Overlapping Narratives
A schizophrenic map of Neptune and his nymphs’ dérive in search for home.

“La Fuente de la Vida” is a civic fountain in the heart of Monterrey, Mexico—a Spanish sculptor, Luis Sanguino, was commissioned to design it in the 1980s by Monterrey’s government to be placed within another big urban project, La Macroplaza. La Macroplaza was a symbol of urban development in Monterrey—it brought the city into modernity. The fountain features Neptune, the mythological god of water and the sea, and his nymphs. It provided people two things always scarce in Monterrey: water and recreational walking paths. But many feel the fountain fell from grace two years ago when El Paseo de Santa Lucia was opened to the public, a brother project of the San Antonio River Walk, where national and international tourists, as well as low- and middle-class Mexicans spend time during the weekends. The collaborative project, La Fuente de la Vida figuratively portrays Neptune and his water nymphs searching for cultural identity and a sense of home. This was conceived as a metaphor of Mexico’s own fate, and illustrates important contemporary issues related to experiences of displacement. In the piece, Neptune leaves his “original” place to start a pilgrimage for a promised land, venturing from one place to another, taking a journey passing through the mountains of La Huasteca, a Mexican nationalistic monument, the streets of Monterrey, the river of Santa Lucia, and finally, the “underworld-discotheque.” 


In the process of making the video, the cameramen were free to shoot in whatever fashion they desired—an effort to get a wide range of points of view, narratives, and styles. They followed the actions of Neptune and the nymphs, who were also improvising their performances as they embarked on their journey. Moreover, the editing was done by different artists, in both the United States and Mexico, without concern for others’ versions, contributing to the chaotic nature of the final piece. In my mind, this is one of the most interesting characteristics of the project—a multilayered improvisational narrative. The fleeting structure of the installation reinforces the feeling of displacement—of being nowhere—which is ultimately Neptune’s burden.

 Points of view overlap in both the shooting and the editing process of the videos, resulting in a sort of schizophrenic map of Neptune’s drifting. The map mirrors Neptune and his nymphs’ psychogeography, that is, the narratives they have written by walking the city and the relationship they build with it. By remapping the city at their will, they had come to reclaim the urban Frankenstein of El Paseo de Santa Lucia, to own what has come to represent politicians’ narrative of power. Monterrey has not successfully achieved a sense of negotiation between its inherent parts, it remains disjointed. We are imposed to live in someone else’s dream—we are to live in the way the politicians’ city allows us to live. Monterrey is a city without urban creativity, and very restricted by the different powers that be—the politicians, drug dealers, and the industrial capital. Of course, attempts to distinguish each of them is a waste of time—all of them seem to be related, and few know “who is who” for real. In any case, we live within the consequences of their drama of gaining more power. 

Michel de Certeau states that, “the act of walking is to the urban system what the speech act is to language or to the statements uttered.”|
 Certeau goes on to claim that walking also has an enunciative function: “it is a process of appropriation of the topographical system on the part of the pedestrian.”
 To elaborate a bit further on Certeau’s idea, like graffiti and the public space, when the artist mediates a wall with their paint, they re appropriate a part of the city as their own. Likewise, Neptune, the nymphs, and the crew, make the city their own, inscribing narratives of desire into the cement through their walking. Neptune and the nymphs disrupted Monterrey’s reality by adding a contradictory layer of meaning to the urban landscape. Playfulness was the weapon they used to break through the rigidity and over-programmed streets, transforming its spatial milieu. While Neptune and the nymphs have written their own narratives over the city’s—the walking operation gets lost in its ephemeral nature— its temporal determination makes it placeless. “To walk is to lack a place. It is the indefinite process of being absent and in search of a proper.”
 The narrative they inscribed got lost because the power of politics is, most of the time, greater than the citizens’ will. Neptune here attempted to transform the city into a place to inhabit instead of a transitional environment of imposition.


Neptune is a ghost of sorts—a double. The sculpture stays in its place, as Neptune goes on his way seeking a home by drifting in an empty city. It was fortuitous that the city was empty because the country had been closed down for two weeks due to the “swine” flu epidemic. There are no restaurants, churches, clubs, or schools open. Everyone is hiding in their houses waiting for nothing, and scared to get infected. My American friends received warnings from their families in the USA about getting close to Mexicans, touching them, or kissing them. Influenza unleashed deep prejudices against Mexicans and Latin Americans as if we had all become pigs. The country closed down for two weeks, at least officially, but the repercussions are still showing force. This was the context where Neptune and his nymphs were looking for a new home to survive and start over. The perspective of a city without citizens, and without voices—a city with people hidden in their houses watching a soccer match in an empty stadium, and waiting for the government to tell them what to do. During the day of filming Monterrey felt like a Hollywood set. The streets looked like a western film—fake and empty ready for the final showdown. Fiction and reality blended into one another. The feeling was of an apocalyptic, zombie nation formed by people treated like children and doped by shock doctrine. Neptune turns into an antihero seeking to find utopia. In a bizarre way, Neptune reminds me of Leni Riefenstahl’s Nazi propaganda movie “Das Blaue Licht” (1932), where Riefenstahl metaphorically performs the ascension of the Aryans and their search for home. However, Neptune is driven by radically different thinking, his hybrid nature and his fakeness makes him the antithesis to fascism, makes him the counterpropaganda to all the Mexican Reifeinschtals.


Personally, I identified with Neptune and his burden because the planet has become a site for transiting where all of us are seeking the same as Neptune: a sense of cultural identity and the safety of home. My feeling is that a lot of people will find in La Fuente de la Vida a mirror of their own living conditions. I wish to emphasize the important relationship between the making of the video within a specific given reality and the way in which we all transformed the “video-information” where we deconstruct and construct repeatedly through the production, postproduction, and displaying of the piece. We are deconstructing the world again and again throughout art—that is why I want to see this video piece more as a performative, playful engagement with reality that aims to break through the city of the powers to be, in order to re-appropriate the city under our own conditions.

Ultimately, Neptune ends placeless, without realizing that home is that narrative that stays behind inscribed on the concrete or the dust of the desert where he and his tribe have stepped on during their passage. La Fuente de la Vida is an assemblage narrative constructed by the crew, it is owned commonly despite the fact that many of the participants have yet to meet in person. All of us are engraving our own narrative over everybody else’s narratives. Like Julio Cortazar’s literary text Rayuela, where the reader is offered variable sequences to read the novel that results in multiple endings, La Fuente de la Vida is an alternative to an imposed reality, an interpretation built by mixing overlapping experience. We are all in a constant state of searching, much like Neptune himself—our method reflecting the plight we document.
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