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Maria Berrio’s large collaged works—comprised of diversely sourced papers, depict surrealist 
narratives that blur biographical memory with South American mythology. Born and raised in 
Bogotá, Colombia, Berrio relocated to New York City at eighteen where she received her BFA at 
Parsons School of Design in 2004, followed by her MFA at the School of Visual Arts in 2007. Her 
work explores themes such as intercultural connectivity, migration and humankind’s relationship to 
nature. Berrio is included in the permanent collections of the Whitney Museum of American Art, 
New York, NY; Nasher Museum of Art, Durham, NC; Pérez Art Museum, Miami, FL, Crystal Bridges 
Museum of American Art, Bentonville, AR; and the Ford Foundation, New York, NY. Her work 
has been shown both nationally and internationally, participating in exhibitions at El Museo del 
Barrio in New York and the Nasher Museum of Art in North Carolina, among others. Most recently, 
Berrio was included in the Prospect 4 Triennial in New Orleans, LA, and this summer will unveil 
her permanent installation commissioned by the MTA Arts and Design program in New York City 
subway stations, as well as a major large-scale commission for the Princeton University Art Museum 
in Princeton, NJ. 
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Maria Berrio, A Universe of One, 2018
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint on canvas, 72 x 60 inches



Detail: Maria Berrio, A Universe of One, 2018



Maria Berrio, The Gatherer’s Sigh, 2018
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint on canvas, 72 x 60 inches



detail: Maria Berrio, The Gatherer’s Sigh, 2018



Maria Berrio, The Lovers, 2015
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint with Swarovski rhinestones on canvas, 72 x 72 inches



detail: Maria Berrio, The Lovers, 2015



Maria Berrio, The Lovers 3, 2015
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint with Swarovski rhinestones on canvas, 72 x 72 inches



Maria Berrio, Syzygy 2017
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint on canvas, 80 x 96 inches



Maria Berrio, Aluna, 2017
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint on canvas, 72 x 80 inches



detail: Aluna, 2017
  



Maria Berrio, The Nightingale III, 2017
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint on canvas, 60 x 48 inches



Maria Berrio, Wildflowers, 2017
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint on canvas, 96 x 140 inches



detail:  Wildflowers, 2017
  



Maria Berrio, Born Again, 2015
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint on canvas, 72 x 60 inches



Maria Berrio, Aminata linnaea, 2015
Collage with Japanese papers and watercolor paint on canvas, 86 x 96 inches



Installation view at Nasher Museum



Installation view at Nasher Museum



Installation view at Prospect 4



Installation view at Prospect 4



April 2019
By  C. J. Bartunek
THE GEORGIA REVIEW

“AS COMPLICATED AND ELUSIVE AS REALITY”: 
MARÍA BERRIO’S MANY-LAYERED COLLAGES 
(WITH AN INTERVIEW BY C. J. BARTUNEK) 

The creator of striking large-scale multimedia collages 
that “blur biographical memory with South American 
mythology,” María Berrio is a Colombian-born artist 
living and working in New York City. A graduate of 
the Parsons School of Design (BFA) and the School 
of Visual Art (MFA), Berrio has exhibited her work 
in solo and group exhibitions throughout the world, 
most recently at the Prospect 4 triennial in New 
Orleans. She has also created murals in Harlem and in 
Puebla, Mexico, and is currently working with NYC’s 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority to mount a 
public work titled There Is Magic Underneath It All. In 
the pieces included in this portfolio, Berrio’s fascinating 
heroines and delicate watercolor painting, as well as 
the lush colors and textures of the handmade Japanese 
papers she employs, contribute to her captivating twenty-first-century magical realism.

Berrio answered questions from GR managing editor C. J. Bartunek via email in January 2019.

C. J. Bartunek (CJB): Several other texts about your work reference folklore and literature as among your 
inspirations. Who are some authors you enjoy? Would you share a tale or myth or a poem that you love?

María Berrio (MB): I am deeply influenced by surrealism and magical realism, so some of my favorite classic 
South American authors are Borges, Neruda, and Márquez. But much of my work has, of late, been influenced by 
oral traditions, as well as the rituals, customs, and beliefs of South America. 

