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This document is adapted from a lecture delivered at McKnight Art Center in 
Wichita, Kansas in conjunction with the exhibition Consensus Data Breakthrough 
in March and April 2018.

[The audio recorder is turned on.]

Jennifer Ray, Moderator: “...and that’s started. Let me figure out the lights...”

[The lights dim.]

Omer Estrada: “Hi everybody. You know, the first thing you say, it’s always 
difficult to talk about your work, especially when you talk as much as I do.”

[laughter]

OE: “I want to talk about so many things, so this could go a little bit crazy. I 
apologize for the scholastic... You know, me here/you there. Which doesn’t 
make sense to me. But it’s a norm in the Western world. The reality, though, 
is that this is a conversation about art. So, I’m going to speak to my points and 
then whatever questions, conversations you would like to have, we can have it 
outside in the exhibition. So, I didn’t get this map wrong. We all did.”

Fig. 1

OE: “This is the McArthur Universal Corrective Map. Why do we start with 
this? Usually, uncorrected, people say ‘Oh, the map is upside down.’ I guess and 
I hope that this image is going to summarize everything. What do we know? 
What is the nature of what we know? What is the nature of reality? What is 
the nature of history? So, we have all this information that comes always from 
a perspective. History included. Which should show us about history, and I 

will talk about that. But I also I want it to come from this perspective. How 
do we know the world? How do we actually deal with all this information 
and definitions around us? Not only in terms of history but also in terms of 
reality. In terms of signs. In terms of knowledge. Everything we know or we 
think we know is coming from a perspective. So, that’s why I start with this 
map. Of course, maps were made initially by colonization, right? Coming to 
other countries and blurting out names and then we have all these maps that 
basically represent a vision of the world with Europe in the center. But here 
we have McArthur is from Australia. So, all of a sudden, the map is not the 
one that we know. However, it’s not wrong. Because the world is not flat, you 
know? However, why do I think of these things? You know, when you think 
about the global south, and you think about the attributes of geopolitics and 
how geography for instance has a data related to poverty, wealth… all of that is 
codified in our education. And all of that started with maps. So, I’m just going 
to move from there. This is another map. This is a Gall-Peters projection map. 
And as you see, I talk about consensus there, right? The exhibition is called 
Consensus Data Breakthrough. Kind of pretentious.”

[laughter]

OE: “But the reality is that everything I do as an artist and my own approach 
to art and what I understand to be art is: how do I understand the world and how 
do I create this context for a renegotiation of my reality, and my position in that reality? 
What am I? Who am I? What is the history that defines me? How do I deal 
with this space, and what is the importance of art in that? Everything from 
the Renaissance was divided in fields of knowledge. And, of course, you know, 
we have science, we have all these different approaches, we have humanities, 
different approaches to reality. What is art? Well, art for me – and I wanted to 
start with that – is this context that allows us to renegotiate everything. It’s 
not only a place to ask questions. For me it’s also a place to create a context 
to have a conversation that sometimes is not existing in all these other fields 
of knowledge. Because we move in the realm of the symbolic. The symbolic 
formalization of understanding. This space is ideal to make mistakes. We don’t 
have to be right. Everything is accepted. As long as we make clear that we are 
just renegotiating everything, we don’t want to be right. Art is not right or 
wrong. It’s effective or it’s not. And, of course, all this is my own perception of 
it. This second map is projection of the real world.”



Fig. 2

OE: “Before it’s upside down, because there is no North and South. And here 
we can see that Africa is actually bigger than America. Australia is as big as 
the Antarctic. [The] island1 is huge. So, what’s going on here? I don’t know, but 
in Cuban schools, we still study with this map. We think we know the world, 
but we don’t. And this is a projection that comes from science. However, in the 
United States for instance, this model has been only assumed by a secondary 
school in Massachusetts. It’s not generalized. It’s not even I Cuba.2 So, we keep 
working with this formalism. So, planets. How many planets do exist out there? 
Anybody knows?”

Audience member: “Eight or nine.”

