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Ambassador Artworks
By Catalina Valdés Echenique, Art Historian
A painting that still appears in history books to this very day, which shows a
European
conquistador
gesturing towards the ground, surrounded by
his
soldiers,
a
monk, an indigenous man and a rock,
first
ambassador
artworks
was one of the
selected by
Chile’s
government
to
represent
the country before the
gathering
of
modern
nations
that came together at the
Paris
Exposition Universelle in
1889.
Pedro de Valdivia and his
a r m y,
standing on a bluff in the
Mapocho River valley
that
went on to be named
Santa
Lucía Hill, initiates, in the
work of
art and in the colonial
narrative, a dialogue with
Huelen
Huala, a Mapuche chief,
these
lands,
whom
ruler
of
–supposedly— relinquishes a
space at the foot
of the hill for the Spaniards to
establish their city.
The piece, painted by Pedro Lira,
received a medal of honor at the Exposition and can be found today on display at
the Museo Histórico Nacional.
Other paintings traveled in order to represent Chile at the turn of the century. An
enormous white mountain range seen from the bottom of a ravine, painted by
Onofre Jarpa, was selected to form part of the dispatch to the Pan-American
Exhibition that was held in Buffalo, USA, in 1901. A series of cattle ranch
landscapes painted by Rafael Correa travelled to Buenos Aires to commemorate
the first centennial of the neighboring republic in 1910. Both pieces form part of
public collections and adorn the walls of the Chilean national congress’ former
premises.
A building that emulates mountains, designed by the architect Juan Martínez
Gutiérrez, was the pavilion that Chile built in Seville for the 1929 Ibero-American
Exposition. In it, among handcrafted pieces of ceramic, textile, and metalwork art

grouped as “Araucano and Popular Art”, murals by Laureano Guevara and Arturo
Gordon were also installed, representing the different trades that are present in
the Chilean landscape: industry, fishing, agriculture and mining. Today, the panels
are preserved as one of the main patrimonial assets of Talca’s Museo
O'Higginiano y de Bellas Artes.
Years later, a new Chilean pavilion was built in that same city, this time in the
framework of the 1992 Universal Exposition. A large warehouse-shaped building
made of wood and copper became one of the exhibition’s main attractions for
housing an Antarctic iceberg in
its interior. The pavilion’s cold
temperature contrasted
with the Andalusian city’s
extreme heat, which
threatened to melt the
p r e v i o u s l y
perennial block of ice.
From the first big
international
exhibitions
of
the 19th century
to this day,
three main motifs
purported
to
h a v e
synthesize
Chile:
nature
understood
as
a
raw
material, the
temperate and
c o l d
landscapes that
set it apart it
from the rest of
Latin America,
and indigenous
peoples as a
cultural substrate
in
which
a
seamless national
identity can take
root. Pieces of mineral
rocks,
samples
of
wood from native trees,
and high-quality agricultural
produce give an account of a
wealth based on nature; paintings of landscapes and other cultural objects tied to
the land compose an image of beauty and stability, of a territorial domain
conducive to progress and in dialogue with developed nations. For each one of
these events, the message has been more or less the same: ambassador artworks
carry presentation letters from a small and isolated country that clings to the world
as a result of a structural dependence that imposes the sale of copper and other
commodities to industrial countries as its main source of wealth, commodities
extracted from the territory that it inscribes as its own.
By being presented abroad, these pieces carry out diplomatic functions,
conveying a synthetic message of a country that is offering itself to the world.

They speak for the country, indicating its borders and transmitting its aspirations.
When they return, they become symbols of cosmopolitanism and belonging to the
global order. And so, they go from being diplomatic to being testimonial. Their
incorporation
into
patrimonial collections is, precisely, an attempt to
write
an
internationally
accessible history of Chile.
But the glacier in Seville
threatened to melt before
returning to Chile and
bringing back the message
democratic
restoration
of
modernity
and
that
had
been
composed around it and
before
the
world.
Finally, a ship that
exported the fruits of
the Chilean agricultural
Chilean
naval
ship
industry, followed by a
seeking to detach itself
from its dictatorial past,
were able to bring the
pieces of iceberg back to the
south. The message the
iceberg brought back was
controversial: satisfied reactions
were combined with criticisms
towards a State that presented Chile as a cold country, disconnected from its
Latin American context, and an uninhabited landscape, capable of fragmenting its
southernmost tip and presenting it as an exploitable commodity.
Historically, progress has been the primary value that motivates these
international gatherings. Without disguising their colonial origins, these
large-scale exhibitions are developed today as promises of an improbable future
or desperate summits in pursuit of a common order that reorients human culture
as a social and environmental crisis looms in the horizon. By handing the floor over
to the peatlands, the letters that Chile presents at Venice are the same: natural
assets, southern landscapes, indigenous peoples. What does the peatland say?
What language does it speak? Where are the limits it is laying out? What are its
aspirations?
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