For example, a tale I explored in my 2017 piece Aluna references the creator figure and “Great Mother” of the 
Kogi people from my native Colombia. The Kogi live in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Maria, a remote mountain 
area. They have lived there in relative isolation since they fled the invading Spanish, and were mostly free from 
the horrors of the colonial power. Aluna is the mind of nature, the source of all life and intelligence, a living, 
self-aware force. Traditionally, the Kogi raise their chosen priesthood caste, called mamas, in a cave completely 
secluded from the outside world for the first years of their lives. During this dark time, the mamas come in touch 



with Aluna. After nine years of gestation, paralleling the nine months inside a mother’s womb, the mama is 
brought out to see the sunrise, to go from hearing descriptions of birds to seeing them in all their splendor. The 
mama finally experiences Aluna in all of her glory. The painting depicts a female version of the mama priest in 
the moments just after she is brought out of the cave. Her senses are flooded with the intense beauty of the world 
she is charged with protecting. It is a fragile world, but she accepts her destiny.

CJB: Please take us through your process of creating one of your compositions—conception, materials, 
evolution, and whatever else you might choose to mention.

MB: I start each collage with a sketch, which inevitably changes while I’m actually making the piece. I source 
materials from many different places and craft traditions. I use handmade and machine-made paper produced 
almost exclusively in countries of the global south: Nepal, India, Korea, Japan, Thailand, Mexico, and Brazil. I 
gravitate toward paper with natural motifs such as floral, plant, and animal patterns, as well as solid colors that 
evoke the sky and sea. An individual work usually starts out very abstract, and then I build it up layer by layer, 
resulting in hundreds of layers of paper that are all woven together into one coherent piece. The work is thus 
informed by every bit of material layered in it, and by every place the materials hail from. This process of fusing 
cultural production from a wide range of places is inherent to the form and, more importantly, to the meaning. 

CJB: From your CV, it looks as though you knew at least by the time you started college that you wanted to 
pursue a career in art. How did you develop that interest? Who encouraged you as a young artist? What were 
some pivotal moments in the evolution of your craft?

MB: I spent much of my youth in Colombia on my family’s farm. There, surrounded by animals and plant life, 
my siblings and I didn’t have the same restrictions and rules of life in the city. We were given free rein in nature, 
and among the trees my imagination was free to roam. The manner by which I expressed this freedom was 
largely through drawing, which I did constantly. I found that it fed and soothed me. It released frustrations and 
anxieties, and brought intense pleasure and satisfaction. 

When I came to New York at eighteen to attend Parsons, I was intent on becoming an artist. I immersed myself 
in drawing. I filled up entire sketchbooks just observing the world around me. I learned how to tell stories by 
drawing the everyday, and then making it strange and infusing it with magic. I had the most incredible teachers 
and mentors there, not only for drawing but also for printmaking. I enrolled for graduate work at the School 
of Visual Arts right after Parsons so I could continue to hone my skills. During my MFA, I was really able to 
develop my own voice and technique. A pivotal moment was when I discovered handmade Japanese paper. I 
had been drawing patterns inspired by wallpaper and fabric samples when I discovered that paper and began to 
collage with it. There’s such a wide range of patterns and textures within the Japanese craft tradition alone, and 
since then I’ve expanded to paper from other locations. It was challenging in the beginning to work in such a 
different medium, to contend with all of the possibilities and adopt a new way of thinking. With each series, my 
goal is to discover even more possibilities and more solutions to the technique. I want to push the technique to 
its limits.



CJB: Are there certain artists who most influenced your technique or aesthetics? 

MB: While I was growing up in Colombia, the national artists who received the most attention were men. In the 
1990s, Alejandro Obregón and Fernando Botero were the only artists I could model myself after. Once I moved 
to New York, my eyes were opened to the work of women artists. I experienced femininity and womanhood 
in art for the first time and fell in love. I went to the Kiki Smith retrospective at the Whitney [2006–7] and was 
so inspired by how she depicts nature and the female body in her work. Her large-scale drawings were also 
highly influential: the way she glues large sheets of paper together helped me work out some of my own collage 
techniques. I also saw the Louise Bourgeois retrospective at the Guggenheim [2008] and was moved by the Cells, 
the series of architectural environments Bourgeois made in the last two decades of her life, before her death in 
2010. The Cells transform everyday domestic scenes into strange, emotionally charged dramas. I’m inspired by 
her ability to abstract and complicate the feminine experience.

I am also deeply influenced by the work of Leonora Carrington and Remedios Varos, women artists affiliated 
with the surrealist movement. Both Carrington and Varos fled Europe during World War II. They met and 
became friends in Mexico, where they discovered ways to subvert dominant male surrealist tropes. Carrington 
created powerful depictions of women in dialogue with animals, tapping into mythology and psychology to 
render an imaginary world in which all beings live in perfect harmony. Varos’s work also draws on a wide range 
of influences, from esotericism and dreams to alchemy and religion. She dealt with the interconnectedness of 
the universe; in her works there is fluidity between person and thing, between human and animal. Her painting 
Celestial Pablum (1958) was of importance to me as I developed Syzygy (2017), a work in which a woman 
transforms into a bird, enduring the pain of transformation for the promise of redemption.

