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Words marked with an asterisk* appear in the artist’s personal glossary.


Introduction  1

	 The founding myths of the Latin American republics are based on organic development, on 
a positivist interpretation that focuses on "biology as the hegemonic discourse for predicting and 
directing social growth.”  This is how Doris Sommer describes the context in which the 2

immensely popular Latin American romances of the 19th century created a scenario with which 
citizens recently freed from European colonial reign could identify themselves. The protagonists of 
these romances are usually a man and his wife and their purpose was to produce numerous 
children for the country, because, as Juan Bautista Alberdi famously put it, "to govern is to 
populate.”  Husband and wife, the quintessential Adam and Eve, are reborn in the land of 3

abundance that is America, forming a family under the promise of a new beginning in a new 
world.

	 Besides this Christian subtext, the independence wars of the late 18th and early 19th 
centuries throughout the world were inspired by the values of ancient Greece, precisely those 
linked to the invention of the concept of democracy and civic freedoms. The thinkers of the anti-
colonial revolution in Latin America, educated in Europe, drew on this Greek past that during the 
Age of Enlightenment became a universal past, an ideological source for the struggle for 
independence and political self-fulfillment on any continent. However, that same universality is 
deeply dependent on the European intellectual context, starting with the philosophy of René 
Descartes—who distanced himself from his own position 
within the world to see it as a whole, from outside—and 
going on to the elaboration of racial discourse in the 
nineteenth century, relegating others to an inferior position 
on the basis of this distant, superior perspective. The 
universal, therefore, is ultimately Eurocentric, since its 
goals are identical to those of imperial politics.  Thus, the 4

recently liberated Latin American republics received a new 
past that ironically has its roots again in Europe. Moreover, 
the positivist interpretation of biology as promulgated by 
Alberdi coincides with Catholic teachings introduced since 
the first moments of the Spanish conquest. Thus, the 
colonial social order persists, dividing the population into 
men and women without exception, without doubt, and 
without change. In this vein, although the Latin American 
nation-states freed themselves from the tax obligation to 
the metropolis, the Creole ruling classes have preserved 
the social models of the past, including the concepts of 
gender and sexuality. In short, there has been no 
independence from the European colonial yoke* until 
today. 


Nevertheless, it is worthwhile to look at the Greek founding 
myths that have become global exports. Greek legends 
recount the origin of the world as stemming from Gaea, 
who—without an opposite-sex partner—gives birth to 
Uranus, her subsequent husband and father of her 
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children. This very first birth is an asexual procreation, done by Gaea alone. This fundamental act 
of the creation of the world seems to us logical and necessary in a scenario where life does not 
yet exist. But this kind of self-creation is relegated to the background with every new god that 
enters the earth, since from there a genealogy is drafted that references the already existing world 
and consequently moves away from the basic idea of being able to exist self-sufficiently. That is 
why only in the first cycle of the Greek mythology another instance of self-reproduction is 
possible; this is the case after the death of Uranus through castration by his son Cronus, when 
Aphrodite, the goddess of love, rises from his cut off genitals. Later in the Greek myths, relations 
between two beings dominate the narrative and a binary system of reproduction between women 
and men becomes the standard, as is also the case in Christianity. But it is precisely the self-
creating myth of the beginning of the world that bears something useful for thinking about Latin 
American independence. Resorting to the myth of Aphrodite, the Spanish theorist Paul B. 
Preciado writes that the myth of Aphrodite "implies that love originates by dissociating the 
genitals from the body, by displacing and externalizing the power of genitals.”  In this sense, love, 5

sex, and procreation must be considered as independent entities. Love is born out of itself, life is 
created by itself. This is a founding act, a gesture of independence. The same European 
intellectual framework superimposed on the American population offers a way of saying goodbye 
to it, cutting the threads of kinship with Eurocentric history in order to be founded again by love; 
the tyrant Uranus dies and Aphrodite is born. In the city of Lima in 2020, this process is still going 
on and we see it in Mantaro's  work. In This too shall pass, we find the tools of coexistence, love, 6

and creation, and the possibility of independence.

	 This new independence through the rethinking of the concepts of love, gender and 
sexuality should not be confused with a new origin, a new myth that simply supersedes the 
previous one. According to Bolivian theorist Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui, the concept of origin is 
useless because it becomes petrified and inaccessible as a creative force. We must understand 
that the past figures as much in the present as in the future, against historical linearity and 
towards a circular conception of the past.  The same can be said in the debate about the sex-7

gender system* in Peru to which Mantaro contributes with their work by representing the relations 
and utterances of their participants today. We could speak of a flexible origin, of a myth-dialogue, 
an inclusive myth, a myth that is always renewing itself. This then means that there is no 
foundational text that is interpreted repeatedly according to a fixed disciplinary rule, but rather 
that it is a living text that is neither finished nor closed off for eventual changes. Referring to the 
French thinker Michel Foucault, we seek the emergence of a "regular discourse" in the sense of 
his concept of archaeology, but not as the archaeology of a past but one that is still active in the 
present, with a view to its development in the future. 

