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Jose Dávila. Life: A User’s Manual
João Fernandes

History of art has always generated its own mythologies. Much in the same way as 
classic mythologies were transmitted thanks to the proliferation of copies, either 
subservient to or in transgression of the representation of the respective originals, 
artists have always found in the works of other artists the motifs and forms to practice 
citation or appropriation as a means to express singularity in duplication. There is often 
an equal measure of homage and distance in the critical affinity applied by artists to 
explicitly assume a formal or conceptual relationship with the work of their peers. While 
in the past this type of relationship might have been ‘filial’, in terms of apprenticing a 
technique or a mode of representation, today it is recognized as a reinvention of the 
references that can open up new possibilities for the artwork between translation and 
treason, between memory and utter novelty, between continual history and the history 
that erupts unexpectedly even when conveying continuity.   

In Jose Dávila’s oeuvre the equation that the avant-gardes proposed between art and 
life finds one of its most eloquent contemporary expressions, i.e., art that is made 
from art as an unexpected way of translating life. In this approach to working with art 
itself there is an absence of the manifesto or of revolutionary utopianism. The issue 
is not to carry forth an avant-garde or relaunch it through new forms and concepts. 
The case is not even to initiate a rupture or propose a paradigm shift. In Jose Dávila’s 
works the awareness of art history leans towards the building of a parallel paradigm in 
which every reference, every allusion, are the constructive elements of an unforeseen 
declension of recognizable forms. Citation and appropriation never become a mere 
duplication. Instead of copies, Dávila’s pieces confront us with exercises in translation 
that are accompanied by their unavoidable, minor treasons. In fact, certain emblematic 
artworks are ‘translated’ into new materials and into the unexpected combination of their 
possibilities, as the recognition of each reference turns into the surprise ensuing from 
a contamination by the vernacular reflected in the very nature of the materials, in the 
colour or in the constructive dynamics of each work. Jose Dávila’s works bring continuity 
to the radical critical revision of modernity at stake in the reception of European and 
American artistic avant-garde references in other geographical and cultural latitudes. In a 
very unique way, they are examples of the ‘cultural anthropophagy’ declared by Oswald 
de Andrade in his 1928 ‘Anthropophagite Manifesto’: ‘The only things that interest me 
are those that are not mine. Law of man. Law of the anthropophagite’. This had to do 



with a cultural devouring of references from cultural models that were dominant at the 
centres of a world that was still shaped by colonial or post-colonial legacies so as to 
reinsert them back into international circulation, rife as it already was with other models 
and references. 

In these works, a critical mannerism rises through the cracks of similitude and dissimilitude, 
as well as in the references that make up the orbit of a system that differs from the 
original constellation. Jose Dávila’s oeuvre stand out as particularly autonomous in the 
context of a second generation of artists who were the protagonists of a post-modern 
attitude vis-à-vis the pioneering attitudes that they revisited in their work. Before them, 
the last artistic avant-gardes of the twentieth century had, in the 1960s and 70s, revealed 
an initial post-modern attitude by establishing a dialogue and a confrontation, in the 
languages of minimalism, pop art and conceptual art, with the earlier artistic avant-
gardes of a neo-Dadaist, constructivist or Duchampian inspiration. However, these were 
still steeped in a sense of rupture that reinforced the notion that their work annihilated 
all previous art, much in the same way as the artists of the first modernisms had felt. 
Art reached closer to life precisely to reveal how life was more interesting than art, as 
French artist Robert Filliou expressed. At the time, the notion of art for art’s sake was not 
the major concern. As we can read in one of Robert Frank’s works, ‘Me and My Brother’ 
(1969), ‘don’t make a movie about making a movie. Make it’. This would no longer be 
the case of a generation of artists who, from the 1980s onwards, fell in line with the 
integration of the art market into an increasingly globalized economy in the context of a 
first neo-liberal wave and the worldwide globalization following the end of the Cold War 
as a new brand of planetary capitalism emerged. Much like cinema tends to cite more 
and more its own history, these artists belong to a generation seeking to relate to the 
intersection of successive references, images and exhibitions by artists who had been 
the main protagonists in the whole context of minimalism and post-minimalism. Art 
seemed to be increasingly a sort of user’s manual, opening itself up to new possibilities 
of formal and conceptual reinvention based on the intersection of references from 
other artworks, mosaics of knowledge intersecting via the information circulating in art 
schools, museums, art centres   and biennales, which increasingly brought into contact 
artists hailing from multiple geographical contexts.