Of course, I continue to learn as much as I can. We are experiencing a moment of remediation, during which 
scholars are actively trying to shed light on the women artists who have wrongfully been ignored. The recent 
exhibition Radical Women: Latin American Art, 1960–1985 at the Brooklyn Museum taught me so much about 
my fellow Latin American women artists. I also find inspiration from more contemporary artists like Rina 
Banerjee, Ebony Patterson, and Toyin Ojih Odutola. Luckily, the next generation of artists will have more women 
role models than I had when I was growing up.

CJB: A 2018 feature on the arts website It’s Nice That quotes you as saying, “I feel a responsibility too to my 
community—both Latin Americans and artists. I would like for my paintings to reveal that being Latina is more 
than being an issue over immigration, that there is a prism of culture and humanity that is often glossed over, 
if not neglected completely.” Could you elaborate further on what you wish others better understood about this 
culture? What are some ways these values are reflected in your work? 

MB: Yes, I was referring to the dominant narrative about Latinos in the United States, which is, as we all know, 
a xenophobic and racist scare-mongering tactic. This desire to reduce an entire group of people down to the 
issue of undocumented immigration or drug-related crime is dangerous because it denies millions of people 



their humanity. There is so much cultural and ecological diversity within the Spanish-speaking world. The 
sensationalized stories that make it into the news will never be nuanced or complex enough to capture it. In 
mountains and deserts, in jungles and the steppes of Patagonia, you can find thriving indigenous groups, rural 
communities, and cosmopolitan cities. Latin America’s complicated history has led to the mixing of so many 
different peoples, and the vast array of traditions, rituals, and food reflects the beauty of humanity coming 
together. We are not just one thing, we are a prism of culture. My work celebrates this diversity—not explicitly, 
but with fantasy—in an attempt to create a narrative that is as complicated and elusive as reality.

CJB: I imagine there are aspects of Colombian culture or history informing your work that not all U.S. audiences 
would easily recognize. Do you still regularly spend time in Colombia?

MB: Who I am (my memories, my beliefs, my outlook) is intrinsically tied to time and place. So there are 
definitely Colombian religions, superstitions, and ways of thinking that find their way into my work. These 
alternative forms of knowledge are practiced by people seeking order, meaning, and hope. Regardless of how 
“unreasoned” these beliefs may be according to Western science, I appreciate them as deeply human attempts to 
understand life and create its meaning. My grandmother, for example, was a staunch Catholic, and the mystical 
symbolism of her religion bled into all areas of her life. I remember a huge painting of Jesus dying on the cross 
in her living room, as big as some of my largest canvases. She used all kinds of vivid symbols to teach me many 
things beyond religion as well. Exposure to this kind of thinking gave me liberty to use symbols and tell stories in 
my work. The people in my collages embody a fusion of the many rituals, practices, and origin myths I grew up 
around, in addition to the ones I come across in my research.

CJB: The motif of birds, especially parrots, figures in several of the works featured in your Georgia Review 
portfolio. Could you say more here about their significance?

MB: Birds have been a source of inspiration to people across the world for centuries. To me, birds symbolize 
freedom of the soul and transcendence of the earthly human form. Parrots in particular are special to me 
because my grandfather had a pet parrot who was his lifetime companion. I’m currently working on a new piece 
which prominently features a wild whirl of multicolored birds taking flight, journeying together out of their 
present circumstance and into another. The flock is an impossible mingling of diverse species, each of which 
carries symbolic resonance in different parts of the world. The dove is a sign of peace in Judeo-Christianity; the 
hummingbird is a sign of good luck in Latin America; the eagle was thought to bring messages in Ancient Rome; 
the parrot was worshipped by the Maya. In my collage, all of these beautiful traditions come together to provide 
a global portrait of hope.

CJB: Animals more generally are central to your work; do you have animals in your life now?

MB: I don’t have any animals, though in the future I would love to have a small farm outside of New York City.

CJB: Among the pleasures of viewing your collages are the characters’ fabulous garments. Could you say a bit 



about how you view clothing and fashion?