	 Thus we arrive at the context of Mantaro's work as the possibility of a new independence 
today. It is part of the emergence and consolidation of a regular discourse on sex-gender 
dissidence* with all its prerequisites, processes, effects and images. It deals with politics, 
medicine, language, fashion, and art. This discourse is considered an aberration of normativity* 
and a contradiction to heterosexuality* as it is prevailing in the sex-gender system in Peru, and 
thus positions itself as dissidence against it. Given that there has not yet been a complete 
independence, the current (colonial) understanding only allows sexo-dissident discourse as a 
deviation from existing norms, and thus depends on the dominant discourse with its rules and 
vocabulary. Gradually and through slight changes of the colonial structures, sexual dissidents 
create a space to exist and to express themselves. Therefore, we have to see Mantaro's 
photographs as momentary portraits of this painfully slow change. In theoretical terms of 
photography, they are stereotypical testimonies of a particular moment, “traces,” consciously 
referring to the weight of their context, and self-confidently aware of their ephemerality. But as 
dissident gestures they overcome the status of passive documents and actively construct the 
aberrant emerging discourse, with no other goal than to be replaced by new images of a new 
moment and an advanced discourse. Thus, they will fulfill the renovating notion of independence 
through a new, dialogic origin. 

	 Practically, this condition is evidenced by the fact that the visibility of sexual dissidents has 
been increasing in society only thirty years ago with various activist groups, and that Peruvian art 
has made few, but powerful gestures, such as those of the Chaclacayo Group and Giuseppe 
Campuzano, to name only the best known local references. There is still no law of gender identity 
that allows a change of sex, and the medical discourse speaks of the transition in terms of a 
“cure” since it does not possess the language to not read it as a disease. Despite the difficulty of 
adequately discussing sexual dissidence in these fields, the photographs also show how niches 
of existence have been created, visible in prostheses, drugs, and clothing provided by a market 
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which is much more flexible than any society or policy-makers. Therefore, we see dildos instead 
of phalloplasties (the construction of a penis with muscular tissue) because the health system 
does not support the transition. We see pronounced male hairstyles and fashion, because an 
androgynous appearance could provoke hostile reactions in the street. We see transgender 
people revert to gender stereotypes, because any “doubt” about their desired gender could be 
labelled counterproductive in psychotherapy sessions. In this sense, nothing in Mantaro's 
photographs is random: what is portrayed in them is explained by the current constellation of 
heteronormative conditions and the possibilities of dissidence in 2020. 

	 Photography serves this notion as it is both an ephemeral snapshot and a permanent 
imprint of a reality.  It is a mechanism to remember the past and juxtaposing it to the onlooker’s 8

present, thus always renewing itself and inviting comparison. Even more important in the current 
context is the digital change that prepares the scene for a "social photography" in which meaning 
is created not by the "indexicality" of technology (the registration of light on a chemical or digital 
medium, and hence a certain veracity), but by the act of being shared endlessly.  More than 9

sharpness, contrast, and motif, software and distribution decide on the power of the image. The 
effect of algorithmic photography is such that scholars speak of the "documentary" of the pixel, of 
the authenticity of the blur that obtains its value the more it travels on platforms and forums.  10

Therefore, for Mantaro, the material or aesthetic value of the series in This too shall pass does not 
take center stage; the priority is that "the information is spread more than the image.”  For 11

Mantaro, on the side of creation, the medium offers a flexibility that does not aspire to the fixed 
and finished, to the status of an artwork, but, to put it ironically in a classic term of the history of 
Renaissance art: a non-finito. Therefore, it is important to consider the circulation and permutation 
of digital images as an intrinsic quality, as a mode of technology.  Without the status of a finished 12

piece, the photographs are infinitely shared and modified until they at some point are no longer 
shared and hence disappear from the network. Dissidence benefits in such a way from 
communicational flow since it ridicules any fixed appearance and meaning, which is the basis of 
the conservatism of heteronormativity. In this respect, one can update what Michel Foucault wrote 
about the boom of popular photography in the 1860s-1880s:


The years 1860 to 1880 witnessed a new frenzy for images, which circulated rapidly between 
camera and easel, between canvas and plate and paper—Sensitized or printed; with all the new 
powers acquired there came a new freedom of transposition, displacement, and transformation, of 
resemblance and dissimulation, of reproduction, duplication, and trickery of effect... There emerged 
a vast field of play where technicians and amateurs, artists and illusionists, unworried about identity, 
took pleasure in disporting themselves. Perhaps they were less in love with paintings or 
photographic plates than with the images themselves with their migration and perversion, their 
transvestism, their disguised difference. 
13

	 

	 In our sex-gender system that revolves so much around the definitions of identities, the 
freedom and joy of playing with representations becomes a liberating practice. Outside of any 
obligation to comply with rules and expectations, the images allow for disguise, change, jokes, 
and finally a new look of one's own. This is how Mantaro's work can be understood and how the 
artist describes it: 