The relationship with space and architecture, as manifest in the realm of materials 
originating from everyday life, is a crucial factor in the exercising of citation in the works 
of Jose Dávila, Josef Albers, Sol Lewitt or Donald Judd, having been explicitly ‘translated’ 
by the artists into spatial exercises that conjugate the present in terms of a transfiguration 
of the place in which they are shown. Albers’ Homage to the Square, for instance, is no 



longer an equation of colour circumscribed to the objectual condition of the painting, 
but a spatial construction as, in Dávila’s series from 2010 to 2012, the square is defined 
by a monochrome vinyl installed on a wall onto which several square glass plates lean 
that bestow upon it new properties of transparency, opacity and reflection. The square 
had already been questioned by the artist in an earlier piece, Dwelling Development 
(2000), when the spatial arrangement of a square on the ground articulated a possible 
reference to Carl Andre’s works with the irruption of an allusion to the massive growth 
of the contemporary city recognizable in the 90 ceramic pieces that compose a square 
of a different order in the exhibition space. In other instances, the vertical arrangement 
of elements on a wall that is typical of Donald Judd’s classic works was subverted by its 
mimetic replica made of cardboard packs or bits of wood, such as in Dávila’s work Untitled 
(2007).

In a set of drawings and photographs started in 2007, Exercises of the Possible, Dávila 
exemplifies this relationship of his work to the imponderable: in all of them tools for drawing 
or painting, such as brushes or markers, are suspended from an helium balloon to leave 
their marks on a sheet of paper. This appropriation of the paradigm of the painting device, 
explored by numerous artists (such as Jean Tinguely...) ever since Raymond Roussel’s 
description of the bizarre painting machine in Impressions d’Afrique (1910), is presented 
by Jose Dávila so as to depict randomness as an expression of the greatest simplicity: 
the inscription of the marks left by suspension through a device in which ingenuity and 
art intersect, as they have ever did since humankind confronted the experience of gravity 
as a grammar of the new forms of inscription in the world they inhabit, from Leonardo’s 
machines to the outer space adventures of our time.   

In these works art is always revealed as a mode of acting and reacting, as life always is. 
Like life, art will always be an exercise of the possible, as Jose Dávila’s oeuvre ceaselessly 
demonstrates.   







Ibarra, Geovana (2015). State of Rest. Daylight found me with no answer..  
(p. 85 - 88). Madrid: This Side Up.
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and contains an element of 
devastation.

The situation of these composi-
tions, suspended and in suspense, 
is undoubtedly an extremely frag-
ile one, and it is impossible not to 
contemplate the potential failure 
of these systems; disinterested 
and suspended contemplation is 
also frightened by the precarious 
equilibrium achieved. It would 
be more appropriate to refer to 
incomplete sculptural acts that 
can only culminate in the unsat-
isfied intuition of the viewer, who 
attempts to complete what she 

observes with something 
that does not happen: the rupture 
of a system that remains unrealis-
tically balanced and harmonised. 
Consequently, it is not only 
movement that is put on hold, but 
also everyday happenings. This 
brings to mind Borges’ definition 
of the aesthetic act: “the immi-
nence of a revelation that does 
not come about”. Dávila’s works 
thus put off disaster , hold it in 
unresolved tension, detain the 
event before the ending can come 
about, an ending we can only 
foreseen. 

85

Nevertheless, everything remains 
unchanged, in a state of rest.

Francis Bacon argued that a 
state of total rest could only be 
found in the depths of the Earth. 
But this state is in fact relative and 
apparent; external resistance im-
pedes action, resulting in immo-
bility.

Equilibrium occurs when op-
posing forces balance and cancel 
each other out,, as if forced to 
freeze, to take a break or enter a 
state of rest. The idea of equilib-
rium between opposing forces is 
central to this series of sculptures 

by José Dávila, in which the artist 
uses tension to test the relation-
ship between antagonistic materi-
als; to explore the very notions of 
activity and rest. In this series 
of disturbingly tranquil compo-
sitions, the marble does not rest 
calmly; the apparent serenity of 
each sculpture is the result of a 
balance of forces, between the 
stone’s natural tendency to fall to 
the ground and all the elements 
of the sculpture that prevent it 
from doing so. 

Rest is calm and patient wait-
ing. It is pure possibility and po-

State of rest
Geovana Ibarra Geovana Ibarra 
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This results in static, spatial and 
abstract forms, a cross between 
constructivist experiment, sculp-
ture and drawing. These compo-
sitions function as a summary and 
reduction of the principles pres-
ent in every work of architecture: 
resistance to the force of gravity, 
spatial variation, and the tensile 
relationships between the mate-
rials employed. Dávila achieves 
the dynamism of an asymmetrical 
equilibrium that seemingly arises 
in the interstices between archi-
tecture and sculpture, juxtaposing 
the two disciplines in a correlative 
exercise structural knowledge is 
deployed to serve the impractical.

This series of exercises re-
flects the repeated testing out of 
an idea, manifesting a process of 
development and growing confi-
dence with regard to complexity, 
taking greater and greater risks; 
fragility and tension make them-
selves more radically apparent by 
distancing and diverting the equi-
librium of geometrical simplicity 
through carefully tested compli-
cations. As a result, these works 
move away from the pictorial and 
two-dimensional and towards 
the eccentric equilibrium of the 
sculpture/space.

The forms remain and find their 
expression in the structured inner 

sum of the system of tensions that 
create it. They delimit a tension 
between the conflict of forces and 
a potential synthesis, which is the 
result of the very intensity of the 
construction. There is an ongoing 
conflict or struggle: unresolved, 
slow, interrupted. Nonetheless, 
this is not just a question of equi-
librium or of neutralised conflict, 
but also of an exhaustive function-
alising of the elements that com-
prise the structural system. No 
element can escape it; they are all 
subject to a law, a task and the in-
tensity of an order. Each element 
has been arranged in favour of the 
plastic and pictorial dimension of 
the structural system.

