
CHILEAN ARTIST ALFREDO JAAR 
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IMAGES, 2002 (THIS PAGE AND 
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TO CREATE VARIATIONS  

IN LIGHT AND SHADOW

SHINING LIGHT
Alfredo Jaar brings politics and human rights to the table
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lfredo Jaar does not describe himself as an artist, nor as 
a sculptor or �lmmaker. Nonetheless, the Chilean has 
produced artworks, installations, �lms and photographs 
that focus on politics and human rights for over three 
decades. ‘I am an architect who makes art,’ he explains. 
‘I studied architecture; I never received formal training 
in art. I need to understand before acting, which is  
how architects work. Context is everything.’

Jaar likes to say that his process is 99 per cent 
research and one per cent art, the majority of which 
takes place in his recently renovated studio in New 
York’s Chelsea. ‘This place is about understanding and 
researching. We don’t actually produce anything here,’ 
he explains. The space is simple – desks and artworks 
neatly aligned – and wrapped in white walls that 
‘eliminate all the unnecessary clutter’ so that Jaar and 
his team can get to what he calls ‘the essence of things’. 

At the far end of the o�ce, next to a window with  
a clear view of the Zaha Hadid-designed 520 West 28th 
apartments, a light box hanging on the wall reads,  
‘You do not take a photograph. You make it.’ On the 
�oor, a nearly identical image is reproduced on a stack 
of poster paper, which Jaar distributes freely. In an 
adjacent alcove, his Lament of the Images (2002) whirs 
gently as one light-box table is periodically raised and 
lowered above the other, casting geometric shadows.

But if the architect-artist’s modus operandi — ‘I will 
not act in the world before understanding the world’ – 

ensures he spends ample time searching out and 
verifying facts in his studio, it also forces him out there, 
to bear witness. Jaar has travelled all over the world 
to see and record the worst crimes against humanity: 
genocide, wars, coups, torture. Then, he focuses on 
impressing the emotional gravity of these acts on  
a broad audience, one that has become increasingly 
desensitised to such horrors.

Jaar grew up around – or trying and failing to avoid – 
political tension and unrest. His family moved from 
Chile to Martinique when he was �ve. After a decade, 
they returned to Chile, just one year before the 
country’s infamous military coup that installed the 
brutal regime of General Augusto Pinochet in 1973.  
Jaar remained in Chile until 1982, when he moved  
to New York. Unsurprisingly, Jaar doesn’t identify 
strongly with any particular city or country. ‘I am  
not nationalistic,’ he says. ‘But this has made me 
more open to the world and has also in�uenced what  
I do as an artist. Nothing I make is the product of  
my imagination, I respond to real-life events.’

His �rst years in the United States led him to create 
one of his most famous works, This is Not America. Upon 
arriving stateside, Jaar was shocked to hear people say 
‘God Bless America’ (meaning the United States) while 
referring to the rest of the continent as ‘South America’ 
and ‘Central America’. ‘I thought we were being erased 
from the map. For me, I am an American. Soy americano. 

The Argentines, the Brazilians, somos todos americanos. 
Then you come here and �nd out that there was  
this idea of the “other Americas”. That’s bullshit.’  
When he made the billboard animation in 1987, 
he intended to spark a semiotic dialogue around 
what America meant as a word. But, as happens with  
many of his works, the conversations surrounding  
This is Not America have moved far beyond Jaar’s initial 
intentions. In June 2016, it was shown in London’s 
Piccadilly Circus, and described as anti-Trump by  
The Guardian, an interpretation Jaar found amusing.  
‘I never thought it would be anti-Trump,’ he laughs.  
‘It is so fascinating how, as an artist, you lose control.’

A sense of control, and a perhaps begrudging 
acceptance of a lack thereof, factors heavily into Jaar’s 
work. ‘It’s hard, but at the same time it’s marvellous 
because [the work] gains in meaning, it becomes richer 
and more complex,’ he muses. Still, all of his art 
carefully choreographs how the piece is viewed. 

This spatial consideration, a product of Jaar’s 
architectural training, can also perhaps be credited to 
his childhood fascination with magic, which he studied 
throughout his teenage years. ‘If you look at my works, 
they have a certain element of magic – the suspense, 
the lighting, the mise en scène, the construction of 
an environment that invites you to go somewhere that  
you don’t expect.’ This is especially evident in the 
trilogy of photography installations and a new piece 

that he is presenting at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park, 
the open-air gallery on the 18th-century Bretton Hall 
estate in West Yorkshire, this autumn. 

