becoming stuck in curatorial pirouettes or
symbiotic collaborations. Not that art has disappeared completely, but it has been pushed into the
background.
This is problematic and yet understandable: in a place like Europe a paradigm shift has happened in
terms of the conditions of production for both art and curating. The single most palpable feature of this
is how funding structures have been transformed, largely without public debate. At the same time as
the commercial art market is blossoming, public funding is decreasing, and at the same time the public
funding that remains is increasingly instrumentalised.
With funding being the most prominent topic among colleagues today, it is crucial to spend more time
with art itself, inquiring what an artwork does. Not what it can do, but what it actually does: how it sits
in a specific situation in society, and how it operates from there. Pérez Córdova’s golden earring and its
commuting character, its relying on future events, has stayed with me. I even started to wear earrings
again, after a 15-year pause.

Maria Lind: Going back to basics – getting back to art (and earrings)
In: Artreview, December 2013
http://artreview.com/opinion/december_2013_opinion_maria_lind_on_going_back_to_basics_
art_itself_and_earrings/ (26.07.2014)
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TANIA PÉREZ CÓRDOVA
(MEXICO CITY, b. 1979)

Script for a Perfect Phone Call, 2014
The sculptural compositions of Mexico City–based artist Tania Pérez Córdova suggest the passing of
time. Inscribed in her work are traces that connect her still life objects to a complex contemporary
world: a borrowed gold earring hangs from a bronze cast structure, a set of used contact lenses sit in a
marble molding, an active credit card is embedded in a clay platter, a stranger’s SIM card is encrusted
in a porcelain mold.
These objects, while seemingly uneventful, create situations where the artist’s negotiations with those
third parties are made visible to the viewer. Her delicate work might wrongfully be read as conceptual,
but when analyzed carefully, her sculptures gain a completely different dimension: they are also the
women left without one gold earring; those people whose viewing prescriptions lie in the gallery; they
are also the credit card user, the bank and the whole credit system; they are also all of us, and our
relationship to digital communication.
Tania’s interest in quotidian events somehow underlines how unremarkable situations can be
compelling acts that are associated with a complex infrastructure of social or economic relationships.
She sometimes describes her sculptures as stage props of a script about everyday life. They are
performative works that do not move—“contemporary relics,” as she calls them. Although perhaps,
José Esparza Chong Cuy: Tania Pérez Córdova
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“contemporary fossils” is more adequate—they are objects that witness life happening around them
and slowly, almost as if suggesting sedimentation, give traces of human life.
Perhaps less visible but also very much present in Tania’s work is her interest in materiality. She often
tests the physical limits of materials by transforming them into something they’re not: melting a bronze
coin with beer cans to the point where the coin is still a coin, reshaping an old car’s windshield into an
ornament, or pressing a piece of foam to suggest an action.
There seems to be a relationship between the unscripted events her sculptures evoke and the
experimentation with materiality she pursues, that would be interesting in exploring at a large scale,
and which would surely surface many meaningful acts of contemporary life that might seem ordinary to
an untrained eye.
— José Esparza Chong Cuy

José Esparza Chong Cuy: Tania Pérez Córdova
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