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When we look at Maria Cristina Carbonell’s work we are 
really looking at her life disguised as art. If we follow it 
through the years we feel the same sensation as if we were 
opening her private journal and reading it. The only dif-
ference is that instead of written entries we get images. We 
can follow her ideas, how she has changed her views of the 
world, her fears, worries, and hopes.

Carbonell is a Venezuelan artist currently based in Mi-
ami, Florida. Her intense personal experiences have taken 
her to many and diverse places such as the Amazonian jun-
gle, where she lived for a period, and also to France and 
Italy. Her background is a combination of many cultures 
and perspectives, and it’s reflected in her work.

She got into the art world in search of self-expression and 
experimented with almost every media before getting into 
video art. Her need of going from a flat plane to a three 
dimensional rendering made her interested in sculpture, 
traveling as far as Italy to learn. Her curiosity made her try 
with many materials, and that is how she came to create 
pieces in marble, glass, bronze, clay, and fiberglass. Today 
she continues working with these materials. Her pillows are 
an example of these pieces. But her imagination couldn’t 
find the right material to tell her stories until she discovered 
the possibilities that video making offered. 

One of her early videos, Amazilias (1997), was partially 
the result of the years she spent in the Amazonian jungle 
sharing and learning from indigenous groups. From this ex-
perience she got a new vision; her understanding of philo-
sophical questions and her view of life in general suffered a 
drastic change. She learned to appreciate nature in a com-
pletely new perspective, to see colors and forms in unsus-
pected places. At her return she began to look for the artis-
tic side in nature and produced works inspired by it. This is 
why Amazilias was created. It is a short video in which we 
can see a hummingbird moving its wings at a slowed pace 
while getting nectar from an artificial feeder. This could be 
a daily occurrence, one that we don’t stop to consider. Car-
bonell registers these little miracles that we witness all the 
time and don’t even think about. She also conveys ideas 
such as the fragility of life and appreciation for the mo-
mentum. From the Amazonian experience she also did a 

series of delicate drawings which accurately portray birds’ 
feathers. In these pieces she was able to capture the diverse 
grades of colors in the natural feathers, which may look like 
the same color to the naked eye.

2006 was one of the most prolific years for Carbonell. 
She had produced a considerable amount of works in many 
medias, had seven videos under her belt, and made four 
more. That year her video The Art of Dealing (2003-2005), 
marked an important step in her career by winning the 1st 
prize in the 2006 Biennial Arturo Michelena, in Venezue-
la, and artist selected for DIVA Container in 2006 in New 
York. Later, in 2009, her video Porca Miseria, also from 
2006, was exhibited at the Reina Sofia Museum in Madrid, 
Spain. It was also selected by Xcèntric, the Barcelona-based 
foundation, to be shown at the Cine a Contracorriente: 
Latinoamérica y España (Alternative Cinema: Latin Amer-
ica and Spain), in Barcelona, Spain. Filmed in the slums of 
Caracas, the video shows the parallel stories of three wo-
men linked by their fate: one of them is a geisha, the other 
one is a mermaid, and the third one works in a bar. In this 
video Carbonell explores the kitsch, the ridiculous and the 
unexpected. Her mermaid is dressed in strange costumes, 
wearing pink wigs and colorful glasses. She is seen on the 
streets sporting shopping bags and other objects from daily 
life, and even taking a ride on a fish truck. Her geisha is an 
anachronism, and the working girl sports very provocative 
dresses. The three of them are trying to find their way in 
life, looking for a break.

One of the other videos that she made in 2006 was The 
Enlightened Woman. In this video we see the mother-
daughter relationship, both spending time together in what 
seems like playing. But what is really happening is that the 
mother is reflecting her fears on her daughter, predisposing 
her for her future life as an adult. The following year she 
would revisit this theme and make another video, one of her 
most intimate, Dream Lips (2007). In this video she recre-
ates again a game between a woman and a girl. It seems like 
any other, where they are putting on putty and bright lips 
over their own. There is a powerful message contained be-
hind this playful scene. She is calling our attention toward 
the unconscious way women pass on to each other beauty 
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stereotypes. For generations there has been a flux of stereo-
types and preconceptions, of fixed ideas about how women 
should look and what is expected of them socially. In this 
tender and otherwise very fresh scene, Carbonell is critical 
of the obsession that is driving contemporary society to at-
tain an artificial perfection, and the way it is being fed to 
girls from an early age. It is not only the media that influ-
ences these girls; the whole process began where it should 
be safe: home. In these two videos, in a span of two years, 
she is commenting on the vulnerability of girls, how women 
are passing on their frustrations and fear, and the risk of 
these apparently innocent games.

Carbonell is the protagonist of most of her videos and 
personally looks after every detail, from costumes to ac-
cessories to scenarios. She also creates her own scripts, al-
though very often she improvises while filming. Once she 
puts on the costume, she transforms herself and the recre-
ated character comes alive. From that point on there is no 
telling what she will come up with. A vivid example of this 
is El Circo (The Circus) (2007) where she simultaneous-
ly played three women performing an erratic dance while 
looking at the camera with the conviction that there was a 
talent display on scene.

By 2008 Carbonell was more confident working with vid-
eos and there was a turn in her work. The ‘cut’ and ‘paste’ 
effect was substituted for a more fluid imagery. She left be-
hind the characters of her early works and embarked on a 
more intimate perspective. She was interested in represent-
ing dreams and the unconscious and that’s exactly what she 
focused on. Her videos from this period on showed an onei-
ric world, the future she foresees and the one she avoids. 
Examples of videos from this period are My Sky is Blue 
and La Extraña Durmiente del Bosque (The Strange Sleep-
ing Woman of the Forest). In these videos there is a fine 
border between the imagined world, the dreamed, and the 
perspectives of uncertainty. The domesticity of her earlier 
works is replaced by a more cerebral approach, a more de-
fined message, and a clearer structure. As a result the imag-
ery changed as well, and everyday people, in their normal 
clothes, substituted the colorful characters of the first years. 
The need to hide behind a mask is over, and she emerges 
taking pieces of her reality into her work.

Last year she had her first solo exhibition in Miami, An 
idyllic world, at Dot Fifty One gallery in Wynwood Arts Dis-
tricts. The exhibition comprised a selection of paintings and 
a couple of her videos. The exhibition was very well received 
and left the viewers wondering about the rest of her work.

Carbonell is an optimistic; her view of the world is a 
friendly one, full of surprises. Her eye looks for the unex-
pected while her mind creates the impossible. From a very 
personal perspective, she narrates her stories in a flux of 
images. Her imagination takes over and guides us through 
her world, one that she keeps vivid and rich, without losing 
the fresh approach of childhood.  

Irina Leyva-Pérez is an art historian and art critic. She is the cu-
rator of Pan American Art Projects in Miami, FL

Porca Miseria, 2006, orig. mini DV, 14 min.

Unveiling Minds, 2006, orig. mini DV, 13min. 10 sec.

Dream Lips, 2007, orig. mini DV, 2min. 50 sec.

My Sky is Blue, 2008, orig. hD, 3 min.

The Art of Dealing, 2003/2005, orig. mini DV, 15 min.    


	10ArtDistricts.pdf