MB: The women who inhabit my paintings are embodied ideals of femininity. The ghostly pallor of their skin 
suggests an otherworldliness; they appear to be more spirit than flesh. These are the women I want to be: 
strong, vulnerable, compassionate, courageous, and in harmony with themselves and nature. They combine 
the elements of women who are typically thought of as powerful—the captains of industry, resolute politicians, 
fiery activists—with the traits of those who are not usually thought of as such, thereby underlining the 
common force found in all women. The female soldier fighting on the front lines is of interest, but so too is 
the mother who finds a way to feed her children and sing them to sleep amid bombing campaigns and in the 
ruins of cities. To truly ennoble womanhood, we must discover and appreciate the beauty in every action, big 
or small. The costumes are a way for me to bring these idealized images of women into reality. As I mentioned 
earlier, my interest in collage grew out of my early days drawing patterns from wallpaper and fabric samples. 
The patterns I see in clothing inspire the patterns I use in my work. I get ideas from the Costume Institute at 
the Met, contemporary designers, and ballet costumes. Some of the garments in my collages are invented, some 
are garments I actually own. Everything you see is something I would wear in real life.

CJB: I understand that you are developing a public installation for MTA in New York. What has that 
experience been like? How is that process similar to or different from your other recent work?

MB: I designed a subway stop on the N train in Brooklyn that is being translated into mosaic, an art form 
that replicates and sometimes expands upon my collage technique really well. There will be fourteen large-
scale mosaics in a variety of media such as glass, ceramic, and enamel. It’s been great to work alongside the 
extremely talented fabricators at Mosaika. I usually work by myself, so this opportunity to collaborate with the 
fabricators has been refreshing. I hope for more opportunities to collaborate in the future.

CJB: If you were an interviewer, what is a question you would ask yourself? How would you respond?

MB: I would ask “What motivates you to make art?” because I try to remind myself every day why I do what 
I do. Being an artist can be really challenging sometimes, and it’s always hard to make yourself vulnerable 
in your work. But the truth is that I have to do it; it doesn’t feel like a choice but a necessity. When I remind 
myself of this essential truth, I let it all go. I forget about the pressures of the art world, of people’s expectations 
about what I should or shouldn’t be doing, thinking, feeling, or trying to say. I don’t think about the end result, 
I just do it because the act of making art feels absolutely right.



2019
By Alix-Rose Cowie.
WEPRESENTS

MARIA BERRIO THESE ARE THE WOMEN I WANT TO BE: STRONG, VULNERABLE, 
COMPASSIONATE, COURAGEOUS

Maria Berrio wants to push collage to its limits. She cuts and tears small scraps of patterned paper to build 
abundant worlds on canvases bigger than herself, where tribes of women and children live in harmony with 
nature. “With each series, my goal is to discover even more possibilities,” she says.

Always drawn to pattern, Maria used to conjure designs with wallpaper and fabric samples before she discovered 
decorative Japanese craft paper and began to collage with it. “It was challenging in the beginning, to contend 



with all of the possibilities and adopt a new way of thinking,” she says.

The majority of her paper collection comes from Japan while the rest is sourced largely from the global south – 
Brazil, Thailand, Nepal and Mexico. For some artworks she’ll seek out a certain pattern that fits her vision for a 
piece, for others she lets the beauty of the paper inform what she creates.

“Serendipity has always played a part in my art,” she says.

The designs which appear on Japanese paper were based on the motifs of kimonos. In Maria’s works, the patterns 
find their way back into clothing in the technicolor dream dresses that grace her women.

But instead of using a pattern as it exists, Maria manipulates its symmetry by cutting it into shards and 
reassembling it, so it’s less neat and more organic.

She also draws on and around the patterns with charcoal, color pencils and inks to make them even more 
intricate, dense and detailed.

Her ink-stained skies are created in a wash of watercolor. Maria’s artworks – which she refers to as paintings 
– are set in lands of blue-marbled mountains or forests of mottled bark, where folk tales play out and reality is 
smudged.

There’s a wildness to the women who inhabit these jungles, mountains and strange dwellings where golden 
creepers climb the walls. They wear flowers and reeds in their hair, tattoos on their skin and shawls made of 
bluebird feathers. They hold hands with bears.

“While my work isn’t really autobiographical, I paint idealized parts of myself in the women I create.” Maria says. 
“These are women I want to be: strong, vulnerable, compassionate, courageous. I aim to represent these idealized 
notions of femininity, and to explore what that means.”

In Born Again a woman stands in tall grass with a jaguar draped over her shoulders like a docile house cat. A 
tiny bird is perched on her fingertips. “The animals serve as companions to this journey of womanhood,” Maria 
says. “They have different significance depending on the painting.”

Their relationship is reciprocal: at times the women are the protectors of the animals and at others the beasts are 
their guardians. In Nativity, new-born babies are visited by an elephant, a wolf and a flock of birds rather than 
three wise men. Birds, specifically parrots, play an important role in Maria’s work, as symbols of freedom.

Born and raised in Bogotá, Colombia, her homeland too informs the worlds she creates in her work. “I grew up 
in a country of natural splendor, of lustrous colors and rhythms, of warm people, a rich culture and history,” she 
says. “But it’s also a land of breathtaking violence and disparities of wealth.”