[laughter]

Omar Estrada: “Exactly! Exactly, that’s the point!”

Audience member: “They can’t decide about Pluto. They go back and forth…”

Omar Estrada: “Exactly, so what changed? Our definition of it? Or the nature 
of it? There we go, very simple point to make. We all, I mean my generation, 
grew up with nine planets. In about 2006 we lost one. So, what changed is 
the nature of knowledge, right? Color. Do you know this? Do you know the 

1  “The island” likely refers to Australia.

2  The Gall-Peters projection is less common in North and South America than 
the Mercator projection despite being optically less distorted in terms of scale.

perception of color, the Himba approach to color? From Zimbabwe3? Well 
basically I’m going to make a very fast trivia here… I was working in the Guyana 
rainforest between Brazil and Guyana, in 2011. And I was trying to find my 
way out. How do you reorient in this place that you don’t know? There are no 
signs, there is nothing, you know, just trees. So, I got lost. Like lost. Seriously 
lost, like I couldn’t walk ten meters without wondering where I was going. So, I 
asked the Macushi, the native inhabitants of the continent. They don’t consider 
themselves North Brazilian, nor Guyanian, they are Macushi. And there you 
go! You have another definition there. You have people who have been there 
four thousand years, but there is a country that came with colonization; the 
division of their geography doesn’t apply to them. So, they are Macushi, they 
don’t consider themselves Brazilian or Guyanian. So, I asked them how do 
you find your way out here? And they told me, ‘Oh! Color.’ I was like ‘How do 
you do it with color?’ And they said ‘Oh it’s easy.’ And then they gave me this 
long explanation that I didn’t understand. It was like all I saw, all the forest, 
green. But for them, because they cannot see the light of the sun - because it’s 
so dense, you can’t say like ‘the sun is in the West’, whatever. They just don’t 
see it. So they explained to me that that green, in that thing that I defined as 
green, there are permutations of color that respond to the position of the light. 
For them each color is actually a different color. Each shade or hue or variation 
of a green is actually reflecting for them the position of the sun. So, we know 
nothing, right? I’m just going over my own experience, right? How come they 
don’t see color as I see it? I started investigating and studying about it, and then 
I got to the Himba [perspective]. The Himba don’t see green. I was explaining 
this yesterday to one of the students, Hugo [Zelada-Romero]. This is the point, 
in this image the Himba can say what color is different to the others in seconds. 
We, as Westerners, cannot.”

Fig. 3 The color version of this image shows very slight variations of green 
squares and one blue square.

3  Estrada may have been referring to Zimbabwean research as the Himba people 
are more commonly found in Namibia.



OE: “I took hours trying to understand. Out of the sun, everything shifts back 
and forth. We cannot see it. Why? Because the hue is the same for us. However, 
the tonality is different. They are able to see the tonality but not the hue. Why? 
They lack a word for it. For them, the whole division of color, the hue of blue, of 
green, is the same hue. It’s the same name. What varies there, what is different 
is the tonality. So, we see [in the image] merely blue, there is a blue there, it 
is obvious. They don’t see it. They cannot say what is different there. So is the 
nature of reality. How is it possible that someone who is seeing the same as 
what I’m seeing is not understanding it in the same way? Another question. 
And then we have another organ. This is from like two days ago. We’ve been 
studying anatomy forever, and all of a sudden there is a new organ in the 
body4. Like, really?! Yes. It seems to be. What do we know? Why do we equate 
knowledge to truth? History to truth? Perception to truth? What happens when 
the other side in this equation of communication has a different take on the 
same thing?”

[Estrada shows a selfie taken inside the elevator in McKnight Art Center, which is 
notorious for being slow, unpredictable, and unstable.]

[laughter]

OE: “And then the elevator! For me, this elevator is ready to just go, fall. Really.”

Audience member: “You’re not alone on that.”

