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Sandra Monterroso:
The Healing Paradox

The Healing Paradox marks Sandra Monterroso’s
second solo show at Sicardi | Ayers | Bacino. Con-
tinuing her interest in Guatemalan textiles as art-
making material and as tools to address her coun-
try’s embattled history, Monterroso, an artist with
Maya Q’eqchi’ roots, focuses her attention this
time on more modest materials. Leftover fabrics
fromalocal rug factory and organic cotton and lin-
en embellished with embroidery and neon lights
effectively become a compelling locus where dis-
cussions about healing wounds within a complex
postcolonial heritage occur.

Monterroso utilizes soft materials paired with man-
ufactured objects to construct visual paradox-
es. For example, several pieces are made of fab-
rics originally destined for landfills. Woven by
indigenous hands who labor for low salaries to pro-
duce beautifully crafted rugs for luxury homes, the
scraps tangentially point to a socioeconomic hier-
archy between the haves and have-nots. In rescu-
ing the discarded materials, Monterroso performs
aredeeming ritual, imbuing them with new life as
artworks and, paradoxically, transforming them
into repositories of the inequalities, discrimina-
tion, and racism that still exist toward marginalized
groups without openly highlighting their victimiza-
tion. In their conclusive form, the pieces are joined
to create a whole, mending leads to metaphorical
healing.

Color is an important signifier connecting Maya
Q’eqchi’s culture to Monterroso’s personal histo-
ry. The artist is known for her extensive use of in-
digo and cochineal dyes, with which she colors her
textiles and yarns. There is evidence that the Ma-
yasusedindigo to create Mayan blue, apigmentde-
veloped in the late pre-Classic period, 1900 BC to
200 AD. It can be found in Mesoamerican pottery,
murals, and archeological artifacts. The cochineal
comes from a tiny cactus-dwelling insect harvest-
ed to produce ared dye. While the indigenous peo-
ple used the red pigment to dye their textiles and
forits healing properties and associations with di-
vine light and the sun, the Spanish conquistadors

viewed it as a source of wealth. As European de-
mand for cochineal increased, its production be-
came another form of indigenous exploitation. The
inclusion of these pigments in the title of many of
Monterroso’s works, for example, Like the Trian-
gles: The Celestial Water and the Indigofera Give
Us Back the Light and Like the Rhombus: The Earth
and the Cochineal Give us Back the Light, under-
scorestheirrelevanceintherituals ofherancestors
and herrolein preserving such knowledge. The tri-
angle and diamond-shaped neon lights appended
to the fabric stand in for territory/land; the slightly
discernible circle inside the neonis a seed, a sym-
bol of birth, growth, and land cultivation. To say that
theirinclusion seems paradoxicalis true; theirelec-
tric-powered presence gives back the light needed
inan altered state of consciousness to enteramo-
ment of reflection on modernity or, more precise-
ly, onthe open wounds resulting from the encoun-
ters and disagreements that occurred while going
through this modernity.

La paradoja de sanar N° 2,2023. Cochinilla, Indigo, acrylic,
cotton paper, 26 X 16 3/4in



Monterroso’s exploration of healing within a post-
colonial context is also expressed in Rhombus
to Heal Wounds, a beautiful, bright-colored cot-
ton piece embroidered with recetas* widely used
for physical and spiritual healing. Here we can find
prescriptions forcuring the evil eye, ‘frights,’ can-
cer, and other ailments. One of them reads, Pre-
scription for the evil eye (non-physical): In a cloth
bag, putafewgrains ofachiote(annatto)and some
cross-shaped chilipeppers, pass [the bag]all over
the [patient’s] body, tracing the shape of a cross,
and throw it into the fire. Many of the prescriptions
found inthisand other of Monterroso’s works come
from Aspects of Popular Medicine in Rural Guate-
mala. Published in 1978 by the now-defunct /nsti-
tuto Indigenista Nacional, this study responded to
the growing interest ofarcheologists, sociologists,
linguists, and other social scientists in third-world
popularmedicineandits psychosomatic practices.
Long treasured by her family, the book was recent-
ly gifted to the artist by her maternal aunt.

Her increased usage of sewing to assemble
textiles and organic fabrics into new works has
led Monterroso to reflect on the role that sewing
has played in her family history. Her maternal
grandmother, aunts, and mother relocated to
Guatemala City to work as seamstresses. This
fact was irrelevant until recently when the
artist acknowledged that, perhaps sub-
consciously, she was continuing the family
trade with works like Organic Composition in
Rhombus No.1 and No. 2, sewn cotton and
linen tapestries colored with natural dyes.
Like other components in Monterroso’s
oeuvre, sewing has been successfully added to
her artistic lexicon and joyfully embraced
by the artist to honor and celebrate her maternal
lineage and Maya Q'eqchi’ heritage.

AlmaRuiz, Independent Curator

*In Spanish, the word receta means both arecipe
and a medical prescription.

pone-agua de sal caliente.

Para sanar heridas:
Se coloca en la herida hojas machacadas de achiote.

__Secoloca en la herida una tela de arafia. Se le
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verde, raiz de circuma, una
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pimienta, cascara de naranja y una taza de
agua, lleve casi a evullicidn y cuele en una taza.

Rombo para sanar heridas [Rhombus to healwounds], 2022. Linen and cotton dyed
with natural dyes: cochineal, indigofera, turmeric, annatto and synthetic dyes.
Embroidered and sewn letters on the textile. Thread synthetic, 55 7/8 x 61 3/4 in



Columna vertebral amarilla [Yellow Spine], 2012- 2017. Como los tridngulos: el agua celeste y la indigdfera nos devuelven

Textile woven on floor loom, wood, thread, la luz. [Like the triangles: the celestial water and the indigofera

947/16%x235/8x%x235/8in give us back the light], 2022. Wool rug dyed with cochineal, cotton
cloth dyed withindigo, acrylic,neon,1125/8 x153/4x13/4in