The Sound of Silence, his best known of these works 
(it has been shown 28 times since it was created in 
2006), is typically installed as a mini-theatre devoted 
to an eight-minute �lm focused on one photograph. 
To avoid the frustrating predicament of having people 
walking in and out at the ‘wrong time’, Jaar devised 
a light system for the front of the theatre: a vertical 
green light indicates the �lm hasn’t started and one 
may enter, a horizontal red light means the �lm has 
started and one cannot go in. All of this is meticulously 
constructed to tell the story of the 1993 photo by South 
African photojournalist Kevin Carter that shows a tiny, 
emaciated girl in the Sudan crouching on the ground,  
a vulture behind her, watching predatorily. The scene  
is haunting, but in today’s relentless barrage of such 
images, Jaar doubles down on its impact. The video 
�ashes between the photograph and text that describes 
the subsequent backlash Carter received after he won a 
Pulitzer Prize in 1994, which contributed to his suicide 
the same year. ‘An image is an incredibly complex 
construction. This piece was an attempt to say images 
are not so simple, things happen, this is how you create 
an image and this is what can happen,’ Jaar says.

Similarly, one must enter a room to view Shadows, 
usually walking down a long dark hallway where a » 

OPPOSITE AND ABOVE, WORK 

IN PROGRESS FOR JAAR’S 

LATEST PIECE, THE GARDEN  

OF GOOD AND EVIL, 2017,  
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small light-box displays three images by photographer 
Koen Wessing, detailing the execution of a farmer  
in front of his family during the 1978 Nicaraguan  
Civil War. Down another dark hallway, the viewer 
confronts a photo of the man’s daughters reacting to 
the execution. ‘It is the most extraordinary image of 
human su�ering,’ says Jaar. ‘It’s like a dance of death, 
you can feel the pain in their movement.’ After two 
minutes, the background fades to black and slowly the 
women fade to white, a shade so bright that it lingers  
in your vision for ten to 15 minutes after.

Also shown is A Hundred Times Nguyen (1994), a 
photo installation from Jaar’s trip in 1991 to a Hong 
Kong detention centre housing refugees from the 
Vietnam War. A little girl, Nguyen Thi Thuy, became 
attached to Jaar during his visit and he photographed 
her several times at �ve-second intervals. When he 
looked at a sequence of four images later, he was 
captivated by how her expression changed slightly  
in each one. He labelled the images A, B, C and D,  
and then proceeded to reorder them in all of their  

24 possible permutations. He then repeated the original 
A, B, C, D to create 100 total images. The repetition 
circumvents our natural inclination to view a photo  
for several seconds, maybe a minute, and then move  
on. Instead, we are forced to encounter the images time 
and again, fully absorbing Nguyen’s expression and 
getting to know her on some level.

Jaar’s newest work, commissioned by Yorkshire 
Sculpture Park, eschews images and photographs 
entirely. The Garden of Good and Evil addresses the 
existence of ‘black sites’, secret interrogation prisons 
run by the CIA. Jaar had been toying with the idea  
of what cells would look like in these sites for some 
time, but stru�led with how he would present the 
information. He began with recreating his version  
of the cells. ‘It was too direct. It was like a technical 
demonstration of something that exists, but I was still 
looking for the poetry,’ says Jaar. ‘The most interesting 
art walks this �ne line between information and 
poetry.’ But, while he was touring the sculpture park in 
advance of the exhibition and admiring the sculptures 
and landscape, inspiration struck. Taking advantage 
of the park’s 500-acre space, he will hide nine di�erent 
permutations of the cells within a grove of 101 trees. 
The cells are invisible from the outside, so viewers have 
to go among the trees to discover them. Initially, the 
trees in The Garden of Good and Evil will be in planters so 
the work can be installed near Jaar’s other three pieces 
in the Underground Gallery, but ultimately, the trees 
and cells will be installed on site permanently. 

In a cultural and social climate increasingly obsessed 
with images and the politics behind them, Jaar’s  
work is timely, if not prescient. ‘The world has become 
incredibly complex. There are so many things 
happening – how can we possibly care about all these 
things at the same time? There are problems in our 
countries, problems in our cities, personal issues and 
family issues, but for me there are still very important 
issues of humans rights.’ And yes, the atrocities 
available with a swipe on our smartphones could 
quickly expend our emotional capacities. But perhaps 
the only thing more damaging than looking at them 
more closely is looking the other way. ∂ 
‘Alfredo Jaar: The Garden of Good and Evil’ runs from  
14 October-8 April, Yorkshire Sculpture Park, ysp.org.uk
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