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Rolando Peña’s (b. 1942) first oil-related 
intervention, in 1980, began in the dark. This 
intervention was the beginning of a sustained 
meditation by the artist, lasting more than three 
decades, on the realities and effects of 
petroleum development in Venezuela. Presented 
at the Just Above Midtown Gallery in New York, 
his exhibition Crude Oil was inaugurated on 
October 10 with a multimedia action in the 
gallery space (Fig. 1). In the darkened gallery 
space, the installation began with a series of 
projections of photographic slides that centered 
on the towers, wells, and pumps of a Venezuelan 
oil camp, specifically on Lake Maracaibo. 
Following this slide presentation, Peña showed 
a five-minute video that emphasized similar 
imagery. The spectacle of a productive, 
systematized, and industrial Venezuela 
illuminated the dark of the gallery, accompanied 
by a soundtrack that combined the natural 
sounds of the lake with their mechanical 
accompaniments. 1 
 
In this moment, the lights came up to reveal a 
series of serigraphs and photographs of the 
petroleum industry hanging on the wall. Peña 
moved to the center of the gallery, which was 
dominated by a large installation of six gilded 
barrels: three stacked in a column with a 
television set (the very television set that had 
transmitted the first video) —which was dubbed 
the “Totem of our time”2— and the three 

remaining barrels suspended from the ceiling. 
In fluid movements that demonstrated the 
artist’s dance background, Peña took an ice pick 
and punctured the three suspended barrels, thus 
freeing their respective contents: black paint, 
red paint, and gold paint —which respectively 
symbolized oil, blood, and gold. These liquids 
spilled from the barrels into three square 
containers, made of transparent Plexiglas, that 
were placed on the floor; the viewers, 
encouraged by Peña, applauded in response 
until the artist forced their exit from the gallery 
by turning a smoke machine on the crowd.3 
 

 
 
Fig. 1. Rolando Peña, Crude Oil, 1980, mixed media, Just Above 
Midtown Gallery, New York. © Rolando Peña. 

 
 
Peña dubbed this piece an “installation-
performance”,4 given its hybrid character as a 
combined ephemeral action by the artist himself 
within the particular institutional space of the 
gallery. This strategy would define his 
subsequent interventions that dealt with the 
theme of petroleum in Venezuela. In a certain 
sense, Crude Oil is an exhibition that has many 
lives. With this “installation-performance” it 
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established the iconography that has become a 
stamp of the work of this “Black Prince,” or 
better yet this “King of Petroleum”.5 This is 
apparent in the emphasis on industrial 
machinery of drilling, transporting, and refining 
oil, as well as the dialectic between the barrel 
and the spill —opposing symbols that manifest 
the irreconcilable tension between the logic of 
measurement and the reality of uncontrollable 
pollution. This dichotomy comes through across 
two subsequent installations that Peña realized 
for the Museum of Fine Arts in Caracas: The 
Golden Spiral of Conscience, a great labyrinth of 
golden barrels, and The Spill, a black plastic 
tarp that covered the floor of the museum 
galleries. Since 1980, Peña has developed an 
extensive investigation on the economic power, 
political influence, and above all national 
identity that that are hidden within these 
symbols of petroleum. 
 
In a yet more literal way Crude Oil took on 
multiple lives: Peña brought this work to 
Caracas the following year, for the V 
International Festival of Theater in 1981, and he 
staged it in a more extensive version (Fig. 2). 
Once again, the artist interrogated the effects of 
developmentalism with a multimedia 
presentation based on the conventional signs of 
petroleum as a substance and of the industry 
that refined it: photographic and filmic images 
revealed the extent of petroleum production; the 
barrels represented an incursion of industrial 
objects into the institutional space of the art 
world; the Plexiglas containers referenced the 
physical transformation of petroleum into 
commercial product; and the liquids suggested 
oil’s potential to wreak environmental 
destruction while also maintaining the capacity 
of yielding not death, but prosperity, in the form 
of blood and gold. Nonetheless, in Caracas, Peña 
added four more suspended barrels to the 
installation, bringing the total to seven, as well 
as a poem about the origins of petroleum, read 
aloud by the author José Ignacio Cabrujas, and 
an electronic score by Vitas Brenner. The grand 
finale of this action was essentially the same as 
that in New York, with an attack against the 
spectators with a smoke machine, In this 
manner the two versions of Crude Oil generate a 
new image of Venezuela —as a country defined 
by its dependence on its own natural resources 
as a source of development, obsessed with its 
role within geopolitical and economic networks, 
and profoundly ambivalent with respect to its 

