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Carles Motta's exhibition "The Good
Lifie” atthe ICA in Philadelphia consists of a
videa and photographic installation examin-
ing public perceptions of concepts such as
demacracy, leadership, secial inequality, and
the effects of S interventiznist policies
in Latin America. The project takes place
in twelve Latin American cities where the
artist conducted video interviews on the
streets, making reference to a classical ideal
of demacracy formed by dialogue as a direct
exercise of citizenship, something mast of us
anly know through history boaks.

The Good Life (2008) follows a detumen:
tary and open-ended approach comman 10
Motla's ather video-based warks such as
Memory of a Pratest (2007): a video shat
during a protest held by & Chitean human
rights organization against the Schoal of the
Americas, knawn far training Latin American
sokdiers in tarture techniques. Similarly, The
Leningrad Trilogy (2006, features intendews
and scholarly conversations sbaut a 1954
boak of photagraphs of 5t. Petersburg, Rus-
sia, in which the histosical monument is a
redfied model for a politically corect sacialist
past. Thase three video projects highlight the
role of civil engagement in the praduction
of collective memory in sacieties that hawve
swrvived tetalitarian gavemments.

Matta extends the concept of civil en-
gagement to his dstumentary agassach

by showing only the interviewees and nop
himself as interviewer, Intendewees speak
passionately about their fife experiences, led
by a central question posed by the artise:
"What is your opinion of democracy as a
form of government?® Motta emphasizes
speech as action, showing that civil en-
gagement is a vital element for a healthy
demacratic pracess. He references cinema
verité, a documentary approach to film that
has influenced South American filmmakers
singe the 19605 when many countries of
the continent were under military dictatar-
ships. The influence of cinema verité led to
the advent of Cinema Novd; a mowement
associated with the Bragilian lilmmakers
Glauber Rocha and Melson Pereira dos
Zantos, Cinema Mowg, a quintessentially
political medium, created namratives that
were based on real sitwations of poveny,
hunger, and oppression,

For The Good Life, Motta adopts many
characteristics of Cinema Mo, such as us-
ing real people and condlicts to foster social
conscicusness, Motta's intervigws were held
outdoons, in plazas, parks, and sidewalks, &
compelling interview, for example, features
Andrés Cruz Vazguez, a sisty-two-year-ald
merchant from Honduras, who claimed that
for democracy there must be love, work,
and peace, and that democracy is used by
powerlul countries fo sustain their own
systems. The idea of including love in & liv-
ing civil seciety is refresheng; love, as pat of
any oppressive totalitarian of fundamentalist
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In anather interaew, & Colombian artist
states that the concept of democracy has
been flawed since the time of the Gresks,
Because it tres 10 convey 3 sense of equality,
which 15 not reprasentative. Coal participa-
a0 cannat be democratic, since knowledge
i ot demodratic. Foi many Latin Americans,
the active struggle for democratic rights is
strongly embedded in thair memary after
decades of miitary repression. These expe-
riefces are ot forgatten, and even in an
apparenty globalized world, where young
genesations apaesr oblvvicus and amical,
rany are sUll moved by past and present
political engagement.

The Gaod Life, as an installation, is
spatially centered ra fastar interaction
and mawvement. The nine-channel video
installation is mounted an a four-part,
rwo-tiered wooden structure adapted from
the theatsizal public space of the Athenian
agora, where ataens conducted Business
and participated in the legal and judicial
decisions of the city. Motta symbalically
transforms the monitors featwing the s1ate-
ments of passionate intendizwees inta the
active citizens of the city, projected onta
the wider farum, where the gallery visitors
interact with the works, A series of pho-
tographs arranged asymmetrically on the
room's wiap-asgund walls creales a kind
of enclosure, Hundreds of stills from the
videas, arranged in different categories,
including political graffiti, religiows proces-
sians, ant public monuments, demarcate
an active relationship between religious,
oultural, and ieslogical iconggraphiss.

Rethinking the ¢oncept of democracy

in & physically and intellectyally engag-
ing manner wumps all other issusy; social
equality, foreign podicy, and leadership are
all part of a well-funclipning demacrady.
Even though Motta’s title, The Good Life,
suggests a democratic ideal, he is quite
aware of the problems of this model in a
pluralist saciety, especally due 1o the push
and pull of constantly shiftling power staug-
tures, His reference to the theorists Hannah
Arendt and Chantal Mouife is a statement
of how knowledge and participation are
fundamental to the constant rethinking of
the meaning of demacracy, What is perhaps
more productive, but less ieal, is concen'-
ing of democracy 45 @ mere exercise of its
potentialities, not as a goal in itself. Motta's
exhibition does just that,
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