Now based in New York, she sees Colombia in a new light and has worked themes of place, home and migration 



into her recent pieces, ideas which have both personal and political significance.

“The imagined people in my paintings are displaced and are seen in preparation for their travels, in moments of 
transition, and in states of uncertainty,” she says. “I incorporate an eclectic range of symbols, rituals, and myths 
into these scenes to imbue the figures with hope and power during times of upheaval.”
Real or imagined, borrowed or retold, Maria mixes mythologies in her work as layered as the pieces of paper that 
create them. Her reading and research shape her ideas, and, “my own invented histories fill in the rest.”

“They’re a hybridized hodgepodge of ideas I mixed together. The themes and sources can be as disparate, cut-up 
and reattached into something as new as the paintings themselves.”

Lately, Maria has been moving away from frenzied pattern towards something calmer, but the ambition for her art 
remains undimmed. “It isn’t providing answers, but the sense there’s a deeper answer just out of reach,” she says. 
“All worthwhile art does this.”



December 8, 2018
By Lucy Rees and Rozalia Jovanovic
GALERIE

14 HIGHLIGHTS OF ART BASEL IN MIAMI BEACH 

The 17th edition of Art Basel in Miami Beach kicked 
off for VIPs at the Miami Convention Center on 
Wednesday, December 6. The $615 million renovation 
resulted in a less congested and somewhat more 
civilized first day experience as collectors navigated the 
268 exhibitors without the usual mad rush.

Spotted during the VIP opening, which began at 11.a.m, 
we saw the usual crowd of museum directors, curators, 
collectors, and artists wandering through the expansive 
aisles including artist Chuck Close, New Museum 
director Massimiliano Gioni and his wife, High Line Art 
director Cecilia Alemani, Performa director RoseLee 
Goldberg, director of the new Frieze L.A. Bettina Korek, 
and dealer Jeffrey Deitch.

Within the first few hours, galleries were enthusiastically 
making sales, with everything from a historic work by 
Philip Guston for $7.5 million at Hauser & Wirth to a 
sell-out booth of works by rising star Derek Fordjour at Josh Lilley, who is showing at the fair for the first time. 
Major museum works spotted included a 1955 Rothko at Helly Nahmad (on offer for $50 million and on reserve 
as of Friday December 7, the second public day of the fair); a monumental, 258-inch-long James Rosenquist 
at Landau Fine Art ($2 million); a 1982 work by Rosenquist, Reflector, sold at Thaddeus Ropac on the second 
public day for $1.2 million.

Read on for our selection of highlights from the fair from both established and emerging artists.

Maria Berrio, The Gatherer’s Sigh, Kohn Gallery

Painstakingly slow to create, Colombian-born, Brooklyn-based artist Maria Berrio’s beautifully textured work 
is crafted from layer upon layer of rare imported decorative papers from Japan, Thailand, and Nepal. She draws 
on her Colombian heritage by touching on themes of South American mythology and folklore but the works 
are also strongly autobiographical and aim to represent a current mood or feeling. Two large-scale portraits of 
women in dreamy lush surroundings are on offer at the Los Angeles gallery Kohn.



April 10, 2018
By Laura Isabella
IT’S NICE THAT

LATIN AMERICAN ARTIST MARIA BERRIO’S 
COLLAGES EXPLORE THE INNATE POWER OF 
WOMEN 

“Working with collage there is such a marvellous 
diversity of textures,” artist Maria Berrio enthuses. 
“Different sounds made as they are torn… I love the 
spreading of glue with sticky fingers, the stretching, the 
cutting. These collages are built layer by layer forming 
the topographical features upon the canvas.”

It was this tactile, hands-on creative process that first 
drew Maria to collage as her medium of choice over a 
decade ago. Painstakingly slow to create and imbued 
with the innate power of women, Maria’s work takes 
on an almost visceral effect. It is hard, as the viewer, to 
not have a deep response to the women and scenes her 
layer upon layer of torn paper create. “My work isn’t 
autobiographical,” Maria, who hails from Colombia 
explains. “But I do paint idealised parts of myself in the women I create. These are women I want to be: in 
harmony with themselves and nature, strong, vulnerable, compassionate and courageous.”

Maria’s Colombian heritage plays a large role in her work, which is laced with themes of South American 
mythology and folklore. For her, exploring this side of her heritage has “served to unravel the mysteries of our 
world whilst simultaneously deepening it further.” Maria likens this to the larger impact of art on the viewer, 
“When exposed to great art, it often seems to me as if some deep truth is being revealed, yet I can’t always grasp 
what it is with my mind, only feel it.”

