
WALL FLOWERS
Border art projects bloom in the shadows of Trump’s wall
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Rafa Esparza, whose exhibition “Tierra. Sangre. 
Oro.” (“Earth. Blood. Gold.”) is now open at 
Ballroom Marfa, is another emerging artist chosen 
for this year’s Whitney Biennial. Though he works 
in a variety of media, many of Esparza’s most 
celebrated recent installations have involved adobe 
brick-making. While “Repellent Fence” shifted the 
conventions of classic 1970s land art to include 
native and community voices and to leave no 
permanent trace, Esparza puts a different spin on the 
idea of making art from the landscape — by building 
structures that are made of earth and will return 
to earth again. “I’m not only thinking about adobe 
as a material that could function as an alternative 

platform, that could hold objects and create a space 
for performance or other creative gestures,” says 
Esparza, whose Whitney installation, a rotunda 
of adobe bricks decorated with wall hangings, 
sculptures and sound installations, did just that. 
“I’m also thinking about where it comes from, its 
materiality. These bricks are made out of land. When 
I’m thinking about creating these different spaces, I 
want to bring in land and our relationship to land as 
a theme.”

Esparza learned brick-making as an adult from 
his father, who came to the United States from 
Durango, Mexico. “Six or seven years ago, we 
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stopped talking for a while,” Esparza says. “I had 
come out, and he was struggling with accepting that. 
I asked if he’d teach me how to make these bricks, 
in order to have a bonding experience with him. 
He agreed to teach me. We didn’t really have the 
conversation I was looking for, but it was a first step 
in mending our relationship.” Since then, Esparza’s 
father has been involved in all his adobe projects, 
and he plans to travel to Marfa to help prepare his 
son’s installation there.
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Esparza is cautious about audiences viewing his 
work as primarily about the border, but he allows 
that Trump’s wall is an important factor. “The idea 
of the wall is so present in everyone’s consciousness, 
because of the moment we’re living in now,” he says. 
“But when I’m building spaces, they’re really to 
invite people in, oftentimes people who are excluded 
or don’t have access to more traditional art spaces.”
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