Dávila draws like a tightrope 
walker, testing out the “degree 
zero” of a sculptural form: the 
moment just before it falls. He 
traces a movement and at just the 
right moment he suspends it, he 
holds it at the limit, knowing that 
to hesitate would lead to failure. 
Still in a state of calm, flat, the slab 
is ready to resume its movement, 
serenely awaiting the moment 
that will bring its rest to an end. 
It opposes its weight to the force 
and will of the strap. Perception 
can merely intuit the end of that 
movement; in this equilibrium of 
forces, balance is not symmetrical, 

86

tential, suspension and suspense: 
Like Bartleby’s famous line, “I 
would prefer not to”, it can be 
interpreted as neither affirma-
tion nor negation, but rather an 
absence of definition. Dávila’s for-
mula is that of dynamic equilibri-
um in which movement can only 
exist parenthetically, like a sug-
gestion. It is a pause from which 
various discontinuous forms arise: 
they continue to be form, but 
give us a sense of their interrupt-
ed movement. This resistance to 
change the movement and direc-
tion of their inert compositions 
gives rise to an incipient battle 
manifested in the force and power 
of the lines that define the shape, 
while simultaneously limiting its 
movement and making it rest.

Gilles Deleuze’s reading of 
Bartleby’s motto is enriched by 
that author’s use of Stoicism as 
formulated in The Logic of Sense, 
in which he distinguishes between 
two categories of things: bodies 
and the non-corporal effects that 
they bring about. The effect of a 
body can only be understood as 
an event and not as a thing. Bod-
ies act, and as such are located 
on the plane of the living present, 
whereas due to their non-phys-
ical nature, events only exist in 
the infinite dimension of the past 

and the future. As suggestions of 
movement, Dávila’s sculptures can 
no longer be limited to the realm 
of the corporal. The absence of 
the body is precisely what makes 
a distinction of time and space 
possible. “They are not nouns, or 
adjectives, or verbs […] They are 
not continuous presents or infini-
tives.” The rupture of balance and 
equilibrium, which would imply 
the existence of movement, only 
occurs as a past or future event, 
never a present one. Balance and 
equilibrium exist due to tension; 
as verbs, as infinitives. As a result, 
repose is just a visual appearance. 
The elements that make up these 
apparently static systems are in-
trinsically linked by forces that 
neutralise one another; their ac-
tivity is constant and constitutive. 
The state of rest depends on the 
successful correlation between 
the materials involved. 

Thus we have marble sculp-
tures scarcely supported by the 
simple gesture of a few lines an-
chored to a single point, a point 
that also indicates where they 
must return in order for the geom-
etry of the system to work. Points, 
lines and planes as basic elements 
of drawing; eyebolts, straps and 
marble as fundamental elements 
of composition and construction. 
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This results in static, spatial and 
abstract forms, a cross between 
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sitions function as a summary and 
reduction of the principles pres-
ent in every work of architecture: 
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equilibrium that seemingly arises 
in the interstices between archi-
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the two disciplines in a correlative 
exercise structural knowledge is 
deployed to serve the impractical.
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an idea, manifesting a process of 
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taking greater and greater risks; 
fragility and tension make them-
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distancing and diverting the equi-
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move away from the pictorial and 
two-dimensional and towards 
the eccentric equilibrium of the 
sculpture/space.

The forms remain and find their 
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create it. They delimit a tension 
between the conflict of forces and 
a potential synthesis, which is the 
result of the very intensity of the 
construction. There is an ongoing 
conflict or struggle: unresolved, 
slow, interrupted. Nonetheless, 
this is not just a question of equi-
librium or of neutralised conflict, 
but also of an exhaustive function-
alising of the elements that com-
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has been arranged in favour of the 
plastic and pictorial dimension of 
the structural system.

Dávila draws like a tightrope 
walker, testing out the “degree 
zero” of a sculptural form: the 
moment just before it falls. He 
traces a movement and at just the 
right moment he suspends it, he 
holds it at the limit, knowing that 
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tential, suspension and suspense: 
Like Bartleby’s famous line, “I 
would prefer not to”, it can be 
interpreted as neither affirma-
tion nor negation, but rather an 
absence of definition. Dávila’s for-
mula is that of dynamic equilibri-
um in which movement can only 
exist parenthetically, like a sug-
gestion. It is a pause from which 
various discontinuous forms arise: 
they continue to be form, but 
give us a sense of their interrupt-
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tion of their inert compositions 
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of the corporal. The absence of 
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equilibrium, which would imply 
the existence of movement, only 
occurs as a past or future event, 
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as verbs, as infinitives. As a result, 
repose is just a visual appearance. 
The elements that make up these 
apparently static systems are in-
trinsically linked by forces that 
neutralise one another; their ac-
tivity is constant and constitutive. 
The state of rest depends on the 
successful correlation between 
the materials involved. 
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and contains an element of 
devastation.