petrolific destiny. This image of the country 
intends to present neither a lost Venezuela, nor 
one that could have been, but rather the 
Venezuela that actually was. 
 

 
 
Fig. 2. Rolando Peña, Petróleo crudo, 1981, mixed media, Sala 
Juana Sujo, Caracas. © Rolando Peña. 

 
 
Crude Oil has been established as a turning 
point in the oeuvre of Rolando Peña, and 
although this “installation-performance” 
significantly represents a shift in his artistic 
practice,6 if it is considered within a broader 
history of Venezuelan exhibitions, Crude Oil can 
be interpreted as part of a genealogy of public 
interventions that intend to revise or 
reformulate the popular image of Venezuela. 
Peña’s action, especially as it was produced for 
the International Festival of Caracas, imagines 
the exhibition as an event, in a manner similar 
to but distinct from two public shows of 1960s 
Caracas that took national Venezuelan identity 
as their subject: the infamous exhibition 
Homage to Necrophilia by Carlos 
Contramaestre, which was presented in 1962 
under the banner of the interdisciplinary artist 
collective El Techo de la Ballena (1961-1969), 
and Image of Caracas, which was produced by 
Jacobo Borges (among others) as a multimedia 
spectacle financed by the state in celebration of 
Caracas’s cuadricentennial in 1968. The two 
exhibitions emphasized the ephemeral over the 
permanent, the contingent rather the universal, 
as a strategy of rejecting hegemonic 
developmentalist modernism, based on the 
material exploitation of natural resources. In 
relation to these earlier shows, Crude Oil 
emerges as an event that speaks to a history of 
vanguard Venezuelan exhibitions in addition to 
a petro-history of modernism itself. 
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The 1960s was characterized not only by the 
first actions of the vanguard that 
reconceptualized the exhibition as temporary 
event, but also by the articulation of some of the 
first and most powerful critiques against the 
Venezuelan state. Both Contramaestre, one of 
the founding members of El Techo de la Ballena, 
and Borges, who was not a member of the group 
but who exhibited with members of the group 
who were known as balleneros, came from the 
radical and Marxist left (very generally), and 
their projects utilized shock tactics to provoke 
the public and generate scandal. It is important 
to remember that these exhibitions from the 
1960s, although they challenged the utopianism 
of developmentalist ideologies, were in large 
part utopian actions in and of themselves: their 
intentions were nothing less than the total 
destabilization of the codified image of a 
progressive, developmentalist, abstract, and 
American Venezuela. 
 
Besides being a provocation directed against the 
social more and conventions of the Venezuela 
bourgeoisie, Homage to Necrophilia functioned 
as an unprecedented barometer of the 
tumultuous political climate of its historical 
moment. The specifics are legendary: the 
exhibition opened on November 2 in a garage in 
Caracas,7 which presented a visual and olfactory 
environment of violence, putrefaction, and 
death, produced by the display of thirteen works 
composed of garbage, bones, viscera, and 
additional rotting organic material (Fig. 3). But 
more than a frivolous surrealist action that 
celebrated the taboo of sexuality and mortality,8 
what Contramaestre hoped to achieve with 
Homage to Necrophilia was a protest that was 
as political as it was artistic, against the 
democratic Venezuelan state of President 
Rómulo Betancourt —and against the use of art 
in the promotion of a developmentalist agenda. 
In fact, Contramaestre stated that during the 
first years of the 1960s, “it was necessary to 
respond to the violence of the government…with 
armed violence, which was already occurring in 
the country, [but also] through the uses of 
literature and painting”.9 But the officially-
sanctioned methods of art making were also 
subject to critique by Contramaestre: Adriano 
González León’s accompanying text, which 
valorized the concept and the practice of 
necrophilia, contains a political subtext that 
condemns kinetic abstract art as “so much 