Omar Estrada: “I know, heh. So, this is the definition of reality from signs. 
Reality is the philosophical concept which we attach to something which is real. 
So, those are my questions. I come from a country heavily based in this idea 
that we are right. And you guys are wrong. You are Americans, I am Cuban. 
This very thing is something taught in my education system, that you are the 
enemy. Right? And then I have the possibility to come here and you have the 
possibility to go there, and suddenly we get conflicted by all these ideological 
constructions. These are my big questions. These are my questions as an artist, 
the nature of reality. The nature of what we know, where we go. How do we 
as human beings collaborate with each other? How can we actually build a 
better understanding? How do we displace politics and power to have a useful 
conversation from person to person? So, these been always my big personal 
questions. Someone asked me yesterday, ‘When did you start having these 
questions?’ I had a serious problem with authority when I was very young. So, I 
would say I was twelve to fifteen when I started questioning everything around, 
because Cuba is a crazy place. I mean, in primary school, you learn how to 
shoot. A gun. Because Americans are going to arrive and take everything from 
us. So we have to be ready to fight. That’s part of elementary education in Cuba. 

4  Recent observations show certain interstitial spaces in human tissue are fluid-
filled; this discovery is sometimes referred to as a “new organ” in the body. Benia, Petros 
C. et al. 2018. “Structure and Distribution of an Unrecognized Interstitium in Human 
Tissues”. Scientific Reports 8.

Why? How is this right? And of course when you’re young, you cannot have a 
real understanding of what’s going on. But still, you realize that some things 
are too extreme. I was getting an amazing education in an amazing institution 
where everything was free. It was telling our history, and talking about all this 
beauty, and all of a sudden there was a bell that went off and we had to go and 
practice shooting and go to a shelter. Because ‘Americans were arriving’. All 
that didn’t make any sense to me. I started thinking of these things when I was 
very young, and from that came a lot of work and a lot of questions that I’ve 
never been able to answer. But I’m going to go over some of them. This piece is 
Perimeter. It has a text behind. It’s actually a statement in mathematics that says 
four colors are enough to make a map5.”

Fig. 4

OE: “With four colors, mathematically we can compose everything. So, I started 
using this as a way to question the nature of the whole definition of a nation. 
Country. Cuba is an island. We have shores. How long is Cuba? I mean, what 
determines the length of an island? In a country that basically the sea moves 
back and forth, how do you determine things? In all these questions, I started 
thinking things like ‘how do I deal with this?’ I was so confused. I went to 
science. I started working in the early 90’s, working with all these definitions 
that have to do with science and how science defines things. Why? Because we 
oppose science to art, right? And religion. I mean, science is about facts. How 
do scientists function? If you go through the history of science, you’re going 

5  The four color theorem in mathematics states: The regions of any simple 
planar map can be colored with only four colors, in such a way that any two adjacent 
regions have different colors. Gonthier, Georges. 2008. "Formal Proof—The Four-Color 
Theorem". Notices of the AMS 55 (11): 1382–93.



through the history of philosophy and understanding. What is the point of 
science? I mean, we reduce the field of nature to a study because at the end of 
the day we cannot understand everything. We try hard, but, you know, reality 
and nature always go further.”

[Estrada begins to play a video, then turns down the audio, removing the video from the 
screen. He then decides not to bother with showing the video and moves on.]

OE: “Ok, it’s not showing. Basically, I took the shore – I was traveling between 
Havana and Barbados and I noticed these waves that go back and forth, and 
every time they move, they leave a line. So, that’s a border. A natural border. 
The sea is moving, so what is the actual shore? What are the actual boundaries 
of the country? Now, that’s a very simple, trivial operation, right? It’s obvious 
for everybody. But do we have that conversation all the time? When we say that 
this country is this amount of kilometers squared, and this country ends here or 
starts there, and we have people crossing… It’s like, ‘what are we doing here?’ 
We usually don’t question these things. How do I bring this conversation back 
to people? Why? Because we accept what we know. Or what we think we know. 
We basically just go with it. This is what I learned.”