The situation of these composi-
tions, suspended and in suspense, 
is undoubtedly an extremely frag-
ile one, and it is impossible not to 
contemplate the potential failure 
of these systems; disinterested 
and suspended contemplation is 
also frightened by the precarious 
equilibrium achieved. It would 
be more appropriate to refer to 
incomplete sculptural acts that 
can only culminate in the unsat-
isfied intuition of the viewer, who 
attempts to complete what she 

observes with something 
that does not happen: the rupture 
of a system that remains unrealis-
tically balanced and harmonised. 
Consequently, it is not only 
movement that is put on hold, but 
also everyday happenings. This 
brings to mind Borges’ definition 
of the aesthetic act: “the immi-
nence of a revelation that does 
not come about”. Dávila’s works 
thus put off disaster , hold it in 
unresolved tension, detain the 
event before the ending can come 
about, an ending we can only 
foreseen. 

85

Nevertheless, everything remains 
unchanged, in a state of rest.

Francis Bacon argued that a 
state of total rest could only be 
found in the depths of the Earth. 
But this state is in fact relative and 
apparent; external resistance im-
pedes action, resulting in immo-
bility.

Equilibrium occurs when op-
posing forces balance and cancel 
each other out,, as if forced to 
freeze, to take a break or enter a 
state of rest. The idea of equilib-
rium between opposing forces is 
central to this series of sculptures 

by José Dávila, in which the artist 
uses tension to test the relation-
ship between antagonistic materi-
als; to explore the very notions of 
activity and rest. In this series 
of disturbingly tranquil compo-
sitions, the marble does not rest 
calmly; the apparent serenity of 
each sculpture is the result of a 
balance of forces, between the 
stone’s natural tendency to fall to 
the ground and all the elements 
of the sculpture that prevent it 
from doing so. 

Rest is calm and patient wait-
ing. It is pure possibility and po-

State of rest
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Jose Dávila:
Some Parts of a Whole Unknown
Shamim M. Momin

I am looking at a work by Jose Dávila right now-well, in truth it is a part of a model, a test for a yet-
to-be-realized sculpture, a large-scale public project that we have been discussing for the past five 
years now, and have finally found the way to bring it to fruition. Considering Dávila’s work for this 
essay, I realize that this model, in essence, encapsulates the artist’s most salient recurring preoccu-
pations within its simple form. It is a metal frame, resembling a rectangular wall but with only the 
internal structure built so far; a transparent framework much like scaffolding, comprised of smaller 
uniform modular squares that make up the whole. The metal of this particular framework unit is 
powder-coated in blue (other elements of the model, different combinations of the square structur-
al elements, are red and yellow; primary colors) and create a transparent system for what may be 
a complete object as is, or a potential future wall, or a solid form, or a building, ora city. It is both 
solidly presentsturdy, heavy material, implying a load-bearing mass (sculptural), while admittedly 
sorne dimensions are lacking, its linear outlines alluding to a digital architectural schematic (drawing). 
It might even be architecture, in fact-in the sense that it could be a built wall creating a spatial di-
vide or an enclosure, but it might just as well be a playground, or a utility structure like scaffolding or 
urban furniture. 

Like many of Dávila’s works, this small model riffs off Minimalist serial systems, the idea of an un-
known progression or goal with infinite potential, as well as those unfinished, incomplete real struc-
tures found in everyday life. Duplication and repetition can be as mucha recipe for never finishing 
things, for boredom and sameness, as for potential and purpose. Dávila often uses outlines and 
frameworks to underscore his interest in these systems (versus the actuality of their forms), while the 
specificity of materials he employs keeps his investigations grounded in direct experience. His Judd 
box or stack series, for example, reinterprets Donald Judd’s famous sculptural series in pure metal 
outlines or in even more humble materials such as found cardboard boxes. Other works use tracing 
and framework to explore how light and shadow can be as mucha “material” ofbuilt formas any oth-
er, a concept central to the architecture of Luis Barragán, whose principles shaped much of Mexican 
Modernism. The series Promise of a Better World (2010-2011), utilizes bricks and concrete as well 
as neon light to “build” a relationship between form and its absence, light and shadow, solidity and 
insubstantiality. Works such as All or Nothing (2002) or Wall Games (2004) go even further, using the 
existing walls of the exhibition spaces to retrace frameworks and outlines in light, paint, metalforms 
made meaningful by context- while also being “plans” or schematics stripped of purpose by being 
scaled to actual space (thus nota model, or plan), and thus “reduced” to pure form. Playing with 
elements of modernist architecture and art is a fundamental premise of Dávila’s overall project-syn-
thesizing referents to past theories and ideals with their often failed application through a keen ob-
servation of the systems that make up the cities he lives in and the imaginative, specific solutions to 
those failures. Often “tested” in more remate or economically challenged areas of the world, “ ... the 
ultimately unsolved applicability of modernist architectural principles ... “1 does continue! damage 
to so many working-class Latin American neighborhoods. Just as presentas its systemic disappoint-
ments are the inventive solutions devised, typically out of necessity, by specific individuals to meet 
particular needs. This is the fundamental -and perhaps most vitalcontradiction of modernism, where 
the actualities of modern living work in constant friction against modernism’s attempt to “universal-
ize” or flat-out ignore them. Dávila’s work, Studies
for Future Buildings (2003-2008), is a deft, light-handed inversion of this contradiction: for severa! 
years, the artist took photographs of urban objects that resembled built structuresstacks of pallets, 