cowardly refinement, such wonderful 
achievements that walk arm in arm with 
murder, whether it be produced by machine 
guns or by instruments of torture”.10 Homage to 
Necrophilia proposed a violent and dystopian 
country —it proposed, proverbially, that there 
was literally something rotten in the state of 
Venezuela. These images contributed to the 
broader project of El Techo de la Ballena —that 
is, the project of establishing a truthful (but 
nonetheless ironic) national identity that 
negated established narratives. 
 

 
 
Fig. 3. Carlos Contramaestre, Homenaje a la necrofilia, 1962, 
mixed media. © The Museum of Modern Art / Licensed by SCALA 
/ Art Resource, NY. 

 
 
Nevertheless, it is not so simple to argue that 
Contramaestre’s necrophilic work hoped to 
undo the developmentalist dreams of this oil 
nation. The significance of Homage to 
Necrophilia lies in its desire to present itself 
ontologically as a spectacle, a total but 
ephemeral event that would become an 
outstanding and almost mythological moment 
in the history of art in Venezuela. In a certain 
respect, this interest in the public event, in the 
urban spectacular, situates it perfectly within an 
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artistic climate of monumental projects, 
especially with respect to architecture and 
public works such as Villanueva’s celebrated 
University City.11 The codification of “modern” 
art, in the form of abstraction, occurred through 
official political-artistic circuits within and 
beyond the institutional spaces of museums, 
galleries, and salons. This is not a new history. 
But in the context of the development of modern 
art, Homage to Necrophilia can be read as an 
inversion of the vision of a scientific, industrial, 
permanent Venezuela: with its temporal 
decomposition and physical instability, the 
show interrupted this narrative to manifest all 
that had been suppressed in the service of a 
modern Venezuela —at least until its premature 
closure by the government some weeks later.12 
 
A mere six years separated Contramaestre’s 
exhibition from Jacobo Borges’s Image of 
Caracas, which extended the project of the 
balleneros even further into public space. In 
Homage to Necrophilia articulated the failure of 
Venezuelan modernity through the 
metaphorical and literal assassination of the art 
object, Borges’s work eliminated the object 
entirely. He would undertake this within the 
very official system that would be the subject of 
critique —funded by the Municipal Council of 
Caracas for the quadricentennial anniversary of 
the capital, Image of Caracas (1968) was billed 
as a patriotic multimedia spectacle that would 
celebrate Venezuela’s history from the Conquest 
to the present. Additionally, it was presented as 
a collective piece, and for this the sole 
attribution of the work to Borges is something of 
an error: after abandoning painting in 1966, 
Borges served as the director of a large 
collaboration of artists, writers, critics, 
cinematographers, and architects, and the work 
was produced by the historian Inocente 
Palacios.13 
 
The emphasis in collective production is evident 
in the central component of Image of Caracas, 
the City Dispositive, which was presented to the 
Venezuelan public as more than two years of 
preparation. A total and, according to Palacios, 
“one-of-a-kind” environment,14 the Dispositive 
was a structure of steel and sheet metal, more 
than twenty-six meters high, designed by Juan 
Pedro Posani and erected in the park of El 
Conde.15 Upon entering the viewer encountered 
a disconcerting, almost chaotic scenario: in the 
center of a large system of scaffolding and 

ramps there was a group of eight screens and 
cubes suspended from the ceiling, upon which 
was projected a series of non-narrative films 
written by the ballenero Adriano González León 
and narrated by the author Salvador 
Garmendia. There was also a soundtrack of 
experimental music and further narration, 
orchestrated by a computer (Fig. 4).16 
 