Fig. 5

OE: “The border for the Sioux, the first nations, they don’t recognize the 
boundary between Canada and the United States. Why? Because it was the 
Sioux’s territory. So, for them the geography of colonialism doesn’t play. But 
we find a border there. How do you deal with the lives of people and the 
constructions that have to do with geopolitics and knowledge?”

Fig. 6

OE: “Working with all these ideas, I started thinking about my brother and I. 
We are both artists and we don’t look like each other at all. We hear the same 
question, ‘Are you brothers? Like with the same parents?’. Yeah, we are. I’m 
brown, big nose. He’s whiter than me, but with kinky hair. How does race play 
a role here? Well, it plays in the crazy world of what Cuba is. Jennifer [Ray] has 
visited my family. I have people that look like Vikings at the same table with 
people who look like Zulus. It’s the same family. And we didn’t think about it 
when we were young, because in the process of Cuba and the Cuban Revolution 
we have all these ideas of equality. We didn’t talk about race. But also, my own 
family is so mixed. But then, here I am. Exhibiting my brother, he’s an artist, 
a sculptor, he’s a really smart guy. We are exhibiting together and nobody 
understands that we are brothers. I should have added a picture of him, I mean 
we look totally foreign. We started thinking, ‘what’s going on here?’ So, the first 
thing we did was to run a test. A DNA test. The whole idea boiled down to what 
is your essence, who you are, what makes you? What defines you? How the 
information surrounding an event or a physical existence actually determines 
the way we perceive it, right? Everything came from this idea. Do you know 
these sculptors?”



Fig. 7 This image is presented with a caption that reads “Sculptors Watson and 
Crick.”

OE: “They are very famous, right? They are actually scientists. They are 
not sculptors. But what happened when I changed the information around 
something? I can say that this looks like Alexander Calder’s sculptures. But 
they are scientists, James Watson and Francis Crick. They discovered the double 
helix structure of DNA. Same thing! The information surrounding an event 
totally changes the way we understand it. Thinking of this, thinking of how 
we represent the essence of something by manipulating the data around it, we 
can determine the way things are perceived. So I ran, with my brother, this 
DNA test. It basically sequenced… I don’t even know the word in English6. It’s 
a paternity test. Basically, fathers pass this information to children. So, this 
information determines who you are and who is your father.”

6  Estrada is referring to the TPOX STR locus in DNA testing, which can be 
evidence that two individuals share the same DNA.

Fig. 8.

OE: “So, we were like, ‘What happens if I take all this scientific information 
and turn it into something else? Translate it into something else.’ I started 
looking for parallels of representation of information to create a new context 
of understanding. I took all the characteristics of both fields of knowledge: 
paternity, how you deal with who your parents are, the science of how it’s 
represented, and then I worked with the concept of paternity in Afro-Cuban 
religion. The Yoruba religion. In the Yoruba religion, you have this process also, 
of you are a son of this Orichá or that. I started drawing these parallels. I’m 
trying to find… For instance, here we have the DNA model, and you have the 
Santería ide that determines that you are a son of a certain Orichá. I follow that 
segmentation, and apply all that information that comes from the religion to the 
scientific data.”



Fig. 9 An ide bracelet common in Santería

OE: “Basically, what we did is find an instrument. Something in a realm of 
knowledge, in this case Santería, the Yoruba religion, that shares the same 
characteristics of scientific data. The [DNA] data is separated into four 
[patterns]. And then we went to what instrument in the Yoruba religion would 
have the same segmentation. Drumming! Basically, this was a translation of 
information from one realm of knowledge to another.”

Fig. 10

OE: “Now, I know all of this sounds really dense, and it’s a longer conversation. 
But, what I want to share is this: I’m just taking information from one field of 
knowledge and displaying it in another one. As a way to make people rethink 
what we think we know. The nature of reality, the nature of religion, the nature 
of science. What happened here, this is what [we] got.”

Fig. 11

Fig. 12



[Estrada plays an audio recording of drums played in a rhythm based on the patterns found 
in the DNA sequence.] 

OE: “Now, that sounds like music, right? This is no more than the translation of 
this7. This is the same sequence, just [played on a piano].”