crushed cardboard boxes,
a well-worn sign board, a cube of discarded window panes, etc.-which he then recreated in the 
gallery along with their image, the nowlost found object reconstructed as a blueprint or model for a 
new urban architecture. The
inherent melancholy, and fundamental fragility in Dávila’s project -this one and many othersholds 
those contractions of modern living up higher than the isolating, unresolved universals of modern-
ism, but steers clear of the “noble poor” condescension that characterizes many artworks through 
their formal abstraction, and the ephemeral beauty of his works.
Like those repurposed makeshift structures, this small model that I continue to observe here in my 
room is just one part of a larger whole -this and many other combinations of the metal squares of 
different colors will comprise a giant cube, outlined in primary-colored frames. When whole, it will 
suggest a minimal sculpture, though that movement’s desire for gestalt (as Robert Morris wrote, “ ... 
parts bound together as to create a maximum resistance to perceptual separation” is undermined 
by its transparency (and future action)-clearly holding its surroundings within and through its view-
ing rather than creating the reflective, impenetrable form, the mute center in the minimalist arena 
that characterized the earlier sculptural gesture. Dávila’s sculptural plan is inclusive-made specific in 
context, even as a whole giant square inviting one to penetrate it, climb on it, move within it, see the 
world through it.

Like much of the artist’s work, as we have noted, it is modular; by definition a self-sustaining pattern 
that can grow and evolve into infinite shapes and uses, thus always suggestive of future potential 
and progress. Dávila’s pervasive interest in Modernist architecture often cleaves to more idealistic, 
future-oriented theories and projects, such as Buckminster Fuller’s ‘systems for living,’ or the vi-
sionary proposals for floating or levitating structures that released us from the constraints of Earth’s 
gravity. Dávila’s Flying City (2008) -installed in the lobby of the Bloomberg of:fice space in London- 
played u pon the$e earlier theories of megastructures. Megastructures are, in essence, large-scale 
modular buildings capable of infinite growth and designed to accommodate smaller, modular “plug-
ins” that adapt to speci:fic needs, even while the framework, was intended to last much longer than 
those speci:fic moments with their particular needs. The artist translates these architectural referents 
into his own abstract, almost formalist language: the stacked, layered hexagonal forms (comprised of 
medium-density :fiberboard and fluorescent tubes), are meant to be seen from every angle, through 
to the building that houses them, as well as from varying the different perspectives of the viewers, 
at times suggesting built forms, at times seeming to disintegrate and disperse. This installation, like 
Dávila’s overall engagement with past examples, is not so much an illustration of the desires and 
failures of the modernist project but rather his own voice translating those contradictions into a new 
language.

This giant cube will, over time, dissemble into many pre-determined parts, each, like the model, with 
their own sculptural form and combination of modules, and disperse to different sites throughout the 
city (in this case Los Angeles, California, but it could conceivably work anywhere). Like the reference 
to scaffolding-itself an intentionally nomadic structure given meaning and purpose by context- each 
piece of the whole will then take on a new raison d’étre in its new home: a series of three cubes 
arranged horizontally may become a bus stop bench; an uneven combination of squares, part of a 
playground or skate park; a cubic form may mimic (that is to say mock) the typical “Plop Art” found 
in corporate plazas.

Other forms will go to existing buildings in Los Angeles that are already part of its singular Modernist 
architectural history- the Case Study Houses (by Richard Neutra, Ray and Charles Eames, etc.), for 
example, and structures by other Modernist masters like John Lautner and Rudolph M. Schindler- 
and their cubic arrangement will resemble elements of those seminal designs. These modular sec-



tions of the cubes will reside in their new homes for a time, taking on a new life and character there, 
becoming or being something else by virtue of their context and use. Eventually, they will make their 
way home once again, to their original site, and be reassembled into the giant cube they initially 
comprised. Their journey-the story of the trip to their destination, the experience there and the trip 
back- will also become a part of the whole artwork. Time becomes an intrinsic part of their “Speci:fic 
Objects,” adding additional layers of meaning to this term coined by Donald Judd in 1965 to define 
an artwork as neither painting nor sculpture but a kind of superior hybrid of the two. Dávila’s work 
is more along the lines of Michael Fried’s interpretation of the inherent “theatricality” of Minimalist 
sculpture, based on its necessary engagement with the viewer’s physicality and the need for his or 
her observation and interaction to complete the work’s performance. Of course, Fried’s jeremiad 
was a denunciation of this displacement from “pure” aesthetic concerns, but in effect this approach 
-further developed by post-minimalists such as Robert Smithson, and now fully embraced by many 
contemporary artists as stage-setting, props, locations for activity and community- is arguably the 
overarching principie of much contemporary artwork.

