
Sublime Limit 
 
I went crawling in a cloud 
A cloud the colour of coffee 
Cause clouds move on their own  
I reached the island of Chiloé.  
 
Violeta Parra: Qué tanto sera, 1964-65 
 
 
Like many other individuals, I suppose, my first encounter with the work of Mayte 
Vieta was associated with a threatening vision, that of those memorable ‘Arpía’ 
(‘Harpies’) mouths facing each other, a spiny or sharp-toothed metaphor which has 
since reappeared intermittently – with ‘Enigma’, with the torsos of 
‘Cicatrices’(‘Scars’), or the voracious spheres of ‘Diálogo’ (‘Dialogue’) – in the 
course of her work. Whether it be in this implacable immediateness, or in the parallel 
figure of the fragmented body, all of these works refer to one of the central themes 
evoked by the artist’s poetics, that which, like the herald of the split dog, is defined for 
us in explicitly in the title of one of her photographic works: ‘I never imagined that 
pain caused such fear’. The subject of pain, in the innumerable potential forms that 
accompany its threatening observation, pain associated with loss, or with the certainty 
of mortality, refers at the same time to the strict reverse of its absence, to the 
symmetry of pleasure, completing a circle contaminated by nostalgia, in the idealised 
yearning for the primordial breast, the gravity-less body floating in the nutrient-rich 
ocean of the mother’s belly. This melancholic dialectic which figures its own hope is, 
once again, an Eden-like reconciliation of contraries, a process which the very same 
Mayte Vieta expresses, in ‘La mirada transparente’ (‘The transparent glance’), as a 
‘confluence of pain and pleasure, that instant in which the separation between the two 
disappears and they flow together in a state of happiness’; an occurrence which aspires 
to nothing if not to stanch the wound associated with the stigma of the unhappy 
conscience that distinguishes us as a species. 
  
 And just as with the Romantic tradition, to heal this illness, she searches for the 
taumaturgic encounter with an unpolluted landscape in the most remote corners of the 
planet; the work realised by the artist over the past five years, whether it be in Tahiti or 
Patagonia, has also chosen the same path to finding its own visionary paradises. The 
objective, she tells us, is to look for within the spectacle of nature, ‘places charged in 
and of themselves with non-temporality’ which, due to their sensation of infinitude, 
orographic, geological or climatical singularities , were able on their own to induce in 
the viewer – and because of which, the artist does not tend to manipulate her 
photographic clichés – a specific catharsis. And in such terms, nothing separates her 
strategy from that of the landscapes of the romantics, with their placing of a sublime 
limit before the viewer, a meditative ritual between our finiteness and infiniteness.  



 The first time I heard mention of that island of Chiloé, used by Mayte Vieta in 
her crepuscular series ‘En la noche serás sombra’ (‘At night, you will be shadow’), 
was two decades ago, in relation to a dream derived already at that time from a 
terrifying nightmare, in the lines sung by Violetta Parra to her daughter Isabel. 
Curiously, I thought from the onset and believed for years that the place was 
imaginary, perhaps because ending up in a fabulous land is what one might expect 
from crawling around in a cloud. Everyone, on the other hand, agrees – and I’m not 
one to doubt it – that the island is in fact a real place, and forms part of the Republic of 
Chile. This does not mean, however, that that shadowy mirror which Chiloé projects in 
the artist’s panoramas is, in turn, in a strict sense, an objective document. What Mayte 
Vieta’s camera captures in these remote spots tends in her work to slide towards that 
ambivalent and permeable membrane where what is real and what is chimerical 
intermingle, that superfine web spun by the Queen Mab between the waking world and 
dreams. And not necessarily always because it is the world that is polluted by a poetic 
intrusion, given that the origin of a certain key piece – ‘Proyectando los sueños’ 
(‘Projecting dreams’) -  will be what is dreamt by the artist that ends by finding her 
affective landscape. 
  
 ‘Duermavela’, which the artist resists reducing to a beatified dreamscape, 
definitively outlines once again a game of chiaroscuros as traced earlier, with its 
opposites that fold over on each other, like the sea enlivened by a dance of rain, the 
melancholy flotsam submerged in ‘Naufragio’ (‘Shipwreck’), the captured birds in 
‘De su amada memoria’ (‘From her beloved memory’), the flight of the arc in ‘El 
umbral’  (‘The threshold’).  Certain pieces, in fact, integrate this duality into one 
single image, in the style of that figure of the abolition of time which focuses on the 
lethal, detained flight of the butterflies in the work ‘Efimera’ (‘Ephemeral’). The most 
mysterious metaphor, however, for an artist who seems to place primacy on that 
evocation of flight or germination, and above all, in the glance that loses itself on the 
horizon, is without a doubt the occasional reference to roots, literal antithesis to the 
anxiety of extreme limits. One suspects that what has been saved here for last is a 
paraphrasing of the paradox envisioned by that other errant visionary, William Blake, 
in his proposal that, after a long journey around the world in search of paradise, the 
surprise is to find this Eden upon his return, in the backyard garden of his home. Or in 
the sea of Blanes, for that matter.  
 
Fernando Huici  
 


