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THE ARTS/CULTURAL DESK 
ARTS ABROAD; A Long-Deferred Museum in Honor of Allende 

By JOANNE POTTLITZER (NYT) 1072 words
Published: January 6, 2000

Sometimes a museum is also a monument, to persistence, to a dream, to the durability of an idea. Rarely is that more the case than with the Salvador Allende Museum of Solidarity, which has opened here nearly 30 years after it was conceived. 

''It was beautiful,'' Carmen Waugh, director of the museum, said recently, recalling the official opening night on Sept. 2. ''Talking about it had almost become an abstraction because no one had seen the collection. And, here it was! Almost a thousand people attended the inauguration.'' 

Ms. Waugh devoted years to creating the museum, housed in a handsome, partly restored 19th-century building in Santiago's old section. The opening exhibition featured 250 of the more than 1,500 pieces that make up the museum's collection. Many of those works spent years in limbo after President Salvadore Allende Gossens died in a military coup in 1973. 

The idea for the museum itself was also in limbo during that time. But once a democratically elected president took office in 1991, the project started moving slowly forward again. A ''reconciliation'' policy devised in 1991 to ease the country back toward a democratic system discouraged references to the recent past, particularly because Gen. Augusto Pinochet remained the head of the armed forces. 

But the passage of time, General Pinochet's arrest in Europe on a Spanish warrant and the arrival of the millennium have given a certain sanction to what is called here ''La Memoria'' -- that is, remembering the dark period of military rule in Chile. There have been a number of books and seminars on the subject and a revival of Chile's tradition of a close alignment between art and politics. 

The Museum of Solidarity was first envisioned in 1971, when such a linkage was common. Mario Pedroza, a Brazilian artist exiled in Chile, and a small group of visiting European cultural leaders approached President Allende with a proposal to ask contemporary international painters and sculptors to donate works for a museum of modern art in Santiago to show support for Allende's newly elected government. 

By mid-1973, 268 artists from all over the world, including Joan Miro, David Siqueros and Alexander Calder, had contributed paintings or sculptures. The museum organizers commissioned Dore Ashton, the New York art historian, to ask artists in the United States to donate works. 

But with the military coup of Sept. 11, 1973, works that were on exhibit in the Presidential Palace and many others still crated on the docks simply disappeared. The works that remained, including a 25-by-100-foot painting by Frank Stella, were wrapped and stored for 17 years in the basement of the Museum of Contemporary Art at the University of Chile. 

When General Pinochet was voted out of power and a civilian government assumed control, the collection was given to the Salvador Allende Foundation, with a mandate to enlarge it and find it a permanent home. One of Allende's daughters, Isabel, who is an officer of the foundation and a representative in Chile's Congress, enlisted Ms. Waugh for the job. During the 17-year period of military rule, she had organized various ''Museums in Exile'' in Europe from her base in Spain. As those collections began to arrive in Chile, they were added to the salvaged works donated before the coup. 

Five years ago, the city of Santiago offered Ms. Waugh a vacant building that had been used as a storehouse by the National Library. It was built at the end of the last century as an elegant boarding school for young ladies who wanted to be teachers, but years of neglect and damages from a 1985 earthquake had left the building nearly in ruins. Ms. Waugh recalled: ''I spoke to Isabel about the offer and she said, 'I think it's a great idea. Let's go ahead with it.' '' 

Various regional governments in Spain that had offered the foundation money for a cultural center (which was never built) began contributing to the museum project, enough to restore half of the building's 30,000 square feet. Future restoration plans include a cafeteria and an auditorium. 

Two days after the museum was inaugurated in September, Ms. Waugh opened a large installation by Yoko Ono, ''Ex It,'' in the building's former chapel. It consisted of 100 simple wooden coffins that filled the magnificent 35-by-80-foot chapel space. Planted in each was a small cinnamon tree (the sacred tree of Chile's Mapuche Indians) where one would normally view the face of the deceased. A soundtrack of chirping birds provided a peaceful backdrop for Ms. Ono's homage to those who have died under repressive regimes. 

The persistent theme of death from a repressed or forgotten past continues to haunt much of Chile's artistic expression. It is graphically portrayed in Silvio Caiozzi's 30-minute film, ''Fernando ha vuelto'' (''Fernando Has Come Back''), a chilling testimony to the thousands who disappeared soon after the coup. The film documents the Institute of Legal Medicine's official identification of the remains of Fernando Olivares Mori, a 27-year-old man who disappeared in 1973, and his family's efforts to come to terms with the loss. But despite several international prizes, the film has not yet been given a public showing in Chile, something Mr. Caiozzi attributes to a residual impulse of self-censorship. 

Theater, however explicit, has never posed the same threat as film, even during the Pinochet era. The National Theater's revival of Juan Radrigan's modern classic, ''Hechos consumados'' (''No Way Back''), which opened a two-month run on Oct. 20 under the direction of Alfredo Castro, attracted record audiences to the 481-seat Antonio Varas Theater. Fernando Gonzalez, the National Theater's artistic director, said it was the first time in years that balcony seats had been filled. The production, now on tour, will return to the National in March to open its 2000 season. 

The play, first staged in 1981, tells the reluctant love story of two homeless people trapped in a world of fear and uncertainty. ''My interest was to put on stage the play's universal themes of nonequality and human dignity,'' Mr. Castro said. ''From the experience I perceive in the young people who attend the performances, who did not live through that tragic period of history in this country, the play echoes that point in their consciousness. The world has not changed. Poverty and marginality have only changed their faces.'' 

Photo: Carmen Waugh, at the lectern, helps open the Museum of Solidarity. 
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