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Margarita Cabrera: Engendering New Landscapes
Joseph R. Wolin

The recent weaponization of the border between the United States and Mexico represents not just an anomaly,
cynically promulgated by a vicious regime—although it is also that—but the latest installment in a politically

and culturally fraught relationship that began generations ago. The borderlands have long existed as a place of
intertwined beauty and cruelty, the rich and centuries-old mix of indigenous, Spanish, Mexican, Anglo, and Mexican
American cultures—a true mestizaje—contrasting with the capricious and aggressively racist enforcement of
national immigration ordinances; the stark serenity of the desert (for almost all of the border runs through desert)
with the scars left upon it by extractive industries, suburban sprawl, and the heedless thirst for its limited water.

Margarita Cabrera has long considered borders, having lived much of her life in the borderlands, in various cities
and on either side of the dividing line. Her art collapses the grace, the violence, and the fragility of that part of the
world into concisely poetic objects imbued with the ambivalence of borders. In many recent works, she employs
one of the region’s most emblematic and contested materials, U.S. Border Patrol uniforms, disassembling them and
using their fabric to create Oldenburgian soft sculptures. In Space in Between, a series ongoing since 2010, she
resews the dark olive-green cloth into the forms of cacti and other plants native to the Southwest, planting them

in terra-cotta pots. Space in Between: Nopal (Sara Hernandez) and Space in Between: Nopal (Sol Espinoza) (both
2016) take the form of prickly pears, that staple of both landscape and cuisine, dotted with white and yellow flowers
and bulbous red fruit. Their pads display the seams, snaps, and buttons of the original uniforms, but also rough
edges and hanging threads, as if they had been reconstructed in haste or were not quite finished.

Incongruously, the cacti also sport embroidery in threads of many colors. Sara Hernandez features scattered small
cross-stitches in white that evoke the prickly pear’s spines, but also, perhaps, on their dark ground, a starry sky
over the desert. Other embroideries include the word “Opportunities”; a cross beneath the word “Faith”; a ribbon
denoting awareness and support for those suffering from a disease above the initials “RIP”; a Mexican flag; and

an American one with the word “Welcome” spelled out in red, white and blue. Sol Espinoza displays two pads of
colorful stick figures with balloons, but also, directly above an official Border Patrol patch, a scene in which a man
and a woman holding hands confront a vertical barrier, behind which, in a space labeled “USA,” standsa man in
green with adog. Infact, Cabrera creates these cacti in collaboration with immigrants to the United States from
across the border who sew and adorn the sculptures in workshops she organizes. The pictographs of celebrations,



aspirations, religious conviction, family illness, nationalities adopted or left behind, or the moment of border crossing
itself represent the stories of the individuals named in the works’ titles.

The most recent works in the series resulted from workshops in Phoenix, Cabrera’s current hometown, and Space

in Between: Saguaro (Gabriela Garza) (2016) emulates the appearance of the characteristic sentinel of the Sonoran
desert. Its branches bear an embroidered Arizona state flag over three butterflies and a Yaqui deer dancer, and,
stitched over the plant’s main trunk is the outline of the head and torso of a person bracketed by maps. The shape of
Mexico rests below a large red heart, while that of the United States sits on the figure’s forehead. Crosses, like grave
markers, stand on Mexico’s northern border and a key lies inside the U.S. The stories depicted on the cacti of Space
in Between speak of the immigrant experience, of the sorrows and joys, fears and comforts, terror and solace of the
borderlands. The embroideries, however, relate not only universal narratives but the histories and feelings of single
individuals, and, as such, can only suggest the lives they commemorate. Like ancient petroglyphs incised on stones
in the desert, they remain largely cryptic. In this, we may see them as partaking of what Edouard Glissant termed
Opacity, the unavoidable incomprehension that results from the density and depth of a culture that is not one’s own,
a necessary mutual illegibility that engenders not just misunderstanding but also a kind of salutary and liberatory
equity.

The style of the images on the sculptures of Space in Between—simple, colorful, and cheery—deliberately recalls
that of Tenango de Doria, a town in Hidalgo in central Mexico famed for its embroideries. Their evocation of
folkloric handicrafts contrasts with the dull, industrially produced stuff of the uniforms, and the somewhat makeshift
appearance of the cacti’s construction, which may allude to the maquiladoras, the sweatshops of northern Mexico
that manufacture goods, including clothing, for export to the U.S. The Border Patrol uniforms themselves often
bore the label “Made in Mexico” before much of the garment industry moved to exploit even cheaper labor in Asia.
Through the very process of their production, Cabrera enables her works to point to the ways in which economic
globalization collides with nationalist politics, and the ways that the monotonous fabric of late capitalism gains
meaning when embellished with human stories rooted in rich and enduring culture and tradition.