Naturally, then, Maria’s work though threaded with themes of women and Latin American folklore, is often 
deeply personal and Maria comes to identify deeply with her characters. “Of late I have been most haunted by 
a young girl from my piece Aluna, a girl laying her face and hands down upon what appears to be the body 
of a tiger. Aluna was inspired by a practice of Kogi people in Colombia. After birth, a newborn who has been 
determined to become a shaman is brought into a cave to remain there for nine years. During that time the child 
is trained to become in touch with the inner world until they are brought outside to view the world they have 
only had described to them. I pictured this girl in Aluna as having been brought out from the cave only to the 
confusion and heartbreak of a world flooded by chaos.”



Symbolism and most pertinently the symbolic use of animals are prolific in Maria’s work, “Animals have different 
responsibilities dependent on the painting,” she tells us. “Sometimes they symbolise a different feeling or idea 
in a way a human figure cannot. Sometimes they set or enhance a tone. Most often they aid in creating a story.” 
These stories are not always personal, “By placing a human figure in some sort of dialogue with an animal, I am 
harking back to our past equality with the natural world,” she muses. “That world has long ago been eclipsed by 
an era where modernity, advanced capitalism and the billows of pollution have disrupted the fragile ecosystem 
we have come to dominate rather than peacefully being part of.”

Fusing the political with the personal is thus of key importance to Maria in her collages, “I feel a responsibility 
too to my community — both Latin Americans and artists. I would like for my paintings to reveal that being 
Latina is more than being an issue over immigration, that there is a prism of culture and humanity that is often 
glossed-over, if not neglected completely.”



September 26, 2018
By  Dalya Benor
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THREE EMERGING LATINA ARTISTS TRACE 
THE CONNECTION TO THE ‘RADICAL WOMEN’ 
BEFORE THEM 

As the Brooklyn Museum shines a long overdue light on 
two decades of conceptual works by pioneering Latina 
artists, a trio of emerging New York artists look back on 
the radical women who carved a singular path through 
the American art world.

Three decades ago, the anonymous art collective 
Guerrilla Girls pointedly reminded New York City that 
less than 5 percent of the art in the Modern Art sections 
at The Metropolitan Museum of Art belonged to 
women. The posters, featuring a guerrilla’s head collaged 
atop a painting of a nude woman, ran on the sides of 
city buses until being removed by the MTA for being 
too sexually suggestive. It wasn’t the exposed breast that 
concerned the MTA, supposedly, but the seemingly 
phallic object in her grip. It served as a potent reminder of the constraints placed on female artists, both in their 
work and in their attempts to educate the broader public about the ingrained sexism and exclusion of the world 
of modern art. 

A new show at the Brooklyn Museum this spring is one welcomed redressing of the mainstream art world’s 
dismal of women, and even more so, Latina artists. First seen at the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles this past 
fall, Radical Women: Latin American Art, 1960–1985 is now on the east coast for the first time. The sprawling 
exhibition sheds a light on some of the most groundbreaking contemporary Latin American and Latina 
artists working in America. The show is an extensive survey of the boundary-pushing conceptual art that was 
overlooked in the last quarter century, featuring the work of 123 artists from over 15 Latin American countries. 
The radical works created by these women was a passionate response to the political and social unrest occurring 
across Central and South America at the time, thoughtful and conceptual renderings of the often-violent military 
and dictatorial regimes in power throughout the region. Much of the work in the show uses the physical body 
as a site to protest the oppression these women faced daily. The pieces collected in Radical Women are a far 
cry from the male-dominated Minimalist movement of this same period. Take for instance, the work of Sylvia 
Palacios Whitman, a performance artist who utilized surreal stage props to marry a visual Latin-American 
heritage with the modernity of the New York dance scene, or Teresa Burga’s conceptual research-based drawings 



that explored political unrest through the lens of femininity, and Ana Mendieta’s highly physical works that used 
her body as an emotive tool to articulate a longing for freedom and a return to the island of her birth, Cuba.

In the spirit of the exhibition and as a homage to the Latin American artists that pushed the boundary forward 
in their transformative work, Document spoke with three emerging Latina artists based in New York City 
today, who can trace the concepts, approach, and heritage of their work to the radical women on display at 
the Brooklyn Museum.  These include mixed-media artist Rose Salane, who is of Peruvian-Italian heritage, 
Colombian sculptor Diana Rojas, who creates objects that serve as a commentary on the materialism of 
our culture, and Colombian painter Maria Berrio, who addresses femininity and its connection to nature in 
mythological tableaus. With women’s rights and feminism primarily taking a backseat to larger socio-political 
issues of the time, “the show is so important in providing the context, year by year—what type of military regime 
was in the country and how did people feel,” Salane explained, whose mother grew up in Peru. “She was always 
under a military regime. They didn’t have menial things.”

