
LEON FERRARI : A RELENTLESS CRITIQUE OF POWER 

 

Multidisciplinary artist León Ferrari lives and works in Buenos Aires, Argentina. 

Born in 1920, he did not receive formal artistic training, but studied Engineering at 

the University of Buenos Aires between 1938 and 1947. His first artworks were 

ceramics, made during a stay in Rome in 1954, which were then exhibited in Milan 

in 1955. In 1962, he began a series of written drawings, amongst which was 1964’s 

El Árbol Embarazador (The Impregnating Tree) — the first of his works to be openly 

critical of Christianity. With 1963’s Carta a un General (Letter to a General), 

Ferrari began to produce works that were politically active in intent but distinctly 

visual in composition, an approach that might be described as ‘pictorial 

conceptualism’. During this period, Ferrari’s visual marriage of religious 

iconography with apocalyptic depictions of war and the similes of political power 

were first witnessed in his controversial sculpture La Civilización Occidental y 

Cristiana (The Western Christian Civilization), created in 1965 as a response to the 

Vietnam War and exhibited at the cutting-edge Di Tella Institute in Buenos Aires. 

This work, depicting Christ crucified on a US bomber, was censored from the show 

and caused concern once again during its display in the artist retrospective 

exhibition held in Buenos Aires in 2005. Ferrari is regarded as one of Latin 

America’s most significant twentieth-century artists, particularly for his 

contribution to conceptual art practice in the 1960s and 1970s that continues to 

resonate today. This exhibition brings together a number of series of artworks 

donated by Ferrari to the University’s Collection of Latin American Art (UECLAA), 

which share a common thread: the interrogation of power in the hands of political, 

religious, cultural and economic institutions. 

Nunca Más 

In 1976, Argentina was hit by the bloodiest political repression perpetrated under 

the orders of the three army generals who took over from the democratically 

elected government. During those years, thousands of people were kidnapped and 

kept in clandestine detention centres scattered around the country, where most of 

the prisoners died. Of the people detained during the period of dictatorship (1976—

1983), an estimated 30,000 are still missing today. 



In 1983, shortly after democracy was restored, a commission was formed to 

investigate the crimes committed by the military junta.1 CONADEP (the National 

Commission of the Disappearance of Persons) was headed by prominent writer 

Ernesto Sábato, and its members were chosen by the elected president of 

Argentina, Raúl Alfonsín, among a number of individuals enjoying national and 

international reputation due to their support of human rights. After receiving 

depositions and evidence concerning abduction, torture and executions of 

thousands of people disappearing during the junta rule, CONADEP compiled a 

50,000-page report — which was passed to the courts — recommending legal action 

against those responsible. The report was published in Spanish under the title of 

Nunca Más (Never Again) in 1984. 2 In 1996, this was reprinted by newspaper 

Página/12 and Eudeba Publishers as thirty collectable weekly issues, following a 

government decree in 1995 that recommended it as compulsory reading in schools. 

The thirty issues were illustrated with collages made by León Ferrari, of which we 

present the complete series in this exhibition. 

Following the spirit of the CONADEP report, Ferrari’s images make visible the 

horrors that had been purposefully hidden during the years of dictatorship. The 

Nunca Más collages comment on the connections between the expressions of 

repressive power and religious dogma as a constant thread in human history. This is 

achieved by combining in the same composition an array of images borrowed from 

a number of sources. Ferrari’s montages combine poignant imagery from old 

masters such as Hieronymus Bosch, Francisco de Goya and Michelangelo, 

documentary material from World War II portraying the faces and insignias of 

Nazism, and photographs of the members of the infamous junta.  

The resonances held by historical religious paintings in Ferrari’s imagination could 

be analysed by taking into account that his father, Augusto Ferrari, was an 

architect and painter of churches, who migrated to Argentina from his native Italy 

to devote his life to work for the patrons of the Catholic church. Moreover, on a 

conceptual level, the associations made by the artist between the depictions of 

hell in religious paintings and abuses of human rights by the military dictators have 

a straightforward explanation in the proven involvement of some members of the 

church with the repressive regime instituted by the army in 1970s Argentina.  

                                            
1
 La Junta is the name given to the members of the three forces of the army who took power in Argentina by means 

of overthrowing Isabel Perón after a coup d’état in 1976. 
2 The report of the commission was subsequently published in English with an introduction by Ronald Dworkin, as a 
book under the title of Nunca Más (Never Again), by Farrar Straus Giroux, New York (also published in 1986 by 
Faber and Faber Ltd, London, ISBN 0374223505). 



The Architecture of Madness 

In 1976, at the start of the military regime, Ferrari and his family were forced into 

exile in Brazil. While living in São Paulo, he worked on a series of architectural 

plans to be reproduced using heliography. From his series of heliographs, we 

present 1982’s Planta (Elevation) and the video animation of the same title made 

in collaboration with Gabriel Rud. This video, presented for the first time outside 

Argentina, is a witty three-dimensional animation that re-elaborates the ideas of 

alienation and uniformity of contemporary life explored by the heliographic prints. 