During the photo sessions the room became a study of trial and catharsis, of questioning and 
evaluating, which would then end up in a text open to a variety of interpretations, a place where 
identity and the physical are not separated but on the contrary are found in the technologies of the 
spectacle (…) 
14

	 

	 Consequently, the appearance of the “regular discourse” through images is not the work 
of the artist, but a collective endeavor, which aims at undoing authorship and thus being counter-
strategic to the mechanisms of normativity. This is the concept of photography in the 21st 
century, and it coincides with the notion of dissidence.  In the dissident romance of the Latin 15

American republics, then, there emerges a multitude  of agents who in their own ways create, 16

distribute, recycle and share their versions of independence. Mantaro, Jesús, Arturo, Caleb, 
Nicolas, and Dayron are some of the representatives of this myth-dialog that appear in the city of 
Lima and in the snapshots presented in this exhibition.
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Jesús 

The light in the sculptors' workshop at the 
School of Fine Arts in Lima is terrible for 
taking photographs. The white balance of 
Mantaro's digital camera gets confused and 
turns the white walls into variations of yellow. 
The uniform light from the room's ceiling does 
not modulate the objects below, it does not 
accentuate the features of Jesús' face, the 
sculptor. In addition, the lighting is too weak 
and requires the camera to extend the shutter 
speed, which results in photos that are either 
blurry, or underexposed, or overexposed. The 
fidelity of the image to reality—the idea of the 
continuity of the human eye and the camera, 
which has been established since the 
invention of the medium 180 years ago—is 
further diminished when Mantaro intervenes in 
the digital file and modifies brightness and 
white balance, editing and erasing parts of the 
numerical information. The transparency of 
photography—which means looking directly at 
the photographed subject behind the surface 
of the image—is challenged by the medium 
that makes itself visible in its imperfection. We 
can no longer ignore that we are looking at a 
representation and not at the real object, we 
are looking at an image that is constructed 
and not a "natural" channel to  a distant 
reality. This gesture of representation is a 
meta-reference in the photo series of Jesús. It 
is the portrait of the artist in his natural habitat, 
a genre of photography that has accompanied the history of art since modern times and 
supported the rise of the artist as a genius. Like the photographic image, the artist-genius 
possesses a Benjaminian aura, which means that he is  there and he is perceivable, but at the 
same time he is far away, he is not alive. What we see is the product of genius, but the genius 
itself is unreachable for us. The image of him in his place of creation increases this mystery 
around the work and the artist’s life, allowing the spectator the sensation to be participating, even 
if from a distance, in the sacred process. Mantaro begins the series following the rules of this 
photographic genre by showing the sculptor in action, the way he models and contemplates the 
clay, and how he looks at the camera with a stern expression. Suddenly, Mantaro leaves these 
conventions and concentrates on details, approaching the artist in a way that is unusual for the 
official type of portrait. The photographs become intimate, they stop talking about the artistic act 
and instead focus on the human behind the stereotypical aura. The artist interrupts his work, 
takes off his coat, and takes a seat. Although the photographic distance persists, Mantaro 
manages to leave the conventions of the aesthetically pleasing portrait behind, and thus the artist 
seems more accessible than ever. The photo, relegated to the rank of condiment to the history of 
art, comes forward to show us who this genius is. And this is where the universalism of the genius 
established in modernity breaks down: the genius is not male, but trans. The genius is neither 
untouchable nor omnipotent, nor is he affirmed in his existence. The genius is in a molecular 
transformation in his body, and the genius—and this does overlap with artistic and religious myths
—creates himself. Just as he works the clay, he works on his identity, gender, sex, and self-
representation. In this way art transcends the domain of objecthood and gesture, and turns to 
identity and existence itself. Genius is trans and art is trans, in an unfinished and always 
interdependent exchange. The aura no longer means the impassable mental distance between 
phenomenon and spectator, but between the idea and its realization within reach. In this way, aura 
and art become spaces of possibility and action that include the spectator and those who want to 
enter the process of transformation.
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Arturo 

	 Situated in a living room, the series of photographs by Arturo and Mantaro is an ironic 
exercise in self-recognition and self-representation. In the near background, the wall is full of 
images of penis prostheses of all kinds: flaccid, to be worn during the day, slightly erect to urinate 
standing up, and fully erect, the well known format named dildo, for sexual stimulation. These 
prostheses have been the material of Mantaro's previous artistic work, rendered in ceramics of 
the eponymous series. In the present set up, these prostheses are now activated: Arturo and 
Mantaro are posing, experimenting, portraying themselves and deliberately challenging the 
camera and the audience. By applying the dildo, Arturo and Mantaro animate the images on the 
wall and realize the objective of the prostheses: becoming a man, acquiring power through the 
iconic organ of virility. 