Now deliberately meant to be activated by the viewer, these gestures of social practice appear in 
Dávila’s oeuvre as well. The Space Beneath Us (2012) is inspired by the layered geometric structures 
of a recurring referent in Dávila’s work, Joseph Albers’ Homage to the Square paintings. Here, how-
ever, they are repurposed in scale, context, and orientation, in the form of a large-scale depression 
with steps in a park lawn lined by traditional handmade ceramic tiles from Mexico, forming a kind 
of community bench/seating area. On the one hand, the work creates an inverted version of Albers’ 
formal explorations of stacked geometries; on the other, it is a community space, completed only by 
viewers’ use. The orientation of the steps encourages visitors to sit facing one another, encouraging 
interaction and conversation. Another ·of the artist’s large-scale public projects shapes a temporary, 
mobile space even more emphatically: Temporality is a Question of Survival (2001) and Nomadic 
Platform (2005) utilize the ultimate nomadic construction, scaffolding, a space typically designat-
ed for “invisible” labor, into a site for exploration, discovery, and contemplation. The bright colors 
indicate a space that is playful yet inherently temporary and borderline, a liminal space of experience 
that suggests something about to be, or that just was. Like the model fragment I am looking at now, 
Dávila’s work so often leaves us with a feeling of potential, but in an extremely human sense of that 
word. That is to say, potential is either inherently temporal ; it refers to something yet to be orto the 
results of time passed; its failures and foibles still visible, yet to be (presumably) corrected. It is about 
motion, evolutiém, imagination, but also about limits and challenges. Potential implies ongoing 
commitment and work, both individual and systemic. It is, fundamentally, about reshaping what has 
been, and what is yet to come.
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On Yesterday, Tomorrow and Floating Light: 
Jose Dávila’s Spiritual Parkour

“The work is born from merely a touch upon matter. I wish the matter from which my work is made 
to remain as it is; what transforms it into expression is nothing more than a breath: interior breath, of 

cosmic plenitude. Beyond this there is no work. A touch suffices, nothing more”.

Hélio Oiticica 
Aspiro ao Grande Laberinto (1960-1961)

 
After years of sustained damage and progressive worsening conditions, at 3:32 p.m. 
of July 15th, 1972 the last blocks of the Pruitt-Igoe housing project in St. Louis, Mis-
souri were finally demolished. Originally conceived as a complex comprised of 33 
eleven-storey buildings, the undeniable decadence of this mid century urban devel-
opment -designed two decades earlier by Minoru Yamasaki- marked what was to be-
come the end of the utopias of Modern Architecture. 

Initially considered the true path in achieving a neatly organized and ideal metropol-
itan society, the pure, virtuous, austhere and overtly geometric functionalist modern 
architecture was blamed, instead, for perfecting an incubator for “the vices of urban 
poverty”. A facilitator of crime, a monotonous but useful shelter for vandals and ban-
dits, an instigator of racism, discrimination, abandonment, despair and desrepair, the 
visionary and luminous proposal once launched by Malevich, the Bauhaus, De Stijl and 
Le Corbusier, was perceived ever since as an utter breakdown. 

Born in Guadalajara, Mexico, in 1974, Jose Dávila is an artist who knows very well 
about the sustained decay of this and other urban models in underdeveloped condi-
tions, not only because of his formal training as an architect, but because of having 
been naturally exposed to it since an early age. Eastern Europe social housing, the 
banlieus in Paris, the streets of Como, public hospitals in Africa and almost all work-
ing-class neighborhoods in Latin America (among countless other remote locations 
around the world), all seem to share the wounds of the ultimately unsolved applicabili-
ty of modernist architectural principles. 



Internationally recognized through the last decade for his elegant and refined installa-
tions, objects, drawings and photographs (with its frequent allusions to urban design 
and architecture), Jose Dávila’s work has been relatively overlooked in regards to the 
way it deals with and conveys existential and emotional matters. It can be said that, 
despite their often restrained sentimentality (perhaps in the same key as Blinky Paler-
mo’s legendary opacity), most of Dávila’s works are efficient vehicles of communication 
of the human condition, rather more emotionally based than intellectually driven. 

This basic dicotomy between impulse vs restraint has been a never ending debate in 
art, most evident since the raise of Cubism, but long before that, since the early at-
tempts in the Cinqueccento to use geometry as a means to conduct creative energies 
-and the symbolic- by science. In his seminal essays titled The Revolution of Everyday 
Life, Raoul Vaneigem devotes a chapter to creativity, spontaneity and poetry: “The 
passion to create, which issues from the consciousness of constraint, can no longer be 
pressed into the service of production, consumption or organization... Poetry is an act 
which engenders new realities; it is the fulfilment of radical theory, the revolutionary 
act par excellence”.