The characters (representing people) that populate the heliographs were originally 

produced by employing Letraset symbols. Gabriel Rud’s three-dimensional men and 

women are robotic-looking figures deprived of any individual traits, delivering a 

mass-made inscrutability that transmits the same sense of seriality that is 

contained in the printing sets and symbols of the original work. Another reworking 

of ideas is given by the two videogames — Laberinto con Puertas and Laberinto sin 

Puertas (Labyrinth with Doors and Labyrinth Without Doors) — which Ferrari 

commissioned from Gabriel Rud and Christian Parsons, and which are based on an 

original drawing from the series Imágenes made by Ferrari in the same period. The 

videogame format suits delightfully the schematic design, where rooms and 

corridors can be filled or emptied of tiny people at the touch of a button. 

Electronicartes 

Throughout his career, Ferrari has sustained an open mind with respect to new 

developments in art, adopting new technologies to serve his creativity. While in 

Brazil, his exploration of new media was linked to his involvement with a group of 

Brazilian artists, including Regina Silveira, Julio Plaza, Carmela Gross, Alex 

Flemming and Hudinilson, who were pushing the limits of art by creating works in 

media such as photocopy, mail art and videotext. In 1982, Ferrari participated in 

an exhibition curated by Julio Plaza entitled Arte Pelo Telefone and, in 1983, in 

Arte e Videotexto (Art and Videotext), presented within the context of the 

seventeenth São Paulo Biennial. In these exhibitions, the participating artists 

produced a number of works which, delivered to people’s homes over the 

telephone line, were to be viewed on their television sets. In this context, Ferrari 

produced a series of works combining images and text based on the concept of 

Jehovah’s sword as described in biblical verse. These experiments in image 

transmission can be considered to be the forerunners of today’s electronic art. 



From 1984, Ferrari made periodic return visits to Buenos Aires, finally settling 

there in 1991. His versatile practice expanded once again to encompass collages 

made with Christian iconography, Oriental erotica and camouflage, installations 

made with living birds in cages, board games, bottles and manikins, photographs 

interwoven with texts written in Braille, written paintings, deformed calligraphies 

and electronic art. From this last development, we present a series of images 

created by Ferrari to be posted daily on the internet, a medium that he has used in 

effective ways to transmit his visual universe to larger audiences — one of his 

constant preoccupations.  

The Electronicartes shown in this exhibition belong to 2002—2003 and were 

conceived as a response to two major events: the effects of corruption and 

socioeconomic disintegration in Argentina, and the military intervention of the 

United States in Afghanistan and Iraq. From this group, a number of Electronicartes 

were made specifically against Bush, as is the title of the series: Contra Bush. One 

of them, Lombrices y Cucarachas (Worms and Cockroaches) depicts the White 

House being attacked by armies of living worms and plastic cockroaches. In Planeta 

(Planet), an inflatable globe represents planet earth taken over by dozens of 

roaches wearing the US flag on their backs, like a scene in a science fiction film. 

The humorous acid critique of power structures — and, in particular, of the 

international policies of the United States — is also expressed through 

manipulations of the image of George W. Bush himself. Some of these incorporate 

backgrounds extracted from medieval paintings where exterminating angels play 

the trumpets of the contemporary holy war while riding US war aeroplanes. The US 

president is framed by an array of references to death, represented by skulls, 

nuclear weapons and Judgment Day messages. Ferrari employs these strategies to 

blatantly transmit an ideology that equates the sinister with the prophetic and the 

messianic of the present with the brutalities —symbolic and real— of the past. 

The Electronicartes belong to two categories, determined by the mode of 

fabrication. Some of them are manipulated digitally — George W. Bush playing 

football with the world is a tongue-in-cheek remake of Chaplin’s Great Dictator — 

while others are constructed in the studio as mini sets where the artist playfully 

combines diverse elements in his perverse stages. Building maquettes and plastic 

toys, postcards, tourist souvenirs, bottles, condoms, and plaster-cast religious 

icons have been familiar materials for Ferrari in an ongoing series of sculptural 



objects made since the end of the 1990s. In the Electronicartes series, the objects 

are photographed and sent over the internet. 

Nosotros no SabÍamos 

Newspaper cuttings from 1976 collected by the artist are shown in the exhibition 

under the generic title Nosotros no SabÍamos (We Didn’t Know). The articles, 

recouped by Ferrari at the time, account for the appearance of corpses in 

mysterious circumstances at the beginning of the military regime in Argentina. The 

reports of these events could have been the result of a conscious campaign to 

deter those fighting against the junta, or a simple act of neglect on the part of the 

oppressive regime in relation to the media, heavily controlled from this point on. 

As a result of his political stances and his constant commitment to denounce 

abuses against humanity, Ferrari has been the target of a long-term condemnation 

and censorship from conservative sectors of society, especially from religious 

fundamentalist groups, who have on many occasions vandalized his exhibitions. His 

2005 retrospective in the Centro Cultural Recoleta of Buenos Aires was closed 

following violent attacks from Catholic groups, but then reopened by judiciary 

order on the grounds of freedom of expression. 

Due to their investigation of history and religious dogma and the resonances of 

tragic events derived from the abuse of power, the works in this exhibition — 

although belonging to different periods of the artist’s productive career — are 

linked by a sense of social responsibility. Humour, imagination and wit make León 

Ferrari’s oeuvre a critique of power that rises above the candour of a simple 

manifesto. 

 

Gabriela Salgado 

Guest Curator 

London, August 2006 

 

 