	 The phallus is the symbolic culmination of power reserved for a limited group of people, 
historically men, who, in order to secure their position, symbolically castrate others. Under what 
Ramón Grosfoguel, Walter Mignolo and Aníbal Quijano, among others, describe as coloniality, this 
restriction does not only refer to sex, but has also been applied to hierarchies of knowledge, 
gender, race, and religion.  Thus, society is not divided into exclusively men and women, but into 17

rulers and subjugated. Something paradoxical happens here: although men base their power on 
their sex, they consider themselves as bodiless “reason.” In contrast, they talk about women as 
pure “bodies” without the capacity to control and distance themselves from it and hence are 
considered unable to assume ruling positions. Preciado says: "When it comes to the body, it 
cannot be other than the feminine, since somatopolitically men are not body but reason."  The 18

most illustrative example of this strategy is the treatment of "hysterical" women at the Salpêtrière 
in Paris by male doctors in the 19th century, exercising ad mortem the separation between spirit 
and body, man and woman, normality and pathogenesis, power and submission. To this day, this 
principle is evident in rape as an act of domination in war and in daily life around the planet. 
Importantly though, this crime can be separated from the biological sex and can be applied to 
people with penises as well, as in the case of the rape of men, who are thus placed in the passive 
role of women, i.e. pure body, in the oppression by the active male as “reason.” In light of these 
general, sex-independent acts of domination, the phallus simplifies the matrix of coloniality 
governing the world-system,  insinuating that power is in fact grounded in the organ, as a natural 19

and unchangeable fact, while it is also used to subjugate other biological men. Nevertheless, the 
penis is still seen as the emblem of supremacy.

As the indispensable feature in order to be considered a man, the penis is key in this part of This 
too shall pass. Yet what Arturo and Mantaro do in their photoperformance does not comply with 
the sex-gender system described, but is treated in a more profane manner. They bring the 
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masculine back to the status of body, outside the binary system of body and reason. Therefore, 
they ironically subject the artificial penis to all its practicalities in the process of FTM transition. As 
a commercial product, it comes in different forms already mentioned: inactive, semi-erect, and 
erect. The performers emphasize the need to change the models in order to fulfill a variety of daily 
uses. The most frequent being the flaccid state, as pure, idle, and ridiculous existence, self-
conscious about the cultural charge that it must fulfill in our hypersexualized heteronormative 
society. This completely de-symbolized practicality is reflected in the application of Arturo and 
Mantaro's dildo, which they put into their pants—first carefully and then casually. It is a 
spontaneous approach to the organ, a coming to terms in several stages. But before being 
revealed to an audience, this game is above all a learning process for the protagonists. Only after 
they have met and positioned the dildo in their pants do they turn in front of the camera and 
confront it with a firm expression of self-confidence and calm. Suddenly, the dildo ceases to be 
the focus of the image, even though the protagonists have undressed and the nudity suggests a 
more sexual interpretation. On the contrary, it is the expressions, the poses, and the interaction 
between Arturo and Mantaro that intensify. The playful exploration of their bodies liberates them 
from following established models, ideas, and attitudes. Their bodies are entirely their own, with 
primary and secondary features of both man and woman. Rather than making them just men, the 
external penis confirms the status as being in-between the sexes. The variety of penises seen in 
the images on the wall is repeated in the plurality that emerges from the application of the penis 
by different people. 

	 Before starting to take testosterone himself, Preciado speaks of an early phase of his 
transition, which he calls his "low-tech transgendered identity composed of dildos, texts, and 
moving images," and which is linked to an identity that clearly shows that the conventional 
categories of sex and gender are independent.  This is also shown by Mantaro and Arturo in their 20

frisky choreography. However, it should be noted that many "natural" style dildos (i.e. in their 
idealization of the shape with veins and skin color) come with testicles. Apart from aesthetic and 
practical reasons in the presentation and application of the object, the presence of testicles 
carries a symbolic load related to the justification of the superiority of the male sex. The 
production of semen in this organ means fertility, procreation, and in the most basic sense, utility. 
Furthermore, it is here that the hormone testosterone is produced, which massively influences 
various organs and the physiognomy of the body exposed to this hormone. Although present by 
metonymy in the dildo, the lack of testosterone in prostheses and their carriers amplifies the 
spectrum of possibilities of sex and gender. It calls into question the urge to have testosterone in 
one's own body with or without testicles, to have male traits through artificial hormone injections, 
or to remain in the "low-tech" world of imaging. Preciado goes on:


It’s not a matter of going from woman to man, from man to woman, but of contaminating the 
molecular bases of the production of sexual difference, with the understanding that these two states 
of being, male and female, only exist as “biopolitical fictions,” as somatic effects of the technical 
process of normalization. It’s a matter of intervening intentionally in this process of production in 
order to end up with viable forms of incorporated gender, to produce a new sexual and affective 
platform that is neither male nor female in the pharmacopornographic sense of these terms, which 
would make possible the transformation of the species.  21

	 

	 Arturo and Mantaro experience what 
such a new sexual and emotional platform 
can be, breaking the concentration of 
phallocentric power and the boundaries of 
gender categories. The double portrait is 
decisive in this sense. They share a single 
dildo for their two bodies, but rather than 
entering a hierarchy, they reach a symbiosis. 
They break the duality of man=reason and 
woman=body and instead show that sex 
and gender are a flow of feelings that 
involves organs, emotions, the soul, 
gestures, etc.—all together or just one at a 
time. The affective platform Preciado 
imagines is visualized in the living room 
setting in Lima. It is a space of intimacy, but 
likewise serves as a model for daily life. 
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Caleb 