In this sense, one of the 20th century’s art projects that could be considered as an 
oblique reference to the work of Jose Dávila, is Robert Smithson’s 1969-1972 re-
nowned piece Hotel Palenque. Based on his visit to the Mexican archeological site, 
Smithson proceeded to analitically deconstruct the only -precarious, semi-dismantled- 
hotel in the village where he was able to find accomodations, rather than focusing on 
the spectacular ruins. Through a slide lecture that oscillates between erudition and 
black humor, and using a seemingly “colonial” tone, the artist illuminates a complex 
tangential dissection of this mystically charged ancestral site. 

Similar to Smithson’s approach, but in a “reversed perspective”, the late fifties’ Brasil 
became the laboratory where the young Hélio Oiticica revisited Suprematism, Concre-
tism and Neoplasticism, opening a new window to the intersection of sensuality and 
sociopolitical concerns. Pieces like Nucleus, Grand Nucleus, Spatial Reliefs, Penetra-
bles and the Hunting Dogs Project, anticipated many of the architecture-related inves-
tigations within the international contemporary Visual Arts field, to which Dávila’s work 
seems to subscribe. 

The early sixties also happened to witness in Europe the birth of the Situationist In-
ternational, another indispensable lens in order to read Jose Dávila’s work. Concepts 
like detournement and dérive have become part of the ways through which Dávila has 
experienced life in the cities: “the sunlight on our faces, the sound of footsteps on 
different pavings, the distant barking of a dog, our own voice resonating in interiors, 
the humidity in the air, the smell of a nearby bakery, the excrements on the sidewalk, 
the touch of things on our fingertips, the rugosity of a stone wall”, are all stimulae that 



may have activated poetic reactions like Un-Productive Machine (2002), Fake Column 
(2002) or Open System (2006): in other words, something akin to the efficiency, agili-
ty, sophistication and extreme awareness of David Belle’s Parkour practices, only that 
transferred to the realm of the intimate and the existential. 

Besides the tender and playful humor of projects like Studies for Future Buildings 
(2003-2008) or Topographic Mies (2005), there is a certain melancholy, an air of fra-
gility, solitude, ephemerality, uncertainty and emptyness in most of Dávila’s work. An 
implicit sense of loss, failure and pain can be perceived in Cloud Architecture (2007) as 
well as in Monkey Hand (2005) and Exercises of the Possible (2007): attempts to repre-
sent vital contradictions that deeply resonate in every big city inhabitant’s soul, these 
works suggest a re-envisioning of Hélio Oiticica’s lifelong aspirations. In that sense, 
Dávila’s Nomadic Platform (2004) is not so much a nod on Christo’s building wrap-
pings, as it is as a monumental reformulation of Oiticica’s Parangolés. 

Somewhat reminescent of Gabriel Orozco’s Shade Between Rings of Air, 2003 (being 
Orozco and Francis Alÿs his immediate referential “ancestors” in the Mexican con-
temporary art scene), Jose Dávila’s current contribution for Borgovico 33 takes highly 
into consideration the dominance of the 17th century building’s architecture where 
the show was hosted. A clean-cut right angled suspended structure titled Space after 
Space (2007), evokes a cross-breed between a science- fiction movie prop, a heating 
device on a poultry farm industry, a levitating coffin from the inner sanctum of a secre-
tive occult sect and a perfectly generic office lamp. Provocative as it is, the shape and 
perimeter of Space After Space derive, in fact, from the ground-floor plan blue print of 
the former church where it is installed, rendered in three dimensions. 

Space after Space is an hybrid in all senses; it is and is not functional, formal and in-
formal, it combines precious craft in plywood and some recuperated discarded metal 
plafonds, it is simultaenously warm and cold, light and heavy, majestic and domestic. 
It is actually hard to believe that such a categorical and definite object was inspired 
by abandonment and destruction: a disfigured office space ceiling lighting unit doc-
umented by Davila in an emptied building in Prague. A long time admirer of Buck-
minster-Fuller, Emmerich and Schulze-Fielitz, the artist fantasizes about suspended 
self-sufficient structures, but at the same time finds a way to load the construction with 
an element of conflict and a sense of tension that is not exactly physical.

Jose Davila’s nostalgic vision seems to expand into space through Nucleus (2007), a 
purist wall drawing that explores perspective, transparency, reversibility and gravity. 
A bidimensional version of Oiticica’s hanging pictorial devices, this piece works as a 
departure point for Space after Space and as a connecting tissue between the abstract 
inner structures of the building and the elusive dynamics of this social and interperson-
al environment.
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Flying City
by Markus Richter

Overcoming the constraints of gravity is one of the persistent themes of modern ar-
chitecture. While during the 1920s, designs such as El Lissitzky’s Cloud iron, the Pe-
tersschule by Hannes Mayer & Hans Wittwer, the Suspension Houses by the Rasch 
brothers or Leonidov’s Lenin Institute were still scarcely feasible simply for struc- tural 
engineering reasons, a number of “floating” architectures were realized in the late 
modernist period. This includes buildings such as Niemeyer’s Contemporary Art Mu-
seum in Niterói that hovers over the coastal cliff above the sea like a flying saucer or 
John Lautner’s Garcia House, which Michelangelo Antonioni so impressively exploded 
in Zabriskie Point in 1970.

