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Maria Cristina (Tina) Tera, Zozobra, (2021). Black-and-white video with oﬁnd, 10 minutes 7 seconds.
Video still image courtesy of the artist.

In a dark room, projected onto a wall, is a pair of legs. Dressed in a vintage-looking white
skirt and high heels, the lower half of a woman, holding a long wooden post, exits a doort, turns left
and walks steadily and purposefully, the board trailing behind. She walks across various landscapes,
never arriving at a specific destination. Entitled Zogobra (2021), the Spanish word for anxiety and
distress, the video represents the artist’s mother’s migration from Mexico to Minnesota, embodied
by the artist, Maria Cristina (Tina) Tavera, herself.

Zozobra 1s in many ways a doubled memory, visualizing first-hand and second-hand
experiences, those of first-generation and second-generation diasporic subjects. There are three
central visual elements of the video, each of which is essential to the remembrance of migration: the
landscape, the wooden post, and the woman, which are literally and symbolically layered throughout
the video. While figuratively foregrounding the mobility of the subject, it is the interplay between the
three elements that impresses upon the viewer the personal significance of the video and the ways in
which it engages with broader themes of migration and visual culture. The journey in Zogobra evokes
what Alicia Gaspar de Alba calls “diasporic aesthetics," which explore “the reality of being uprooted,
the act of cultural migration from a native homeland to a foreign country, and the perpetual desire
of returning.”" While this framework implies 2 homeland/hostland dichotomy, the author
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emphasizes the activity
of migration itself, the
“existential process of
staying and leaving,
simultaneously.” In
doing so, the video
positions the woman in
a constant intermediate
space between her
points of origin and

arrival. A close reading .";
of Zozobra allows for i

an exploration of this |

third space and the
ways in which her Maria Cristina (Tina) Tavera, Zogobra, (2021). Black-and-white video with

sound, 10 minutes 7 seconds. Video still image courtesy of the artist.

process of migration
implicates a discourse on cultural belonging.’

The video begins as the woman exits a simple door, identified by the artist as her
grandmother’s house, located in the same neighborhood where her mother was raised.* Taken from
a low vantage point, the film emphasizes the legs of the woman, but she does not aggressively
dominate the background landscape; instead, it is afforded a coequal presence. The video
periodically transitions to mark the passage of time, subtly overlaying one scene for the next; the
walking is continuous. She moves through a myriad of places, beginning in an urban streetscape. She
walks the uneven grounds of a worn stone sidewalk, sidestepping grates, stairs, and ramps, passing in
front of closed doors, gates, and roll-up store fronts. Faint noises can be heard in the background,
such as the movement of a bus and a few cars. The woman is alone on the sidewalk; the scene reads
as early morning, an apparent launch to her expedition. The fluid medium causes the audience to
anticipate its uncertain ending point.

We next see her walking near a train track, a ground that is rocky but firm. A train of
commercial boxcars speeds from left to right. In the background are industrial buildings, tall
telephone poles, and palm trees. The landscape moves from there to a desert of scrub bushes and
tumbleweed. Her steps are challenged here by larger stones and rocks that she walks over and
around, forced to take smaller steps to keep her pace. Her heels are swallowed by the sand in some
areas and her effort to walk forward is noticeable. However, she soon finds herself on solid ground
as the video transitions into the unmistakable landscape of Midwestern farmlands. She walks on the
road shoulder, beside a stretch of low-lying crops and scattered wheatgrass. The video ends on the
concrete sidewalk of a neighborhood, lined with a white picket fence, the artist’s own neighborhood,
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before it fades to black as the woman walks on.” Although the video shifts terrain, it nevertheless
visualizes the landscape as a continuous entity, unmarred by borders and boundaries. This ten-
minute, black-and-white video continuously loops, documenting a passage that forever restarts and
yet, never ends.

It is the constant looping that emphasizes the act of movement, rather than the starting and
end points, which are respectively imaged and implied. The woman occupies a middle ground,
tethered in these moments of attachment yet untethered in her expedition, a synchronism that
suggests the aesthetics of diaspora. According to Gaspar de Alba, diasporic aesthetics visualizes the
“implied negotiations of coming and going, of taking and leaving behind, of borrowing and
inventing that ... artists of immigrant origins ... must engage in on a daily basis.”® The simultaneity
of her coming and going is visualized by the movement of the woman through the land. While
walking forward, at the same time she walks against the dominant Western left-to-right directional
flow, implying movement counter to leading modes of reading, writing, and spatial awareness. This
further contrasts the directionality of the speeding train, the vehicle in which she traveled to the
United States.” The subject’s concurtrent looking forward/looking back suggests “the interaction
between homes and abroads which cannot be reduced to one place or another.””

Beside her for her entire journey is the long wooden plank. While the plank is persistently
pulled behind the artist, it suggests a stake marking time and distance. Crossing in front of both the
landscape and the body of the woman, the post is visually foregrounded. It is also the most
dominant sound as the board scrapes varying surfaces and relentlessly reminds the viewer of its
presence. This element of the video calls attention to the fact that this hefty piece of timber is all
that she carries; she holds no possessions that would tie her to her home.

Unbeknownst to the
viewer, the board references
an Ojo de Dios that hung on
the wall of the artist’s
childhood home, a present
from her uncle on the
occasion of her parents’
wedding that her mother
carried to her new home.” It
stood beside the projected
video when it was displayed
in 2021." For the artist, the
familial Ojo occupied a
significant place in her
memory, as captured by the
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is for family recognition only. As the beam is pulled across the ground, Tavera’s Ojo de Protecciin
(2021), made of yarn and construction lumber, symbolizes a thread to her family home in Mexico
yet draws a literal line throughout the entire video. Rather than representing a “one-way yearning”
for a home or an arrival, it evidences the “mutual reaching out—a push-pull dynamic from both
sides—Dbetween a nation-state homeland and its diaspora” often seen amongst contemporary
Chicana/o diaspotic communities."’

The third subject of the video is the woman herself, the artist who metaphorically retraces
her mother’s migration from Mexico to the United States, which also communicates this two-way
condition."” Behind the plank yet in front of the land, she inhabits a literal and figurative middle
ground, an in-between space that matches the artist’s positioning as the subject between places of
origin and arrival, indicative of the place where her identity is constructed. For Tavera, Zozobra calls
upon Gloria Anzaldua’s notion of nepantla as a third space represented by the journey.” As described
by Anzaldta, Nepantla is “the space between two worlds ... a limited space, a space where you are not
this or that but where you are changing.”"*

This third space, Anzaldua’s borderlands, of “multiple subjectivities” and their production,
not only involve aspects of identity but reflect power relations as well."” In the video, the precarity of
belonging is reflected in the expected interior domestic spaces of the implicated homes and the
unpredictability of the open space in which she finds herself. The title Zogobra “represents this space
between belonging and exclusion, the in-between marked by the anxiety and distress of
uncertainty.”'® According to the artist, this mirrors her mothet’s early experiences in Minnesota and
the isolation that she felt, as seen through the solitary nature of the video; the work is about
“survival” in the face of diaspora’s challenges and trials."”

The artist, however, lends her body to the representation of her mother, which carries with it
her own sense of belonging and safety amidst her strong local, Latinx community.'® The video gives
voice to her mother’s plight as she, and the audience by extension, bear witness to her lived
experiences. Occupying her mother’s form, Tavera conveys how her mother’s experiences have
directly shaped her own and how acts of migration—even those of the past—retain contemporary
relevance. In doing so, she opens a conceptual space between mother and daughter, across
generations and geographies, where an aesthetics of diaspora takes shape.
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