The critique of Image of Caracas is distinct 
form that of Homage to Necrophilia. The 
treatment of Venezuelan identity is more 
explicit —one must remember that this spectacle 
was an official, institutional commission— and 
potentially more devastating. As Gabriela 
Rangel notes, the films related specific historical 
events in a style derived from Italian Neo-
Realism as Brazilian cinema novo, which 
emphasized the legacy of ideological social 
conflict since the Conquest.17 Narrative 
confrontation was met by its structural 
equivalent in the actual presence of the actors, 
who appeared in front of their filmed doubles: 
the conjunction of physical bodies and 
cinematographic images, in addition to the 
multiple projections that competed for the 
viewer’s attention, produced a situation of 
discordance that refuted the possibility of 
coherent narrative. The exhibition dismantled 
the expectations of the public (and of the 
government) as a means of questioning the 
patriotic project that it had been charged to 
promote. Palacios writes that Image of Caracas 
had a social intention of introducing 
“movement, simultaneity, and participation” 
into public space, but at Marisol Sanza asserts 
the work also collapsed “the space of the 
spectator… [with] the space of representation”.18 
The inevitable implication, which prompted yet 
another forcible closure by the government after 
only twenty days, was that Venezuela itself was 
only a representation —and consequently its 
celebrated history, its patriotism, its dreams of 
progress, nothing more than a fiction. 
 
Taken together these two presentations 
bookend the Venezuelan 1960s, a period of 
political and artistic turbulence, but most 
important is that they reveal a larger tendency 
of the country exhibiting itself by means of art 
making: the collective work of Image of Caracas 
is, after all, a public monument to the nation. If 
Contramaestre’s necrophilic exhibition accepted 
the terms of modernity so as to present its 
opposite (in the form of a necessarily ephemeral 
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event), Image of Caracas introduced its critique 
through an appropriation of modernism itself. 
Within the context of a democratic, 
developmentalist nation, and its reification 
through public presentation, Image of Caracas 
not only abandoned the ostensible authenticity 
of a teleological narrative: it invalidated it. 
These exhibitions represent two moments of 
rupture from the sanctioned imaginary of 
Venezuela, as they dared to present an image of 
a corrupt, colonized country that had 
constructed a falsified history. 
 

 
 
Fig. 4. Jacobo Borges et al., Imagen de Caracas, 1968, mixed 
media, National Library of Venezuela, Caracas. 

 
 
With this artistic history of spectacular and 
scandalous events in mind one may return to 
the 1980s and Peña’s oil-related work. The two 
version of Crude Oil were quite similar, even if 
in New York it took a humbler form; the 
expansion of the installation to include even 
more golden barrels and more audiovisual 
complexity suggests that there was an impulse 
to amplify the spectacle further for an official 
institutional site and a Caracas public. The 
International Festival of Theater, which 
continues to this day, was itself a spectacle: at a 
cost of five million bolívares, it took place across 
eleven galleries with the participation of 
eighteen countries.19 The “installation-
performance” format, which merged artistic 
action with site-specific installation, has its own 
genealogy in conceptual art, or perhaps better 
stated with the term drawn from Juan Acha, in 
“non-objectual” art.20 One cannot ignore this 
important international history, but in Peña’s 
oeuvre once again one finds the country 

presented as self-consciously as in the 
exhibitions of the 1960s. 
 