On the other side of the technological spectrum is Caleb, whom the artist has portrayed in two 
important phases of his transition. In the first, in 2017, Caleb had been taking artificial 
testosterone for two years, which has resulted in the growth of a beard and body hair as the most 
visible features. Hormone therapy has initiated a change in his entire body. The hormone, in basic 
terms, has the following effects:


In males, testosterone plays a key role in the development of male reproductive tissues such as the 
testicles and prostate, and also in the promotion of secondary sexual characteristics such as the 
maturation of the sex organs, particularly the penis and the formation of the scrotum in the fetus, 
and after birth (usually at puberty) a deepening of the voice, growth of beard and armpit hair, of the 
jaw, eyebrows, chin, nose, and remodeling of the contours of the facial bones.


On average, the concentration of testosterone in blood plasma in an adult human male is ten times 
higher than the concentration in plasma of adult human females, but because the metabolic 
consumption of testosterone in men is higher, the daily production is approximately 20 times higher 
in men. In addition, women are more sensitive to the hormone. 
22

The artificial synthesis of the hormone, first achieved in 1932, made it possible to observe these 
effects more precisely, and also the effects of a surplus intake of the hormone. Subsequently, in 
the 1940s to the 1980s, numerous applications were invented, for instance to increase muscle 
power, either for sports competitions, or to uphold strength in men of a certain age.  However, 23

doping fell into disrepute and the openly biopolitical strategies to optimize the working man have 
been widely criticized. Therefore, the pharmaceutical industry of the 21st century had to 
reinterpret testosterone, and has succeeded in doing so by labelling it a cure for new illnesses. 
The natural decrease in the level of the hormone in the male body in the process of aging and the 
supposed consequences—reduction of strength, "vitality," and, more alarming for the target 
audience, sexual potency—has been declared a disease, but one which can be remedied thanks 
to synthetic testosterone. Thus, the artificial optimization of the human body with the hormone 
has reached a considerable economic volume, approaching two billion dollars in 2014. 
24

	 Caleb obviously does not need the hormone to fight the supposed maladies of old age. 
However, he benefits from the marketing strategy of global pharmaceutical corporations. Without 
the pressure they put on health systems to sell their products (to refinance their development 
expenses and to increase their profits ever more), he would not be able to access the hormone for 
his transition. He is part of a coincidental niche in the market, which in itself would never have the 
importance or the tolerance in the industry and society to encourage the production of the drug. 
This "off-label" use, however, is an integral part of the hormone's history. Parallel to the 
experimentation with physical enhancement in the 1940s, the idea was to "cure" homosexuals by 
giving doses of testosterone and even implanting testicles to "patients" in the United States and 
other countries. It was believed that an imbalance of estrogen and testosterone in them was the 
cause of their homosexuality. At the demand of the court or parents (i.e., state and society), 
thousands of men were subjected to such therapies, seriously interfering with their physical and 
mental health.  Fortunately, science has progressed, but every available dose of hormone in the T 25

economy* brings with it the painful history of understanding, correcting, and commercializing our 
bodies, with all the experiences of the victims of the heteronormative sex-gender system and an 
accomplice industry.

	 In 2017, Caleb is able to take testosterone, and in 2019 he has a mastectomy ( surgical 
removal of the breasts). Despite being in the position to choose, by his own wish, the "high-tech" 
mode of transition, the whole process of transition is slow. Just like penile prostheses are plenty in 
Mantaro's house, schematic breast drawings abound in Caleb's first photographic series. The 
concerns and desires of trans persons are not only about what is not yet there (a beard, a penis), 
but also about what will no longer be there. The series deals with the waiting, the commitment, 
and gradual development that is determined by both psychological processes and medical 
requirements, its legal procedures, and the person's financial situation. During this phase, there is 
a lot of time to reflect and dream about what the body should be. It is a lot of time to go from low 
to high tech, first with binders* and drawings, then with hormonal treatment, until the milestone of 
surgery, and continuing the lifelong normal therapy. The experiences of the new "I" are added in 
small steps, on the inside in a plethora of changing feelings, and on the outside in the 
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relationships with others. This change, the 
passing of the days with their lows and 
highs, the fluctuation of hormone levels, 
reflects the permanent process of 
transformation that goes so much against 
our still heterosexually oriented society. On 
top of this, we are all immersed in the 
course of economic cycles, public opinion, 
our health status, our friend circles, and our 
knowledge. We are never in the same place. 

	 This is why, in 2019, we still do not see 
Caleb at the "final destination" of his 
transition. Life, while it lasts, does not know 
a fixed state. Stepping on the stool in the 
artist's studio, Caleb blurs in motion. It's a 

rhythmic complement to Mantaro's paintings in the background. The figurative and the abstract 
alternate, painting and photography come closer. The scars of the mastectomy and the more 
pronounced jawbone are visible changes in Caleb's body, but they are details that blend with the 
movement of the paint in the background. What was painted before meets what is now 
photographed, the imaginary of art and the rawness of photography are mixed until neither a date 
nor sense of it can be determined.

