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Oscar Munoz’s Intentos (Attempts):
Process “With the Sound of Its Own
Making”

Vanessa K. Davidson, Ph.D.*

First of all, | emphasize that my works are not
necessarily defined a priori by a fixed and
clearidea, but are subject to change by the
manipulations, trials, and attempts that precede
them, meaning that physical experience with
materials and experimentation with mechanisms
largely define or alter what might be called
definitive works. Oscar Mufioz, Intentos, 2020*

In 1961, American artist Robert Morris created an
ingenious work he titled simply Box with the Sound
of Its Own Making. This unadorned wooden cube
isaccompanied by a three and a half-hour record-
ing of the sounds produced during its construc-
tion—sawing, hammering, planing, sanding, etc.
By deeming the artwork and its fabrication process
ofequal esthetic value, Morrisdispelled the myth of
the artist-genius, revealing artistic creation to be a
somewhat tedious affair: “There’s information and
there’s the object; there’s the sensing of it; there’s
the thinking that connects to process. It’'s on differ-
entlevels. And | like using those different levels.”

More than half a century later, Colombian artist Os-
car Munoz (Popayan, 1951) similarly approaches
art-making on all of “those different levels. His In-
tentos (Attempts) series exhibits anillustration of
process akin to Morris’s own. These artworks lay
bare the mechanical structures of some of his fin-
ished, polished pieces to reveal the process be-
hind works that themselves posit process itself as
an artistic act. As art historian Yve-Alain Bois que-
ried about that of another American artist, painter
Robert Ryman: “Isn’t it enough to describe and an-
alyze not the process itself, but the process of the
process?”®The “process of the process” in Mufioz’s
Intentos series illustrates not only its conceptual
underpinnings, but innovative processual strate-
gies that situate these works in a broader context.
TheIntentos are not truly only “attempts,” but rath-
erartworksin theirownright, experimentation with
medium and method that privileges process over
product.

In these Intentos, Munoz takes his chosen media
apartto see how it works from the inside out, then
reconstructs it from ground zero in experimenting
with his desired effects. This approachisintricate-

ly connected to his pivotal process of deconstruct-
ing photography. Over the course of six decades of
artistic practice, Munoz has radically reinvented
the medium, creating hybrid works that splice pho-
tographic processes with drawing, painting, print-
making, installation, video, and sculpture, as well as
interactive works. Or, in his words, inall of hisdiverse
works, heis “invariably employing the photograph-
icactandits chemical nature as bothreference and
metaphor.” Connected to this assertion are inte-
gral, intertwined themes: the very transience ofim-
ages,whichherelatestothefragility of memoryand
the precariousness oflifeitself—and the humanim-
possibility to defend against the impermanence of
all three. Adopting photography as a tool to be de-
constructed and made into metaphor, he compels
us to reconsider how memory itself is made into
meaning through works predicated on process.

Images that evade permanence and evoke the in-
effable nature of memories that escape our grasp
reflect Munoz’s assertion that “in every piece, the
conflict between image and medium is a meta-
phor for the impossibility of grasping, retaining,
and containing.”® This descriptionis especially apt
for Munoz’s Intentos, displayed using small projec-
torsthat fosterintimate encounters. His 2001-2002
video 6 Intentos (Biografias) [6 Attempts (Biogra-
phies)]is founded onimages of anonymous Colom-
bians from the Instantaneas Panamericanas pho-
to studio archive the artist purchased in the late
1970s.Inthis series of videos, we watch Munoz silk-
screen a photographic face in charcoal dust upon
a sink full of water then pull quickly away as the im-
age slowly curls down the drain and dissipates into
disfigured black fragments. He repeats this action
again and again, trying new faces, new densities of
charcoal dust— these few variables that exist for
the work’srealization. But hedeemsthe video of the
process of this process of experimentation, which
in fact constitutes a performative act,as valid asan
artworkinitselfasthe resulting final Biografias vid-
eoinstallation.

Inthe definitive five-channel version, large 128-by-
128-cmimages projected onthe floordisplay char-
coal faces disappearing down swirling drains and
then gradually recomposing—nbrief “biographies”
of individuals who were caught on camera half a
century ago. In their short evocative resurrection,
these lost souls are granted new virtual life cy-
cles—Dbirth, death, and rebirth—creating emotion-
al experiences for viewers based on the very fragil-
ity of theimage asanallusionto the fragility of life.



The materials Mufioz most often employs—Ilight,
water, fire, and dust—are cosmic elements that su-
persede organic life cycles, but he applies them to
afundamentally human dimension. His works evoke
conceptsthat we all experience differently overthe
course of our lives, especially memory, amnesia,
identity, and the transience of life. His 2006 Hombre
de arena (Intento) [Sand Man (Attempt)] adds arare
touch of levity. A naked animated man crawls labo-
riously out of the sea, gradually gaining the shore,
only to be washed away by the tide. In the Intento,
the videois actually projected on sand, an example
of Munoz’s continuous play with the intersection of
real and virtual elements in his video work. Mufioz
classifies this work as an Intento because the final
video is “arecording with higher definition and a
change of format.”® Yet this stand-alone versionil-
lustratesthetrials and errors ofthe cumulative pro-
cess of creating the process of what would become
the final work.