Nonetheless, the concentration on the signs of 
the substance of oil, and the industry that 
exploits it, slightly shifts focus: unlike 
Contramaestre and the collective directed by 
Borges, Peña does not simply respond to the 
failure of Venezuelan modernism. That is, 
following the nationalization of oil reserves in 
1976 and subsequent complications, it was no 
longer sufficient simply to reflect the difficulties 
and contradictions of the developmentalist 
phenomenon in Venezuela. If Homage to 
Necrophilia and Image of Caracas presented 
the symptoms of the problem, Crude Oil 
diagnosed it. Peña localizes the origins of this 
double-edged destiny in oil itself, a substance 
that promises prosperity (symbolized by the 
golden liquid) but which also can yield death 
(manifest in the form of red paint). This 
ambivalence is articulated in the apocalyptic 
poem by Cabrujas, titled “Oil” and read in the 
“installation-performance” as it was realized in 
Caracas: 
 

I will proceed 
to recite my renewed version of the  
  Gospel according to Peña, 
counseling my parishioners of this 
  country, 
that we proceed to die with enthusiasm, 
we 
the megatheria this time, 
pterodactyls… 
.….….….…… 
For this way, we will preserve for future 
  generations, 
the oil of this soil, 
all of us converted into oil in just a matter  
  of time, 
in miraculous hydrocarbons 
in spirit and essence.21 

 
The poem clarifies the specificity of Crude Oil’s 
reformulation, as petroleum produces death as a 
result of its nature as a product of death: it is a 
cadaverous substance, in a mode that evokes 
Contramaestre’s necrophilic obsessions, that 
contaminates petroleum wealth as well as the 
Venezuelan state. 
 
This characterization of petroleum as death 
depends upon (but also radically revises) the 
most powerful metaphor of oil in Venezuela: the 
ubiquitous phrase of “sowing the oil”, first 
articulated by the writer Arturo Uslar Pietri in 
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1936.22 It is an alchemical metaphor that 
supposes a series of transformations in which 
petroleum literally metamorphoses into 
material development, once again transforming 
an pre-industrial, agricultural Venezuela into a 
wholly modern petrostate, a process —or more 
accurately, a dream— of which the historian 
Fernando Coronil has extensively written.23 
Peña’s oeuvre takes up this alchemical myth, 
manifest in the tension between the rational 
structures of industry and its formless opposite 
of the lethal materiality of oil, but the artist 
presents it as a sinister alchemy. This is evident 
not just in Cabrujas’s poem, which describes the 
processes of death and metamorphosis 
produced by petroleum, but moreover in the 
moment when Peña stabs the oil barrels to 
release their contents in a kind of inverted 
alchemy: from the instruments of measurement 
and regulation is revealed the uncontrollable 
crude, the contradictory substance that can be 
both the “juice of the earth” or the “excrement of 
the devil”, two evocative phrases that both 
derive from Minister of Mines and 
Hydrocarbons, Juan Pablo Pérez Alfonso.24 
 
The revelation of Crude Oil is the revelation of a 
failed, petrolified Venezuela, and in making 
explicit the “symbol and code” of oil Peña 
uncovers the buttresses of a compromised 
modernity, which the spectacles of the 1960s 
resisted but did so without questioning their 
foundational premises.25 The image of 
Venezuela that Peña proposes consists of a 
visual and conceptual revision of national 

identity: its revelation of the substance of 
petroleum exposes its intrinsically unstable 
nature, as a crude material and as a premise 
upon which to build the developmentalist hopes 
of a nation. What is surprising about Crude Oil 
is its relative obscurity in comparison to 
Homage to Necrophilia and Image of Caracas 
within the canon of Venezuelan art. It is possible 
that petroleum is a less romantic subject than 
necrophilia or an audiovisual spectacular, and 
the fact too remains that the “installation-
performance” was presented twice without 
provoking scandal; certainly, nothing confers 
avant-garde legitimacy like state censorship. But 
Peña’s piece tackles the paradox at the root of 
the modernist project in Venezuela, 
condemning it not through resistance but rather 
by the revelation of its inherent vice. It is a 
tough exhibition of an oil nation that marshals 
the visual and theoretical rhetoric of 
development at a historical moment in which 
the definitive failure of developmentalist 
ambition had begun to be confirmed. And 
perhaps that is still an image far too painful to 
confront. 
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