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ing his way to Mexico, which he 
entered in 1924 as Traven Torsvan. 
That same year, he announced his 
own passing in a diary entry: “The 
Bavarian of Munich is dead.” After 
that, Traven continued to change 
cities, identities, and nationalities 
as he navigated between literature, 
anthropology, photography, and 
scriptwriting.

This exhibition, curated by 
Natalia de la Rosa, related a story 
divided into three chronological 
episodes, limning, respectively, 
Ret Marut’s anarchist beginnings 
as editor of the magazine The 
Brick Maker (1917–21) and his 
early writings as B. Traven after 
disembarking in Mexico; Torsvan’s 
numerous trips—mostly to the 
state of Chiapas—between 1926 
and 1932, resulting in thousands 
of photographs; and the successful 
film adaptations of his books on 
which he collaborated undercover 

as Hal Croves, who, starting in 1941, signed as B. Traven’s “agent.” In 
his will, made public after his death in 1969, he stated that his real 
name was Traven Torsvan Corves, and that he had been born in 
Chicago in 1890. But shortly thereafter, his widow publicly declared 
that best-selling author B. Traven was in fact Ret Marut, the self-exiled 
German actor and writer who, always loyal to his anarchist past, 
wished to avoid the press and escape fame. Who Ret Marut really was 
remains an enigma. As if working against Traven’s lifetime project, the 
exhibition ends by clearing up some of the mystery of his many identi-
ties with research carried out by journalist Luis Spota starting in 1948 
and spurred by the publication of Traven’s will. 

His early commitment to the proletarian revolution was evident in 
the copies of The Brick Maker included in the first section of the exhi-
bition. These were presented along with drawings and prints by the 
magazine’s illustrator, Franz Wilhelm Seiwert. The latter’s mechanical 
aesthetic, influenced by Fernand Léger, echoes Marut’s concern for the 
oppression and exploitation of workers and his disdain for authority 
and bureaucracy—themes also traceable in B. Traven’s early novels The 
Cotton-Pickers and The Death Ship, both from 1926 and partly 
inspired by his trip to Mexico. These subjects soon gave way to a deep 
interest in Mexico’s indigenous population. As Traven Torsvan he 
documented the life of the Chamulas, the Stzotzil, and the Lacandon 
through a rather unconventional anthropological approach, and later, 
as B. Traven, published Land of Springtime (1928), a book about the 
local customs and vernacular architecture of the indigenous peoples of 
the Mayan region. 

Despite being influenced by the aestheticized photographs of his 
contemporaries Edward Weston and Tina Modotti, Torsvan’s gaze was 
as harsh as his descriptions were concise, and he frequently portrayed the 
landscape as another rough character. This is also palpable in Traven’s 
hand-edited typescripts, particularly in the 1934 English translation of 
The Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1928), in which he strives to simplify 
his writing without smoothing it too much, or in the document 
“Music and Sound Suggestions” authored years later by Hal Croves 
for John Huston’s 1948 film adaptation of the book, in which he 
rejects instrumental music, stating that there should be no other sound 
“than that which is intimately connected with the actual happenings.”

The sheer amount of material displayed, often insufficiently labeled 
or seemingly arbitrarily arranged, made for a potentially confusing 
experience. But one of the exhibition’s particular strengths was in 
revealing connections with the work of Traven’s peers in various disci-
plines—for instance through the inclusion of Leopoldo Méndez’s sharp 
linocuts crudely depicting the abuse of the indigenous population dur-
ing Porfirio Díaz’s dictatorship. This contextualization of the Traven/
Torsvan/Croves films, photographs, manuscripts, books, official docu-
ments, and ephemera uncovers their ensemble as Marut’s ultimate 
performative act, revealing not exactly who he was, but what an elusive 
and spirited character he was.

—Magali Arriola

SÃO PAULO

Hudinilson Jr.
CENTRO CULTURAL SÃO PAULO

“Zone of Tension” was the first institutional retrospective of Hudinilson 
Jr.’s work, and follows his untimely passing in 2013 at the age of fifty-
six. It was only appropriate that the exhibition take place at the multi-
purpose Centro Cultural São Paulo; situated close to the artist’s former 
studio/apartment, the center was a regular stop on his walks through the 
city, and he donated many works to it over the years. Indeed, the exhibi-
tion drew works largely from the center’s collections, as well as from 
the holdings of the artist’s family, and it was organized by the Centro 
Cultural’s visual arts team, composed of curators Marcio Harum and 
Maria Adelaide Pontes and senior researcher Maria Olímpia Vassão, all 
three of whom had long, personal relationships with the artist.

Some fifty works—ranging from scrapbooks, xerographic pieces, 
mail art, and collages to installations and documentation of perfor-
mances and graffiti—were arrayed thematically. On entering the gal-
lery, viewers saw a selection of the datebooks in which Hudinilson 
tirelessly created collages from 1980 onward. These “reference note-
books” also include annotations, telephone numbers, to-do lists, news-
paper clippings, and, most prominently, homoerotic images of the 
nude male body. They can be considered a paradigm for his obsession 
with collecting and classifying, which is also evident in the exhibition’s 
section on urban art, which includes approximately 150 of about seven 
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thousand newspaper clippings collected by the artist between 1970 
and 2013, all dedicated to interventions in public space in the urban 
centers of Brazil. 

Hudinilson himself took part in such actions with 3Nós3, the col-
lective he formed with Mario Ramiro and Rafael França in 1979.  
As shown in black-and-white photographs from the Ensacamento  
(Bagging) intervention that year, one night in the midst of the military 
dictatorship the group bagged the heads of approximately sixty statues 
around São Paulo. Television footage shows the results of Conecção 
(Connection), 1981, for which Hudinilson, Ramiro, and França placed 
more than a thousand square feet of red plastic film on a subway ven-
tilation shaft and the surrounding lawn. 3Nós3 anonymously leaked 
the news of their interventions to several media outlets and thus 
momentarily took ownership of both public space and the mass media.  