[Estrada plays another audio recording of the same pattern in piano notes rather than 
drums.]

OE: “That’s the sequence. That’s what happens when you take the sequence 
and put it into MIDI software. So, we thought, ‘Ok, instead of MIDI, let’s play 
it on a drumming instrument. And then play a 6/8 rhythm’, which is a rhythm 
in Yoruba music. Of course, nobody believed that. People thought, ‘Ah, you’re 
manipulating! Whatever.’ Then, I did this.”

[Estrada plays a video depicting the DNA sequence with a scrolling cursor, showing how 
the rhythm matches the visual patterns.]

OE: “Of course, people don’t believe it. And that’s irrelevant. This is a fun 
part about it, no? It is irrelevant. But we think that we know a reality. And all 
of a sudden what we had, it was all of these amazing conversations about the 
nature of religion, the nature of knowledge… Honestly, talking, it is irrelevant. 
It’s like getting a set of data from one field of knowledge and changing the 
rules. Now, why is that an art operation, and why is it important for me? 
Well, because basically we don’t have those conversations. When we’re talking 
about religion, we believe. When we’re talking about science – and we go to 
the extreme – we think anything shared here is like it’s incompatible. So what 
happens when I bring that conversation? What is the field for that negotiation? 
For me, it is art. And the way I presented that piece, and now I’m going to talk 
about a solution, is we invited a group of collaborators. A DNA… A geneticist 
scientist, a philosopher, a Yoruba priest, a musician, and me. And the piece 
was a conversation about the nature of reality and knowledge. And this kind 
of crazy, really fast approach to what I do, it’s a little bit what determines that 
exhibition that you’re going to see. But in this case, we’re not only talking about 
knowledge and truth, but also history. What we know about our own countries. 
What we know about the other. What is the point of this definition that I 
have this person here, and there is a whole set of definitions that apply to that 
human being that come from my education, ideology, language. And all of those 
definitions become that person instead of the person being the person. 

“So, now I’m going to tell the story of my life, that is the story of your life. And 
it’s a fast trivia. I was born in 1963. This is four years after Fidel Castro came 
to power in Cuba, and exactly nine months after the missile crisis. The missile 
crisis, a lot of you know, what the first time, and thankfully the last time, that 
humanity was on the brink of nuclear elimination. We were going to kill each 
other, forever, done. No existence anymore, no humanity. That happened in 

7  The patterns derived from sequencing DNA

October 1962, and I was born nine months later. What happened in my life? 
What was the life all Cubans? How has it been? Being ready for a fight against 
the Americans that are going to occupy our country. A whole realm of ideology 
that determines the way you conduct yourself, the way you talk, the way you 
understand the world. Did that only apply to my experience? Isn’t that the 
case with everybody else? Why do you we still have to understand the world 
that way? Why can we not have this conversation? If you are American and 
you arrive in Cuba, there is a whole set of prejudices and predefinitions that 
make you a danger just because of the fact that you were born here. It’s the 
construction of reality from the point of view of ideology. There is an amazing 
documentary by Slavoj Žižek, I don’t know if you know it. I can send it to Jen 
so you can see it. He talks about this, how we see reality as defined from the 
point of view of ideology. My whole education was ideological. I grew up in the 
moment, in that moment in time when we were trying to race to the moon. It 
sounds so beautiful, right? The moon! You know? We’re thinking poetry. It’s 
always there in poetry. However, the moon became a metaphor for military 
power and control. And that’s what the exhibition is about. And that’s the 
reason I call it ‘Consensus Data Breakthrough’, because first of all, when we 
come here8, we’re talking about consensus. What is color? How many planets? 
What is North? What is South?”

[Estrada is quickly cycling through all of the slides that have previously been shown during 
the lecture.]

OE: “The whole idea is like, ‘How do I get all of the things that we think we 
know, and place them in a space where people think about them.’ And this 
operation hopes to also be true when we talk about history. Do you know this 
image?”