	 On the day Mantaro portrayed Caleb in 2017, Caleb had his upper chest tattooed with the 
phrase “This too shall pass,” providing the title for the series and this exhibition. The four words 
express on various levels the reality of the transition of the body and the psyche. “This,” a deictic 
word referring to the present state, emphasizes the actuality and reality of the body in its absolute 
existence. As a constant self-reference, it emphasizes the urgency of each individual moment. 
“Too,” the shortest word, is at the same time the broadest reference to all possible states of the 
past and the future, subsuming them as a unity, as an a priori certainty of being able to face what 
is to come. “Shall,” a word of command as much as of the desire to be able to command, 
expresses the confidence that there is indeed the possibility of expressing oneself, of being able 
to live one’s life, of coexisting with respect, of deciding who one is. And finally “pass” is the 
decisive verb that means continuous change, which sets in motion everything previously evoked, 
the experiences in the world with others, with oneself, with the environment and with one's own 
body. In the present (this) as well as in the past (too), it is certain (shall) that there will be more and 
that there will be an end (pass). The deictic reference is valid in 2017 as much as in 2019, with its 
achievements and challenges of the every day, and ironically, in this tattoo, it will last forever. 
Although he is subject to these changes, the determination on Caleb's face has lost none of its 
strength since the beginning.


Nicolas 

	 "Many more people like me passed by my house, almost all of them wanted to remain 
invisible or, rather, to pass for cis."  When Mantaro says cis*, it is a stronger expression than its 26

definition suggests. Cis is the concordance of sex and gender, of having organs of one sex and 
feeling emotionally and socially consistent with the associated gender. It is the heterosexual 
dream, because more than just being a clinical concept, it expresses conformity with the 
dominant sex-gender system and its desires* and norms, or at least a blissful ignorance of 
everything that exists on its margins. Here, mental health and politics come into conflict because 
one is deeply influenced by the other, and for better or worse, sometimes there is only the option 
of following that vicious circle of terminology so as not to despair of its inadequateness.

	 To be cis, then, is to achieve a standard condition in both sex and gender. T contributes to 
this, the rest is a matter of practicing attitudes and imitating customs. We have talked about hair 
and prostheses, but not about how the transition is reflected by and requires changes in daily 
behavior. Mantaro and Nicolas' photo-performance series visualizes this process. Dressing up in a 
suit, sitting down, undressing. Raising the arms, leaning on one thigh, looking solemnly out of the 
window. Nicolas is testing the masculine vocabulary of gestures full of pathos. At his side, 
Mantaro is wearing the same jacket, lifting it up (a gesture repeated in other series), putting it on 
his head, looking even more seriously and pathetic. It is pure irony in this dance around the 
camera, with the gestures either clumsy or exaggerated or just honest. In the artist's studio, the 
focus is even more concentrated on the protagonists than in the setting with Arturo. Without many 
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props and with better light, the gaze is concentrated on the details of the posture: an appearance 
less enigmatic, more analytical. Again Mantaro appears in a playful performance, but that one 
becomes sharper, more caricaturistic in the particularities of the theme. While Arturo and Mantaro 
entered into a symbiosis, talking together, Mantaro enters int a dialog with Nicolas, responding to 
his poses with exaggerations of them like a distorted mirror. This imitation (Nicolas) and re-
imitation (Mantaro) of stereotypical masculine behavior may or may not be in line with the 
dominant expectations of our society; the important thing is the exchange. Imitation never ends, it 
continues even when the body norm is achieved through hormone therapy and surgery. As 
Preciado points out:


My testicles are a small bottle with two hundred and fifty milligrams of testosterone that travels in 
my backpack. It is not that 'my' testicles are outside my body, but rather that 'my' body is beyond 
'my' skin, in a place that cannot be thought of as simply mine. The body is not property, but 
relationship. Identity (sexual, gender, national or racial) is not essence, but relationship.” 
27

	 

	 It is precisely because of this relation of exchange that the body is in doubt and struggles 
with others. Heteronormativity keeps desires imprisoned according to the way our relationships 
are shaped. We cannot entirely dissociate our body from this network. We are never alone with 
ourselves, alone when family, friends, and even heterosexual advocates are away; this exchange 
takes place in our head. The internal process of thinking about relationships is expressed visually 
in Nicolas' other photographs, outside of the performative. In the artist's bed, he allows us to see 
how the insecurity deriving from the effort to find a possible path of bodily dissidence continues in 
the most intimate moments. The heart on his arm in its simple design is an image for the 
compromise between the reality of our society and the dream of getting out of its gender 
concepts. The latter, at least, is simulated in Mantaro's collaborative photographic work. It is the 
positive approach of sharing one’s body 
with others, of negotiating our bodies with 
us and the margins of society. After all, this 
space allows for experimentation, trial & 
error, and above all, friendship and humor. 
The camera records every pose, no matter 
if it goes well or fails, if the masculine look 
is achieved or if, on the contrary, the 
masculine becomes a silly monument. 
Thus, Mantaro and Nicolas' photographs 
do not function as monolithic statements, 
but as snapshots that are understood as a 
set and exchange; obsolete in the moment 
of taking another one. They are documents 
of a moment that immediately gone, 
documents with an expiration date, but 
with the promise of living new moments 
and creating new documents soon.