The artwork in Radical Women is shown in a broader context that pays respects to the artists that have been left 
out of cultural discourse, despite opening up new artistic boundaries. The work done by these women lives on 
in a tangible way today. The show centers on the concept of the radical woman artist in “their use of the female 
body for political and social critique and artistic expression.” How does this translate to today? Is it the way 
you dress, your views on politics, the way you carry yourself through the world? Is it merely acting out of the 
tidy lanes society prescribes? For some, it is as simple as having the agency to create, and for others, the idea 
of radicalism involves making work that is just as shocking as the issues which they rail against. For Salane, 
radicalism lies in the democracy of her work and “being able to reach many different audiences,” she says. “I 
don’t like work that is specific to the art world, or one type of person. This is where the conversation starts—the 
diversity in the art world is so minimal.” And for Rojas, radicalism means “doing what you want to do for you. It’s 
important to do what you feel strongly and passionate about—I think that’s what those women did.”

Home is a dominant theme in Berrio’s large-scale paintings. Where origin stories and their associated memories 
might be problematic for some, the painter is creating her own ideal tableaus of the past. Memories that have, in 
her words, “turned into surreal, utopian worlds where these women live in harmony with each other and nature. 
I want women to be seen as powerful beings,” she said. Berrio’s detailed collages are storybooks unto themselves, 
speaking to mythological worlds and traditional folklore, drawing heavily from modern feminist ideals. For 
Berrio, her pieces are a tool to help her understand the world around her, a world full of woman looking to 
occupy it on their own terms. Her artwork brings to mind ancient tales of Gaia, where the female being is 
inherently interconnected with the Earth and all things that spawn from it.

It’s this earth-to-body connection that opened Berrio up to Ana Mendieta’s work, particularly her 1975 
performance Corazón de Roca con Sangre (Rock Heart with Blood), one of Mendieta’s recurrent “earth-body” 
pieces where she’d stage primal, ritual-esque scenes involving her physical form, along with blood, twigs, rocks, 
and flowers. “The way Ana related to the direct nature that women have in their environment is something that 
occurs in my work. I think a lot about women and femininity…and I play a lot with mythology. She was one 



of the first artists that taught me to think as a social being. As women, we need each other, but we don’t need 
to have labels.” Mendieta, herself, immigrated to Iowa from Cuba, experiencing a painful separation from her 
family at home. “It is a sense of displacement for a lot of women immigrants like me, [that is] present in the 
work,” Berrio said. Displacement, for Berrio, is actually one component of a larger concern for women like her, 
who are in pursuit of kinship, both personally and creatively. “We are Latin American women,” she said. “We 
think a different way, we act a different way. Our culture is completely different. We have a completely different 
relationship to nature.”
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LIVING WITH THE LAND: MARIA BERRIO IN 
“PROSPECT.4: THE LOTUS IN SPITE OF THE 
SWAMP” 

Girls replace their arms with feathered wings. A women 
cradles a seething stream in her arms as she would a 
child. Wildflowers spring from human skin just as they 
carpet a lush, green mountain valley. Butterflies grow 
from scalps in place of hair. These are only a few of 
the fantasies that dot Maria Berrio’s three collages for 
“Prospect.4: The Lotus in Spite of the Swamp,” recently 
on view at the Contemporary Arts Center.

Berrio is a collector of paper, sourcing it from Japan, 
Korea, and Mexico. She builds her collages by laying 
down layers on top of each other and allowing her 
materials to help dictate the composition. Amid 
landscapes of colorful cut paper, Berrio’s human 
figures—women and children, the artist rarely portrays 
men—are painted with watercolor details and often stare out of the composition, confronting viewers head on.

Berrio, born in Bogotá, Colombia, and living in New York, often locates her work in the Colombian jungle. In 
Aluna, 2017, she depicts a practice of the Kogi people of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta mountains in which 
children destined to become priests live for nine years in a cave to strengthen their connection with the natural 
world before entering the sunlight.

In Wildflowers, 2017, Berrio created her own mythos in response to present-day politics with a train emerging 
from the forested face of a mountain ruled over by the Incan god Urcuchillay, protector of animals. The train 
car carries monkeys, tigers, and parrots alongside immigrants to a new world where they will be safe from the 
adversities they face in our current reality.