8  Estrada is referring to the lecture/discussion he is currently giving



Fig. 13

“This is Miss Nuclear Bomb. This is from 1956, it’s a cover of LIFE magazine. 
It’s a contest of beauty in the military, and the crown was an atomic mushroom 
[cloud]. The first thing that we have there is the trivialization of death. It’s 
exactly the same, that happened in Cuba. Where a young revolution, was a 
new space for poor people, workers, women, black people, but we were talking 
about death. Talking about the craziness that goes in your head, if you try 
to understand the world, and this is the way I see it, of course I question 
everything. I question everything I think I believe. I question if I’m right or 
wrong. I don’t try to be right in my art. I don’t think it’s about that. I think it’s 
about having the right conversations. Race, gender, language, politics… It’s 
about being able to talk about these things. For me it was like… Ok, I grew up 
in this realm. This amazing art school. Everything free! My family was poor. I 
would have never been able to study in these schools. But I’m here, you know? 
I have all these amzing tools and education and possibilities that come out of a 
social project, the revolution. Now, the Cuban Revolution – my parents fought 
in the Cuban Revolution. My grandfather fought in that revolution. They were 
part of it, they would never question it. So, when we, as young people, started 

to question it, it was like, ‘Why are you doing this? This event is giving you all 
of these opportunities. And you are fortunate. Why? Why are you doing this?’ 
Now, the thing was, as I said before, it’s incompatible. There is no way you can 
go to shoot at nine o’clock in the morning with an AK-47 or a pellet rifle and 
then go back to Art History. It doesn’t add up. It’s like it’s crazy. That craziness 
was it only Cuba? No? Here, probably there are people who are from another 
generation – we’re in the gallery talking about color, and you guys grew up with 
the same paranoia. Like duck and cover, a program from 1954 that talked about 
nuclear warfare. So, you duck and cover. You go out and you find a newsprint, 
and cover your head. This is going to save you from nuclear warfare.”

[laughter]

OE: “Total paranoia! Now, we can laugh about it. Because it’s public information 
now. But that was the life for a lot of people, including my life. All of a sudden, 
Jen [Ray]9, tall, blonde, with a tripod that looks like a weapon, is that the 
enemy? It’s not a fellow artist, it’s the enemy… So, these things that seem to be 
a little bit funny when you listen now, like duck and cover, it’s crazy, it’s exactly 
the same thing that we grew up with. I started questioning all these things. I’m 
going to go over the three things that make up the exhibition really fast. One is 
this image.”

9  Jennifer Ray is a photographer who has worked in Cuba



Fig. 14 This image is Estrada’s recreated version of the original.

OE: “There is a list of the one hundred most relevant or influential images of 
the 20th Century by LIFE magazine. This is one of them. This is one of the 
pictures. This picture was taken by a Cuban photographer and it made it to the 
one hundred images of all time. But, what is this image? Basically, this was the 
personal photographer of Fidel Castro in his first trip outside of Cuba after he 
won fighting against Batista. Fidel Castro goes to Venezuela and this picture 
is taken. For me, what is this picture? It’s beautiful, it’s amazing, you know. 