Dayron 

	 In his artistic practice, Mantaro, works with paintings, drawings and ceramics. For artists 
and art historians, these are very different ways of exploring and expressing knowledge and 
aesthetics. However, the different media may lead on different paths towards a common goal. 
This is the case in the artist's studio, where long canvases cover much of the studio walls and 
provide the background for many of the photographs. The works as well as the protagonists enter 
into a cohabitation and collaboration with their colors, performances, and forms. Art as a means 
of expression and communication manages to illustrate a complexity that is rarely found in the 
discourses that recur in our daily lives. In comparison with the previous series, Dayron's 
photographs are a case in point of such condensed complexity in that their frankness immediately 
confronts what in our society is usually censored by "good customs" and the Western religious 
morality which hides large parts of bodies in public life. Vulvae are rarely shown of cis women, and 
even less so (never, basically), of trans men. But more than the other series, these photographs 
reflect Mantaro's work in ceramics and painting because, like the prostheses, they go to the heart 
of the subject. How does a trans man look before surgery (if he chooses to undergo surgery)? This 
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interest may seem extremely naive but it is persistent, and as such worth exploring. Obviously, 
before phalloplasty, a  trans man still has female genitals, as can be looked up in anatomy books
—end of discussion, confrontation, complexity. But precisely in this act of avoiding the question 
and referring to a specialized discourse such as medicine, knowledge obtained in other ways—
such as the experience of FTM transition—is denied. It is also ignored that such specialized 
knowledge simply does not exist in other discourses, such as art, or everyday life, a lack which 
creates communicational and epistemic gaps in our discourses. In general, the evasion of the 
question and dependence on established knowledge hinders the development of our discourse 
and the building of new knowledge. A historical example: the researcher Thomas Laqueur has 
traced the representation of genitals from the Middle Ages to the Enlightenment, noting that:


The history of the representation of the anatomical differences between man and woman is (...) 
extraordinarily independent of the actual structures of these organs or of what was known about 
them. Ideology, not accuracy of observation, determined how they were seen and which differences 
would matter.  28

  
 Knowledge about anatomy, meanwhile, has expanded, but the influence of ideology on the 
production and interpretation of knowledge remains valid to this day. Dissident art, then, can be an 
epistemology that cannot be discovered in the existing sex-gender system or with the words and 
symbols we know yet. In order to elaborate this point, I would like to apply Jacques Derrida's 
concept of différance and thus recognize the dichotomies that reign in Western thought 
bequeathed to today's Peru through the system of coloniality. The man-woman, nature-culture, and 
black-and-white axes are some of the thousands of logocentric concepts that structure our way of 
thinking and speaking. As the theorist of photography Geoffrey Batchen elaborates, these 
dichotomies also concern photography in terms of the real-representative, observer-observed, 
time-space, fixed-ephemeral, original-imitation, postmodernism-formalism. There is never a unity, 
but at the same time these concepts are never separated. The one needs the other to be 
understood, and this, according to Derrida, is not difference but différance. It is "sameness which is 
not identical," but at the same time, as Batchen points out, it is the "the repressed and 
unacknowledged condition of possibility for both difference and identity.”  Dayron's look, to read it 29

poetically, could express just this difficulty of inhabiting the two sides of the difference. As a trans 
man, he embodies the whole male-female spectrum, with features, feelings, and conflicts of both 
sexes. The exceptional characteristic of being trans, however, is not that the one needs the other 
to identify. Dayron does not distance himself from the feminine to emphasize his masculinity. His 
femininity and his masculinity are not counter-charged magnets, but highly attractive. His gaze tells 
us that he is not just a man because he is not a woman, and vice versa. He does not need to 
distance himself. He looks at us from the sofa with his beard and his vulva and thus unites 
différance in his own identity, he constitutes the real possibility of the repressed unity that Batchen 
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invokes. In Preciado's words, one must "disidentify" oneself from the identity that is defined as 
antagonism to other identities.  This is bodily dissidence from Western linguistic philosophy, and 30