Mufoz’'s 2004 Intentos 1 y 2 (Re/trato y Proyecto
para un memorial) [Attempts 1 and 2 (Portrait/I Try
Again and Project fora Memorial)] perhaps best il-
lustrates this experimentation with process that
ultimately becomes reshaped into a different pro-
cess through the “physical experience with mate-
rials and experimentation with mechanisms” that
“largely define or alter” definitive works. Munoz
created this piece after his seminal 2004 Re/tra-
to but before his landmark 2005 Proyecto para un
memorial. In this piece, we watch the artist’s hand
continuously attempt to paint a portrait drawn from
Colombian obituaries using a wet brush on sun-
warmed cement, only to have the sketch evaporate
as soon as he finishes. Like Sisyphus, condemned
to roll aboulder endlessly up a hill, the artist tries
in vain again and again, superimposing one face
upon another in sequences that fleetingly picture
the anonymous dead. In the accelerated video, the
brushrushes across the surface from hair to cheek

to chin, quickly obscuring onedrawn face under an-
otherasitevaporatesandthe hand scurries on.

The final Proyecto para un memorial is a five-chan-
nelvideoinstallation, witheach 180 by 135 cm pro-
jection devoted to asingle face drawn continuously
inreal time on water upon the hot ground. Itis less
frenzied, more impactful, perhaps even more digni-
fied for these lost dead —although this project will
always remain a project, since the drawings can
never be completed. The Intentos that preceded it
reveal the mechanisms behind this innovative and
metaphorically apt choice of materials: water on
hot cement fades before we can glimpse the entire
portrait, like lives extinguished before their time. In
showing the process of superimposition of the fac-
es, one bleeding into the next, these Intentos illus-
trate the artist’s initial process of confronting and
memorializing the unthinkable number of those
soulskilled inthe violence in Colombia as they fade
inand outofappearance and dematerialization.

Munoz’s Intentos make visible the customarily in-
visible experiments that precede finished works, il-
lustrating how he adapts his processes according
to the idiosyncrasies of his chosen raw materials
—aswellastothe laws of chance. Notably, the first
personto whom Robert Morris showed his Box with
the Sound of Its Own Making was American com-
poser lohn Cage, whose silent 1952 composition
4’33” famously comprises only the sounds heard
in the background while it is being noiselessly per-
formed. Morris recalls that Cage was “transfixed”
by the piece: “When Cage came, | turned iton [...]
and he wouldn’t listen to me. He sat and listened to
it for three hours and that was really impressive to
me. He just sat there.””

Like Morris’s Box, Munoz’s Intentos reveal pro-
cessonboth conceptual and literal levels. “Subject
to change” by the mechanical trials his process-
es undergo, and “not necessarily defined a priori,”

Oscar Muioz, Libro Abierto, 2019. Three prints on polymer plate stamped on both sides of Arte Bambu & Zonzo
25 gr. paper, 16 3/8 x 13 3/4in.[closed] 16 3/8 x 27 1/8in. [opened]



Munoz’s works are also subject to the laws of
chance so integral to Cage’s philosophies of inde-
terminacy. As articulated in the realm of music by
Cage’s student George Brecht: “Music isn’t just
what you hear or what you listen to, but everything
that happens.”®

This serendipitous “everything that happens”
makes its way into Munoz’s practice by his complex
processes of trial and error, by his experimentation
structured by a set of variables that are atonce de-
terminate and governed by chance. For example, in
creating/ntentos 1 y 2: mightthe heat of the cement
in Cali at a specific time of day cause the water por-
traits to evaporate before they can take recogniz-
able shape? Or, considering 6 Intentos (Biografias):
how quickly will the water swirldown the drain, leav-
ing only lumps of charcoal dust where once there
was a silkscreened visage? Neither condition can
be controlled.

Munioz’s processual experimentation in his In-
tentos, allowing for the laws of chance, results as
much in technical studies of what such unortho-
dox substances as charcoal and water are capable
of achieving as they are radical artworks in and of
themselves. A generous artist, he here shares his
experimentation with viewers unaccustomed to
such insider views. Their small-scale projections
encourage close looking and an intimate experi-
ence with artworks whose definitive versions as-
sume more expansive dimensions. Mufioz’s Inten-
tos effectively constitute conceptual metaphors
for his own artistic trajectory: from studying draw-
ing in art school, to independently investigating
photographic processesandthenapplyingtheir di-
verse creative possibilities on his own, which fos-
tered trial and error and radically expanded uses of
photography as a vehicle for other formal, material,
and conceptual concerns. Experimenting with the
process of this process lies at the heart of the art-
ist’s practice. Founded on process, opento chance,
and complete with “the sound oftheir own making,”
these unassuming, yet seminal, Intentos constitute
pivotal pieces that change therules of the game—
justas Oscar Munoz will continue to do onthe world
stage foryearstocome.

* Curator of Latin American Art,
The Blanton Museum of Art
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