This picture summarizes the dreams of the Cuban Revolution. The public 
agenda of Fidel Castro. The poor in power. You have the young soldier in this 
very sensual position opposite in direction to this beautiful painting of a nude. 
So, there is an aesthetic relation there. But you also have the weapon. He’s 
sleeping quietly. There’s no danger there. And the position of his cap, it’s kind 
of sexualized as well, you know? You have the weapon and the cap in his lap. 
This became the image of the Cuban Revolution. Because of the power of the 
image. The power of art. Now, what is the power of art? Basically, it’s the power 
of controlling a narrative in this case. Fidel Castro always traveled with artists, 
with photographers, and with PR people. He wanted a good narrative out 
there. He was exercising power through media as a way to make his discourse 
dominant. I started by questioning that image. And with this image you have a 
whole world of opposite sides. People think of Che Guevara, a guerilla fighter 
for the poor, all of the things that the literature actually promoted. And you 
have other people that go to other sides of history, or facts of the same history, 
where he was actually a violent fighter. He had shooting squads that killed 
people. So, is he a hero? Is he a martyr? But, the power is the image. In the 
United States and Cuba, you find the image [of Guevara] everywhere. The image 
made it into the discourse. All of this happens in a moment when Fidel Castro 
goes to Venezuela. He wants to go to the states, he goes to the states, and in 
the moment when he comes back from Venezuela, he’s talking about the poor 
in power. The worker in power. He tries to meet Johnson. Lyndon Johnson. He’s 
not received. He meets Nixon. Nixon declares he’s a communist. You can see 
this was a perfect operation. This was suggested by his PR people. A company 
in America when he was going to show the plans – they said, ‘We are going to 
do this.’ So, all the time, a narrative. He basically shifted his talk from talking 
about the poor in power to talking about the idea of freedom and the Cuban 
Revolution over the world. We want to project this idea. Why? Well, basically, 
a small island ninety-five miles from the states is in trouble if it doesn’t have 
negotiation with the states. Basically, a lot of economic interests were affected 
by the Cuban Revolution. Oil, transportation, American companies. So, non-
negotiation with America meant war. So what he did was he was talking to 
people in Latin America about the poor in power. We became actually a proxy 
of the Communist Bloc. We became a proxy of Russia and we tried to… You 
know…”

[Estrada snaps his fingers dramatically.]

OE: “Fire the continent. For me, Fidel Castro – and this is a personal opinion, 
and I say it in Cuba – he betrayed the revolution. Everything started like, ‘We, 
the poor will have power!’ And we became just a proxy for a super potency in 
the mutually-assured destruction deterrence between two huge nations, the 
United States and the Soviet Union. And there we are, the Caribbeans, trying to 
dance and swim with the big fish, be a part of these presidencies. And that’s a 
craziness I grew up with.”



Fig. 15

OE: “How do I contest that? Easy. Remake it. Telling the Cuban people, 
‘Whatever you think you know about this place, about our history, about the 
iconography of the Cuban Revolution, is actually a construction.’ And of course 
I was targeting their censorship. I wanted to challenge the government. I didn’t 
quite get it right, because they didn’t deny me all the rights I was hoping for. 
But still, they sued me. And that was part of the piece, because I was trying 
to challenge the narrative. What I did was like: when we come to this image, 
what we think is this photographer passing by with a camera, he goes by and 
he went, ‘Woah!’ And he formed this framing. And that became what the 
Cuban Revolution was for Latin America. It’s a lot of romanticism. And I’m not 
criticizing totally everything that happened in Cuba. I just say there are sides for 
everything. This was Fidel Castro’s personal photographer. So, I’m trying to say, 
‘That image was a construction.’ How did I do that? Reconstructed the image. 
Everything you see there is fake. This10 is foam. Even the marble that looks so 
beautiful [is fake]. Cinema does this all the time. We wanted to make a point, 
and of course they got very offended by it. That was a simple operation.

“Why the moon? At the time that we are talking about this – and this is 
something that comes from the original image – when you look at this, it’s like 
a morning light, coming from this angle. However, for some reason I thought 
of the moon. Every time I looked at that picture in my Art History classes I 
thought, ‘It’s like moonlight’ and I started thinking of the moon. I will go very 