In Southeast Louisiana, many have struggled against the natural environment for a long time, building levees 
to protect us from the Mississippi River and the swamps, marshes, and estuaries that line the Gulf Coast. Berrio 
imagines a world where humans are not at odds with, but integrated into, nature on a biological and spiritual 
level.
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By Daniel Gauss
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IN A TIME OF DROUGHT
MARIA BERRIO AT PRAXIS GALLERY, MANHATTAN

Our ability to look inside of ourselves and examine our motives, cognition, emotional responses and desire is 
both facilitated and complicated by the use of visual symbols. By using things and relationships between things 
from the outer world to represent aspects of our invisible inner reality, the inner world becomes more apparent 
but our understanding of it becomes more divorced from the actual, visceral processes represented. Many of our 
traditional symbols came from the natural world and allegorical literature from world religions is chock full of 
these elements that helped point to a possible inner drama and consequent personal or ethical development, i.e., 
snakes, ravens, horses, fish, trees, stone, water etc.

With urbanization it was no longer possible to engage, or be affected by, nature on as deep a level and this is 
probably where nature became fully metaphorical as opposed to being an all-encompassing system of which we 
were a part and which our art and rituals closely mirrored. We became divorced from nature but still had a deep 
need for its symbols. This seems to have become the starting point for Maria Berrio’s show at Praxis Gallery: 
In a Time of Drought. For these pieces, Maria Berrio visited the American Museum of Natural History and 
deliberately appropriated imagery from the dioramas of the dead, stuffed animals in picturesque environments. 



In New York City it might not be the best connection to nature, but it is a type of connection. Apparently when 
Berrio grew up in Colombia, in the middle of drug wars conducted by armies in the forests, nature was also cut 
off to her and she had to learn what she could about the natural world from the relative safety of a relative’s farm.

Berrio, however, is not interested in using nature metaphorically. She seems to prefer to use animal 
representations in their pre-religious, pre-allegorical, pre-Columbian magical aspect. Just as Gauguin researched, 
inferred and tried to rediscover what life might have been like in a pre-colonial Tahiti and based his work 
on that, Berrio seems to be inferring and rediscovering a pre-industrial and more personally meaningful 
relationship to nature and its potential for impact in lieu of symbolism. Before religions of crowded and polluting 
cities necessitated that people begin to introspect, reflect on and control behavior by developing or embracing 
ethical systems (before the word ‘ought’), folks, perhaps, lived more pro-social and pre-ethical community-
integrated lives dominated by natural processes, where behavior was much less deliberate and perhaps as 
insouciant as Gauguin’s Tahitian women were depicted to be. Recall that the prison, with its all-encroaching 
system of deterrence, was not developed until the advent of industrialized cities (the first ‘penitentiary’ was built 
in Philadelphia).

In pre-Columbian Meso-American culture, gods were represented by animals based on the observable 
characteristics of the animal and how it corresponded to the god’s function. To join an animal society meant 
to possess the spirit of that animal and to acquire, in super-enriched form, the abilities of that animal. To be 
associated with the jaguar society, for example, meant one would take on or exhibit the stealth, cunning and 
power of the jaguar. In the various large collages made primarily of torn Japanese rice paper, we see in Berrio’s art 
an everywoman surrounded by, perhaps, her ‘totemic’ figures.

In East of the Sun and West of the Moon she holds a bear’s hand. In the ancient world the bear was a symbol 
of death and resurrection (due to its ability to enter the earth, hibernate and reawaken with the earth). But this 
was not the Christian notion of death and resurrection, it was a concept of death and resurrection witnessed 
in the natural world and mirrored in beliefs of reincarnation and cyclical rebirth. The program notes for the 
show indicate that this work might refer back to a folktale in which a woman is promised as a bride to a bear by 
her father. The everywoman in Berrio’s piece seems fine with this relationship, as her father has given her to a 
powerful and seemingly eternal natural process.

In A Time of Drought we see that goats look on unperturbed as the everywoman holds a couple kids as if 
to prepare them for meals. This might go back to the shamanic belief that as members of nature humans 
have a right to hunt and can negotiate with the chief animal spirit to ensure bountiful hunts, in exchange for 
the eventual loss of elderly members of the group or members of a rival group who might die. There is no 
compunction shown here by the woman or the goats toward the slaughter of the kids.
The Nativity takes a common Christian theme and repositions it into a completely natural setting filled with 
everything from an owl to an elephant. In Cricket Song we see the horse, a symbol of transition, feathers as 
images reflecting power or ability to transcend and interact with spirits and the non-Christian form of maternity 
again. Indeed, in each of Berrio’s pieces we see the repositioning of woman away from an allegorical object of 
spiritual desire and toward something akin to an enduring force of nature, a status that may have been lost with 
the conquering of nature through urbanization but which Berrio seems to feel women can reclaim.