thus the path to independence from this system.  
 Currently, in the negotiation of new sexes and genders in the narrow Peruvian matrix, the 
vocabulary which has been handed down over hundreds of years of colonial, religious, racial, and 
capitalist regime, does not suffice. This very lack of language has become yet another tool to 
subordinate, correct, and invisibilize any deviation from the established norm. Therefore, sexual 
dissidents form new words and images to manifest themselves in society. Ironically, the creation of 
new terms incites a reaction of the establishment that seeks to define in ever greater detail what it 
means to be a man or a woman in the binary system, thus locking itself into an increasingly limited 
field of sex-gender possibilities. Dissidents, on the contrary, offer us a broad panorama of knowing 
our bodies, feelings and desires, and of expressing them respectfully and inclusively. Thus, they 
manage to communicate from the point of the spectrum they have opened up, and from which they 
claim their own space in the flux of discourse. Therefore, the glossary that accompanies the 
exhibition is an integral part of Mantaro’s work, as an opening point of a conversation. In the events  
and gatherings that complement the exhibition, this compendium of words will take center stage 
and thus become knowledge and actions. The artist does not propose fixed definitions, but rather 
proposals for sharing experiences and emotions. In this sense, the meaning of the key word 
"transition" has a double importance in This too shall pass, firstly with regard to the photographs-
as-documents, and secondly, the way in which they are spoken about. Transition, in this case, is a 
process that does not achieve an end point, but rather a continuous development, a going from 
one place to another that we have not yet reached. The photographs as well as the words that 
describe them give testimony of this process according to its stages of formation and exchange. 
They tell stories through the scars of the past and present, of times of despair and exaltation. This 
trajectory includes more than anything else the everyday of the process and its vernacular 
enunciations. It takes into account daily conversations with colleagues, friends, family, at home, at 
work, and on public transportation. It reflects the change in hairstyle, posture, voice, until the 
parameters of sex, gender, and language are in tune. Trans is not one or the other, it is in between, 
it knows both sides, it does not forget the past and does not get lost in the (a) future. 

Conclusion 

 Throughout the five series, Mantaro follows no homogenous aesthetic. There is no 
"Mantaro style," a recognizable brand, a brand that appropriates the subject for its own artistic or 
political purposes. There is no search for beauty, for shock, or for absolute knowledge. More than 
anything, the technical precariousness and spontaneity of the scenes reflect each particular 
situation with its individual, ephemeral light of day or night. Representation is multiplied and 
distributed thanks to new technologies of producing and sharing knowledge, technologies which 
have profoundly changed the accessibility of this knowledge in recent decades. Today it is possible 
for us to easily investigate what the steps of gender transition are, how it looks, and how those who 
communicate their experiences in social networks have felt. The culture of Internet blogs and 
forums thrives on sharing personal stories, and notably, representing oneself. The environment of 
this is often the home itself, in poor light, with an intimate display of fan posters and paraphernalia, 
as in the present series. Within these settings, either in the studio or in the living room, the codes 
of the artistic world, of family life, of the stereotypes of the masculine, and sexo-dissident reality, 
are mixed. They continue to be semi-performing series with pronounced and deliberate gestures, 
but they emanate a realism capable of bringing together the unexpressed (our heteronormative, 
uncontested reality) with the expressed (the new reality of dissidence and diversity). This mixture 
specifically tries to de-exoticize transsexuality, to dismantle that segregated space that 
conservatism and even groups within the queer community have built. As Mantaro points out in his 
statement, he does not belong to any activist collective because they are often focused on sub-
groups with particular interests and therefore exclusive admission politics.  This is why there is no 31

judgment by Mantaro about the lives and actions of the portrayed. It is not a question of bringing 
together a group of activists, of people who do everything perfectly, who follow a utopian vision, 
who reproduce models of how to live politically correct. It's about bringing together activists, but 
also people who just want to be accepted, even if it is in a heterosexual society. These can be 
people who enjoy the market and its freedoms, they can be people who at some point committed a 
crime, people who lived through a cruel adolescence or who grew up in the best neighborhoods of 
Lima. No one is better than the other in Mantaro's photographs, and this question is not even 
asked. The principle is the horizontality of lives, experiences and voices within the community. It is 

11



a principle formulated as a long-term goal for our society. Therefore, Mantaro's work goes beyond 
being a mute archive* or a finished monument of the trans scene in the second decade of the 21st 
century. Photography is not the end of the work, but the beginning of a dialogue. The series 
presented here are born from the community and are designed to create new ones. Without 
recognizable aesthetics, without radical pretensions, without a defined target audience, the 
photographs lend themselves to any viewer to identify in one way or another with them, in parts or 
in their entirety.  
 Hopefully, in the future, Mantaro's photographs will be replaced (or rather superposed) by a 
multitude of similar photographs in their characteristic diversity. May the bureaucratic and social 
obstacles to transition be diminished, may the hormone levels be confused until there is no more 
standard, and may the primary and secondary traits of sex and gender not be able to be attributed 
to one or the other. Let the problems in the photographs of Jesús, Arthur, Nicholas, Dayron and 
Caleb be a thing of the past. But until we achieve that future past, we urgently need these records. 
Why today? Because we have much to discuss and work on. Today we have to come together 
equipped with the potpourri of concepts and technologies such as digital and différance. We have 
to negotiate, paint, photograph, share and disseminate. We have to write a new founding myth of 
independence, with tools that allow us to understand and talk about transsexuality and thus make it 
visible, give it presence, life. 

 

All images courtesy Sandra Salazar. 
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