
Luis Camnitzer (1937) displayed the installation Masacre de Puerto Montt (Puerto Montt Massacre, 1969) at the 
National Museum of Fine Arts in Santiago de Chile on 20 June 1969. The piece recreated a slaughter that has en-
dured in the collective memory of the country, which at the time was going through the final period under the gov-
ernment of Eduardo Frei. The event had taken place on 9 March of the previous year, when some 90 families were 
being evicted from an estate known as Pampa Irigoin in Puerto Montt. It resulted in the death of nine peasants shot 
by the military police and one baby who suffocated. Camnitzer tackled the subject of the unequal distribution of 
land and violent repression from the perspective of the conceptualism of the New York Graphic Workshop. He had 
been part of the group since 1964, together with artist Liliana Porter, who also exhibited at the show.

The New York Graphic Workshop had set out to bring the technical medium of printmaking 
into the contemporary world, rebelling against its traditional subordination to drawing and 
painting. Camnitzer focused especially on text, delving into the meaning and spatial context 
of the artistic image. Basing his work on the idea of the reproducibility and serial qualities 
of printmaking techniques, Camnitzer focuses on the descriptive and evocative function of 
language. As he himself wrote in the catalogue for the Chile exhibition, what he was trying 
to find was the key to liberating the power of creation as something which is public property, 
leading the way to reclaiming the perception of reality “without escapism or drugs”.

In Masacre de Puerto Montt the text is dealt with according to the spatial concepts of mini-
malism. However, the work distances itself from reductionism, concentrating instead on the 
meaning. The words are written in pencil on the walls, while the nine bullet trajectories are 
drawn on the floor, constructed out of similar dotted pencil lines. Each is accompanied by 
the text: “Horizontal projection of bullet...” and the corresponding number, making it possible 
to count the shots. The phrase retains the descriptive coldness of a sign, while the texts on 
the walls provide information about the emplacements, weapons and soldiers that riddled 
the huts of the peasants in the middle of the occupied area with bullets. 

As Camnitzer recalls, Masacre de Puerto Montt was not understood in 1969. The “right re-
jected the piece as being tendentious and the left due to the absence of bloodstains, a nec-
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essary detail in order for it to be considered 
political art”. The conceptual rigour of the 
installation – created during a period when 
a generation of Latin American artists felt a 
self-imposed need to make art that would 
influence political reality, and at a time 
when an interest in semiotics and linguistic 
structuralism was the prevailing focus of 
their conceptualism – was a determining 
factor in the Museo Reina Sofía’s decision 
to revive the work for the Collection. 


