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“There is one story that has ranged the whole of geography and all epochs 

– the tale of mariners who land on an unknown island which then sinks into 

the sea and drowns them because it is a living creature.”

Jorge Luis Borges, Book of Imaginary Beings, 1957





The Enemy
Photograph. Inkjet print. 140x200 cm. 2015





Zaratán is a new commission by artist Oscar Santillan (1980, Ecuador). 

The outcome of months of research that started in Russia and ended in 

the Dominican Republic, this series of works create parallel realities to 

collected texts, myths, and histories. Titled after a creature recorded in 

Jorge Luis Borges’ Book of Imaginary Beings, the project traces how we 

shape the unknown using the forms and tropes at our disposal and enacts 

Borges’ referential play between encyclopedic fact and apocryphal tale. 

Santillan thus animates and materializes the imaginary, eschewing empiri-

cal definitions of materiality and existence. 

Drawing from Borges losing his sight in later life, the works also play on 

aspects of visuality, manipulating the dichotomy of that which is seen and 

that which lies beyond sight.



Christopher Columbus and other explorers relentlessly searched for the 

phantom island of Baneque. Guided by a map drawn by Columbus on his 

first trip to the Americas, the artist travelled to the supposed coordinates 

of Baneque where he gathered dozens of gallons of water. The island is 

reconstituted by using the salt water collected; as the water evaporates the 

salt turns into a crystallized form. The phantom becomes tangible.



Baneque
A crystallized phantom island. 2016







In 2002, an avalanche killed Russian actor and filmmaker Sergei Bodrov Jr. together with 48 members of his crew, whilst filming the early scenes for his film 

The Messenger. The footage captured during the shoot remained intact in the body of a camera; the final frames of the filmstrip remain unused, the scenes 

never to be shot. The same physical strip of unused 35mm film is turned into a musical instrument; the soundtrack for the unseen film is produced.

Santillan presents a film that documents the resulting musical score and the never-before translated script of the film.

The Messenger
Soundtrack for an unfinished film, and its original script. 
HD video. 2016



The piece is shown as a bookshelf that 
holds copies of the original script of The 
Messenger written by Sergei Bodrov Jr.

For this work, the script has been trans-
lated to English for the first time.

The backside of the bookshelf is built to 
host the projection of the video, which 
registers the performing of the soundtrack 
of the film.

This soundtrack was commissioned by 
the artist to musician Raul Masu. The mu-
sician was requested to use the original 
left filmstrip of the Russian film as its only 
musical instrument.

WATCH VIDEO
3’ excerpt

https://vimeo.com/166784842
https://vimeo.com/166784842
https://vimeo.com/166784842




The windows of the gallery space are dusted with ground dinosaur fossils and meteor-

ites, creating transparent and opaque areas that playing on blindness and seeing, and 

re-stage an extinction event from 65 million years ago. 

Universal History of Blindness
Ground dinossaur fossils and meteorites. 2016





Three narratives establish a world where apparently unconnected 
events are related.

Unreferenced quotes belong to authors Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriela 
Aleman, Dante Alighieri, Thomas Pynchon, and Dylan Thomas.

Traverse series
Three slide projectors (20 slides each), plexiglass, metal structure 
and wooden base. 2016



Traverse #1











































Traverse #2













































Traverse #3















































Z A R ATÁ N
The Messenger:

Score and Performance – Raul Masu
Cinematography and Editing – Louis Henderson 

Collaborators:
Gabriela Aleman (writer, Ecuador), Orlando Inoa (historian, Dominican Republic), Salomon Kroonenberg (geolo-

gist, Netherlands), Matteo Gatti (artist, Italy), Frans Snik (astronomer, Netherlands), Maritza Alvarez (photographer, 
Dominican Republic), Ludo Hellemans (biologist, Netherlands), and Ana Pavlisova (translator, Russia).
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Zaratán is curated by Natasha Hoare

Zaratán is part of Para | Fictions, a cycle of sustained investigations taking as its focus the relationship between lit-
erature and visual art through the practice of six artists; Calla Henkel & Max Pitegoff, Mark Geffriaud, Laure Provost, 

Oscar Santillan, and Lucy Skaer.

Para | Ficitons is supported by AMMODO.
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Santillan’s work insinuates the existence of a territory where the limits of what is possible can be 
trespassed: what happened, what may have happened, and what is presented are equivalent terms. 
Unexpected events occur there, the beat of drums get synchronized to the abundant sweat of a per-
son, the unrealized desire of a dead person is fulfilled, a phantom island is reconstituted, or the weight 
of all the sunlight over planet Earth is perfectly embodied by a stone.

Santillan received a Sculpture MFA from Virginia Commonwealth University - VCU (US), and attend-
ed residencies at Davidoff AIR (DO/CH), Delfina Foundation (UK), Jan van Eyck (NL), Fondazione 
Ratti (IT), Skowhegan (US), and Seven Below (US).

His work has been displayed at Witte de With (NL), Irish Museum of Modern Art (IE), IV Poli/graphic 
Triennial (PR), Centraal Museum (NL), Flora Ars+Natura (CO), STUK (BE), ‘Carrillo Gil’ Museum of 
Art (MX), SECCA (US), Nest (NL), Sala Miró Quesada (PE), Galleria Mazzoli (IT), Fundacion ODEON 
(CO), Copperfield (UK), Bonnefanten Museum (NL), NoMíNIMO (EC), Marilia Razuk Gallery (BR), 
XIII Bienal de Cuenca (EC), Kröller-Müller Museum (NL), Bienal de Arte Paiz (GT), among other 
venues. And, Santillan’s work has been the subject of articles, reviews, and interviews published 
on Frieze magazine, Art Pulse, Art Forum, LAR Magazine, Art Nexus, Art News, Metropolis M, Art 
Monthly, Exibart, The Blank, among others. 

contact:  santillano@vcu.edu
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