A group of collages titled El Flujo de Extracciones (The Flux of Extractions) finds the shapes of the desert flora cut
from the uniforms’ fabric, unadorned and flattened on paper. Here, Cabrera silhouettes the recognizable forms of
prickly pear, saguaro, agave, and a possible member of the barrel cactus family against amorphous pools of vibrant
pinks that shade into deep purples and bright tangerines. The gorgeous hues derive from her use of natural



vibrant pinks that shade into deep purples and bright tangerines. The gorgeous hues derive from her use of natural
cochineal, a dye made since at least Aztec times from tiny insects that live on the pads of the prickly pear. Cochineal
became colonial Mexico’s chief export after silver, and the industry has revived again in recent times because of the
pigment’s non-carcinogenic properties. The work’s collective title makes reference to the flux of the liquid swirls

of color literally extracted from the bodies of insects, but it slyly also suggests the flows of resources—goods and
people, cultures and knowledge—that has defined the relations of Mexico, like so many other countries, with colonial
powers throughout history and capitalist ones in the modern era. Despite their abstraction, the washes of cochineal
intimate a landscape setting for the cacti, as if the collages approximated nature photographs with shallow depths
of field, the blur in the background intimating the blooms of the desert in spring or the myriad colors of an Arizona
sunset. Atthe same time, they remain enigmatically psychedelic, like a mirage seen by someone crossing the
desert unprepared, without enough water. Several cochineal drawings subtitled Corriente (Current) eliminate the
foreground plants entirely, leaving only the ineffable hallucination.

The artist has recently fabricated other works from Border Patrol uniforms: a series of birds modeled on the Mexican
red-headed or red-crowned amazon parrot, a species native to northeastern Mexico and the southern tip of Texas,
now endangered in the wild in large part because of their export to the U.S. as pets. Collectively titled after an old
Mexican saying, Pepita para el Loro para Que Hable o Calle (A Little Seed for the Parrot to Make It Speak or Shut
Up), Cabrera’s sculptures translate a brilliantly colored creature into an olive drab lumpen bird with the uniforms’
snaps, buttons, or button holes for eyes, perched on a beam in the gallery. Yet she stitches them on the armatures of
battery-operated toys, so that they retain an artificial animation, an unsettling animatronic life, and they imperfectly
mimic voices and ambient sounds in the tinny squawks of cheap audio components while nodding and flapping
their wings. Without the benefit of multihued embroidery, they stand in for the migrant, by virtue of their form,

but also the guardians of the border, by dint of their materials. The parrots’ powers of imitating what they hear
might implicate both the new arrival attempting to master the tongue and customs of a foreign land, and the
screeching calls of the nativist crowd, mindlessly repeating the tropes of anti-immigrant sentiments. The birds also
make apparent the lightness and humor of Cabrera’s approach—present to some degree in all of her works, plant
and animal alike—the weighty ideas they imply about globalism, populism, immigrant experience, and the fragile
ecosystems along the border embodied by toys meant to entertain children, the forbidding fabric of militarized
uniforms fashioned into cuddly playthings.

Cabrera created another flock of birds, in 2015, in El Paso. Commissioned by the city, the public sculpture UPLIFT



depicted six hundred birds rising in flight, each a flat metal silhouette with images laser-cut into its outstretched
wings. The birds emulated the style of papel picado, the traditional Mexican craft of cut-paper pictures hung on
strings as festive banners, and were designed in artist-led workshops in El Paso and Ciudad Juarez, twin cities on
either side of the Texas-Chihuahua divide. The participants drew the symbols on their wings, like the embroideries
on the cacti, to represent personal histories and hopes, in this case related to the violence that has often plagued
the border towns. Before the sculpture was completed, officials of the city of El Paso surreptitiously had it removed
and destroyed because of the presence of fragments of guns, confiscated by El Paso law enforcement and given

to the artist, that were incorporated into the interstices of the work. In response, Cabrera produced a series of
monochromatic silkscreen prints memorializing the individual birds in bright primary and secondary colors that hark
back directly to papel picado. These prints make an optimistic declaration about the perennial power of art to relate
stories of courage and reconciliation, even in an often hostile landscape.

Like the borderlands themselves, the denizens of Cabrera’s symbolic landscapes are paradoxical, polysemously
signifying contradictory ideas, double-edged emblems of realities both geo-political and personal. And her flora
and fauna, installed in the gallery, do indeed form a landscape, either natural or, as the terra-cotta pots may indicate,
manmade, as if the parrots roosted in one of the innumerable patios dotting the region of the border, ornamented
with cultivated plants and partly domesticated exotics. In Cabrera’s landscape, the Border Patrol constitutes as
ubiquitous a feature as the hardy cacti, and perhaps one just as natural; the survival of the immigrant clearly as
threatened as that of the parrot. The artist envisions a topography in which politics, history, economics, and an
indelible and narrative humanity deeply and inextricably intersect with the natural world, a panorama in which we
can never consider the phenomenon of “nature” without the concomitant repercussions of “culture.” Ironically,
Cabrera’s plush and equivocal simulations of cacti and parrots engender an unromantic and realist landscape,
perhaps the truest representation of the borderlands in this troubled moment.
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