Proper flying cities, however, are rare in the rich visionary history of 20th century ar-
chitecture. Wenzel Hablik’s Colony in the Air of 1908 or Georgy Krutikov’s Flying City 
of 1928 are two examples among very few. In Krutikov’s design concept, vertical tow-
er houses rise from a horizontal ring construction; the entire structure floats freely in 
the air. The link between the Earth and the hovering buildings is made possible with 
space capsules, which are docked on the balconies of the dwellings and can travel 
as a universal form of transport both in the air and under water. Krutikov’s design was 
developed as a thesis project at the Moscow WChUTEIN (Higher State Artistic- Tech-
nical Institute) for Nikolai Ladovsky’s class. Since the early 1920s, Ladovsky had hoped 
that in the future it would be technically possible for cities to float freely in the grav-
itational field of the Earth. Along with Krutikov, a number of other young architects 
in Ladovsky’s class were also working on floating cities: Viktor Kalmykov designed a 
ring-city around Saturn; Isaak Josefovich designed a free-floating conference hall for 
the Supreme Soviet, and Lasar Chidekel a space city, which anticipates ideas of Yona 
Friedman or Eckhard Schulze-Fielitz. While Krutikov was still relying on nuclear power 
to keep his flying cities airborne, 50 years later with his Cloud Nine Buckminster Fuller 
developed spheres that were to rise up into the sky solely by means of solar power. 
Fuller wanted to construct his spherical cities from materials that are lighter than air. 
Heating the air in the sphere was supposed to cause Cloud Nine to float in the air.



José Dávila already dealt with Buckminster Fuller’s designs in some of his earlier work. 
For the Megastructure Reloaded exhibition he designed a Flying City whose point of 
departure is based less on the spherically shaped Cloud Nine than on the hexagon, 
a basic geometrical form that plays a major role in Fuller’s geodesic domes. Dávila’s 
expansive installation is based on a modular hexagonal structure that is arranged in 
three levels suspended above each other. The variously sized modules are joined to-
gether with individually suspended MDF panels and neon tubes. The neon tubes form 
complete hexagons that vertically span one, two or all three levels. The MDF panels 
arranged around the six neon tubes are only fragmentary reproductions of the hexa-
gons and vary in height. The structure increases in density from the lower to the upper 
level. The exterior dimensions of the installation are limited by a ramp that divides 
the exhibition space and leads to the second floor from the first floor via several spi-
rally arranged platforms. The ramp functions as a promenade architecturale and is an 
established part of the exhibition architecture designed by Dennis Crompton, former 
member of Archigram. Dávila’s installation and Crompton’s ramp enter into a symbi-
otic relationship here. Initially, the observer experiences the Flying City from below 
as a fragmentary construction and while climbing the stairs grasps the compositional 
principles of the structure more and more clearly. Seen from above, the installation ap-
pears to be a self contained unit that is potentially capable of unlimited extension and 
is individually combinable.

According to Ralph Wilcoxon’s 1968 definition, a megastructure is »1) constructed of 
modular units; 2) capable of great or even ›unlimited‹ extension; 3) a structural frame-
work into which smaller structural units (for example, rooms, houses, or small buildings 
of other sorts) can be built – or even ›plugged-in‹ or ›clipped-on‹ after having been 
prefabricated elsewhere; 4) a structural framework expected to have a useful life much 
longer than that of the smaller units which it might support.«

Prior to starting his work on this project, José Dávila thoroughly investigated the idea 
and history of the megastructure. His »Plug-In« for the Megastructure Reloaded ex-
hibition catalogue documents his in-depth knowledge of the subject. In Flying City 
Dávila takes up essential aspects of the megastructure but transforms them into for-
mally free, abstract shapes and at the same time refrains from any sixties nostalgia. By 
restricting his materials to untreated MDF panels and industrially prefabricated neon 
tubes, he underscores the sketch-like, abstract execution of his reflections. With his 
choice of the hexagon as the basic module, he simultaneously links his work to the ar-
chitectural context of the 1960s. Hexagonal structures can be found not only in Fuller’s 
geodesic domes but also in many other visionary designs of the time, such as Walter 
Jonas‘ Intrapolis, Paolo Soleri’s Hexahedron or the Jeux de construction by David 
Georges Emmerich.



Formally, Flying City takes up the work done on Space after Space, which Dávila cre-
ated for the Borgovico 33 project space in Como in 2007. Here too, a geometrically 
precisely formed sculpture with neon lamps floated freely in space. But whereas in 
Como Dávila made the exhibition space as such the starting point of his work, with 
Flying City he disregards the coincidental architectural circumstances of the exhibition 
site and in his installation addresses the basic principles of the visionary architecture 
of late modernism. A reflection on visions and disasters of modern architecture and 
urban planning runs through Dávila’s entire work like a recurring motif. Flying City 
builds on these approaches, but distinctly goes beyond the earlier works that reflect 
architectural concepts. The precise translation of architectural-theoretical ideas in a 
radically abstract formal language, which consistently avoids all illustrative or narrative 
elements, raises Dávila’s work to a new level.
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