10  The gun

fast with the other two pieces [in the exhibition]. The moon was the objective of 
the politics between the states and the Soviet Union. We have this satellite that 
we will hear – and you will probably hear it going around the building – this 
cricket sound going on11. Well, that was Sputnik. It was from 1956 and it was 
the first time a satellite traveled around the world. The Americans decided, 
if the Soviet Union… It’s a powerful message, the technology. They were able 
to make it to outer space. How do we fight that? Let’s fight for the moon. The 
moon for me became the metaphor of military power. This beautiful image of 
the moon that we talk about in poetry, it’s a military metaphor. Which is an 
oxymoron, but it totally works for my perception of history. And then you have 
all these maps, these are part of the way I make the operation. How do I do 
this? Simple. I take this representation of Cuba, this representation of history, 
this representation of the tension between the countries, and I basically say, 
‘This is what we believe, and this is what we know.’ How can I counter that? 
How do I re-inform that context? How do I dispute the authority of truth, the 
authority of history? Whatever was hidden in the meaning of the construction 
of my educational history. NASA. NASA was a result of Kennedy’s response to 
the Cuban Missile Crisis, it was about the importance of conquering the moon. 
And basically, I’m going to read here, and sorry my English is not the best, 
but he said, ‘We set sail on this new sea because there is new knowledge to be 
gained and new rights to be won.’ This is Kennedy in 1963. ‘Only if the United 
States occupies a position of prominence can we help decide whether this new 
ocean will be a sea of peace or a new terrifying theater of war.’ Basically, this is 
a science discourse determined by geopolitics, the position of the Soviets, and 
the relationship with Cuba as a proxy. And will all that comes all the conflicts 
in Latin America. The undercover operations, we are going to see some of the 
files declassified there. And this is the big context of my life and your life even 
if sometimes we don’t know. Everywhere you go in Latin America you find this 
big conflict, this big positioning that at the end of the day, renders us subject to 
a bigger narrative that we cannot control, or which is not true. So, I choose to 
question it. That’s the idea. Sorry if this was a little all over the place.”

[applause]

Jennifer Ray: “I think we have time for a couple of questions.”

Omar Estrada: “If there was something that was not clear enough – which is 
probably the case – we can always talk about it.”

Levente Sulyok: “My question is in regard to the music piece you did with the 
DNA. I was lucky enough to be there for the performance and I understand you 
took the space between those bars as the space between sounds, but the piece 
was actually at least twelve different musicians with different instruments. 
And as I was experiencing it I understood there was a repetition of minimal 
information, but there was also a lot of melody and flow. How did you achieve 
that?”

11  Estrada is referring to an audio component that is part of the installation.



Omar Estrada: “The idea was this: we were not trying to interpret. And that 
was important in the piece, because if I interpret, I’m doing it my way. The idea 
was the translation of data. There were three instruments that were playing 
the tempo, in rhythm. But we were moving in the realm of Yoruba music, so 
we gave the other artists the opportunity to flow as they would do in the real 
Cuban Yoruba ceremony. This music is from Africa; it’s not written. It’s oral. 
You play all this music and the other musicians go and improvise around it. We 
applied those norms to this.”

Levente Sulyok: “I think that’s really poetic and telling, looking at DNA as 
data… I think it’s a beautiful piece – I’d like to have it.”

Omar Estrada: “I can leave it! No problem. The thing is this, and there is a good 
point there, that we see data as this dry information. We always see data as the 
opposite to art. However, when you go into science, we see in Turing’s work, 
he formulated the equations of how patterns in nature are formed. And I think 
it’s very artistic! You know? We see a zebra, this animal, and it’s like, ‘How did 
this happen?’ And there is a formula for that. It was studied by Alan Turing, 
an American mathematician who actually helped to win the second world war. 
And he was denied his rights because he was gay. He’s one of the geniuses in 
the history of mathematics. I always find that idea that artists work with the 
symbolic/scientists work with hardcore data… It’s not true. We are taking 
different approaches to the same reality. We are doing different things, but at 
the end of the day we are the same, in my perception. That’s what I tried to do 
with that piece. How do I make this data sensual? Beautiful? I even planned 
to dance with it, I just happened to be a bad dancer, so they told me it was too 
much.”

[laughter]

Levente Sulyok: “Thanks.”

Omar Estrada: “Any other questions? It was that confusing! Ok, find a hat and 
put the money in it before leaving.”

[laughter]

OE: “Thank you very much, it’s been great.”

[applause]

[The lights are turned on as listeners file out of the room. Some people come to the front 
to introduce themselves to Estrada. I find the audio recorder and turn it off. Estrada says, 
“That was recorded? But it was crazy!” I tell him it wasn’t.]