Hudinilson’s experiments with photocopy art evoke an intimate 
relationship between body and machine. In three Xerox works from 
the series “Exercício de me ver” (Exercise to Look at Myself), 1980–83, 
the artist portrays himself climbing onto and caressing the mechanism. 
The rarely shown installation Ecco / Narcisse, 1991/2010, consists of 
three enlarged photocopied images printed on strips of thermographic 
fax paper: Bernini’s Ecstasy of Saint Teresa, 1647–52, is faced by a 
detail of Jesus Christ in Michelangelo’s Pietá, 1498–1500, while in the 
background looms an image of an unknown male nude whom the artist 
nicknamed Sudário (Shroud). The reflections of the three figures converge 
on a mirrored floorboard, itself a representation of the spring that trig-
gered Narcissus’s desire, leading him to die of longing for his own image.

Posição Amorosa (Amorous Position), 1981, was a mail-art project 
that proposed the body as a stimulus for research and dialogue. Under 
the ambiguous imperative position yourself! Hudinilson invited his 
addressees to respond with drawings, collages, or poems about their 
sexual preferences and favorite positions. The 115 responses received 
by the artist were exhibited in the “Mail Art” section of the Sixteenth 
Bienal de São Paulo in 1981. 

Outside the gallery, the curators re-created Zona de tensão, 1983, a 
large-scale outdoor piece originally censored for depicting a male 
organ. The reproduced billboard pays tribute to Hudinilson’s subver-
sive, albeit often narcissistic, activities. In an era when the unbound use 
of the narcissistic selfie dominates much of the social-media landscape 
around us, this unorthodox oeuvre is timelier than ever.

—Tobi Maier

WELLINGTON

Francis Upritchard
CITY GALLERY WELLINGTON

In Francis Upritchard’s survey “Jealous Saboteurs,” visitors encountered 
such characters as a Harlequin with a suspiciously amorous bulge in his 
diamond-patterned tights, his arms spread with a kind of “Hey, forget 
about it!” nonchalance (Mandrake, 2011); a putrid-yellow man stand-
ing in an archer’s pose with a semi-erection that pointed almost parallel 
to his extended arm (David [Robin], 2012); and a black woman with 
an elongated neck clutching one of her breasts (Hannah, 2016). These 
figurative sculptures were installed on pedestals created by Upritchard’s 
husband, designer Martino Gamper: elegant supports sliced through 
with diamonds. These harlequinesque resonances turned Mandrake’s 
tricksterish presence into a conceptual anchor for the exhibition, an 
embodiment of what the artist has described as her “slippery politics,” 
which manifested as a faux-museological hallucination full of messed-
up sloths, beautiful furniture, and troublingly ambiguous takes on the 
consequences of cultural appropriation. 

Upritchard, a New Zealander, has lived in London since 1998, devel-
oping a practice that slips between hippieish ingenuousness about the 
Arcadian promises of “other” cultures and a knowing, postcolonial 
irony, as evoked by the escape from modern life promised by her luridly 
psychedelic figures, but also her ability to mimic the often ghoulish 
world-in-a-box absurdities of European collections like the Pitt Rivers 
Museum in Oxford, UK, and Peter the Great’s Kunstkamera in Saint 
Petersburg, Russia. In Traveller’s Collection, 2003, for example, 
Upritchard turned midcentury German ceramics into pseudo-canopic 
jars by making lumpy Egyptian lids for them. Nearby were the modified 
field hockey sticks of the series “Jealous Saboteurs,” 2005, each one 
transformed into a kind of “primitive” souvenir crocodile. And on top 
of Sloth in a Cabinet, 2003, she placed a number of pieces from 
throughout her career, including fake preserved heads; pipes and combs 
that willfully appropriated Maori forms; a clay crocodile skull with 
spinning eyes; and little hats and sunglasses—a miniature survey within 
the larger one. But, framed ridiculously by the prone mammal trapped 
underneath, it also appeared like something from a nightmarish hipster 
design store. Upritchard was clearly taking a swipe here at the way we 
convince ourselves that our need to preserve, collect, and possess is 
something nobler than straight-up avarice. 

The question left lingering after one saw the exhibition was whether 
this self-awareness is enough to get her off the cultural hook. Given her 
objects’ indexical relationship with real artifacts and high-end furniture 
(particularly her collaborations with Gamper), are they just as covet-
able—and easily consumable—for her twenty-first-century patrons as 
their original models were for the earlier collectors and museums she 
(possibly) critiques? Consider the aestheticizing patina she almost always 
opts for in her found objects: The hockey sticks and other repurposed 
pieces of sporting equipment are old and worn; the German pottery is 
second hand; the display cases have been salvaged rather than built 
new. This instant nostalgia is typical of the inbuilt problematics in 
Upritchard’s practice, which “Jealous Saboteurs” neither allayed nor 
resolved: what it means to cherry-pick from other cultures; the clichés 
and pitfalls of cultural tourism; what happens when surrealism is soft-
ened into cutesy kitsch and sculpture tips into interior decor. The fact 
that these questions were presented so brazenly—particularly in New 
Zealand, where postcolonial issues are still keenly felt—made it both 
a clever and uneasy show: The contrast between Mandrake’s relaxed 
stance and the jesting threat he posed to the quiet, stable order of things 
seemed to evoke the artist’s own unapologetic, ambivalent desires. 

—Anthony Byrt
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