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Allison Harbin: My first introduction to your 
work was at the 2011 College Art Association 
conference in New York this past year. 
You participated in a special session on 
feminism. What were your thoughts from that 
symposium, and on the current position of 
feminism and art?

JL: I didn’t grow up with feminism, I wasn’t 
exposed to it as a concept at all until 
the late 1990s through a small feminist 
newspaper in Guatemala, and I remember I 
wasn’t very interested in it. When I moved 
to New York in 2000 with my husband, I 
really immersed myself in the New York art 
scene and attended as many lectures as I 
could. In particular, I was really inspired by 
Gloria Steinem lectures. It’s funny, where we 
are meeting right now in Union Square is 
right next door to ABC Carpet, which in 2004 
hosted the “Love Your Tree” and the Red 
Tent project by Eve Ensler. I remember being 
amazed by that, firstly because only women 
were allowed to go in this tent. It was such 
a dramatic gesture. They hosted a series of 
events, and one of the speakers was Isabella 
Rossellini, who when she turned 40 began 
to be a critic of ageism in our culture, which 

is something that I have thought a lot about 
in my own work. Also my learning about 
feminism came from reading books.  I was 
very influenced by Naomi Wolf’s The Beauty 
Myth and Rosalind Coward’s Female Desires, 
among many others.
So I guess for me, feminism was always 
an open-minded experience. In Guatemala, 
where I’m from, the oppression of women is 
very palpable. It is a very, very patriarchal 
society, very in your face, very macho or 
machista. Men dominate women on all levels 
of society, so for me, it was necessary to get 
away from it.  Coming to New York provided 
a way for me to gain some distance, as well 
as to be able to engage with it in my work. 

AH: I’d like to ask you about your video 
pieces Para Acariciarte Mejor [The Better to 
Caress You With], Para Besarte Mejor [The 
Better to Kiss You With], Para Verte Mejor 
[The Better to See You With] and Retorno a la 
Pubertad [Return to Puberty]. In particular, 
Para Acariciarte Mejor, in which you film 
yourself in a time lapse obsessively applying 
nail polish over and over until the entire 
bottle was used up, and then the same with 
lipstick, and mascara. 
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me then I could keep my unreasonably 
limitless freedom.  I had adult friends to 
visit.  I went to clubs and bars and in my 
early teens lived more than many do in their 
early twenties.  At 15, I would go to the 
Limelight on Tuesday nights, get comp’d in, 
and the bouncer would give me free drink 
passes, and I would stay out until 4 AM 
with enough time to make it home, eat some 
breakfast, and make it to school.   Of course, 
I had finished my homework the day before.  
I spent my teenage years feeling sorry for 
my peers because they only slept on school 
nights while I was having adventures on the 
streets of New York. 
 
The disconnect I experience while trying to 
piece my life together on a timeline inspired 
me to begin to write about it.  At any single 
age I juggled the expectations of youth 
and adulthood simultaneously.  So far, I’ve 
already completed 100 pages of my memory 
collecting.  I’m writing in a micro-fiction 
style.  I’m writing about my life, story by 
story, each only allowed a single paragraph.  
It’s brutal and honest.  I’m a protagonist and 
a villain, depending on which story you’re 
reading.  It’s heavily indexed; the stories 

are followed by lists of objects, people, and 
places with reference numbers so the story 
may be read in several ways.  Together, 
they may be read like a conversation or 
a “choose your own adventure” tale or in 
alphabetical order by story title.  Each of 
the characters has their own profile that is 
also micro-fiction.  Although it might seem 
like an autobiography, it’s not.  I don’t rely 
on my memories to provide truth and fact.  I 
don’t believe the human brain works that 
way.
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JL: These video pieces came out of my desire 
to comment on the obsession with beauty 
in Latin American culture specifically and 
the rigorous treatments Latin American 
women subject themselves to in order to 
be socially accepted and seen as beautiful. 
Elaborately long nails, hair extensions, make 
up, plucking--all of this is very crucial to 
be seen as feminine. There is more diversity 
here in the United States; it is not as 
pressing because women here have more 
options to express themselves. Leaving 
Guatemala and coming here allowed me to 
become more conscious of this difference 
and to comment on it in my work.

The idea for this series came when I was 
sitting on a subway, with a Latino couple 
next to me and across from a woman with 
very long, very elaborate nails. The man 
turned to the woman and asked her why 
didn’t she do something like that, why 
didn’t she spend more time on her nails! I 
was so angry sitting there listening to him 
criticizing her, I remember thinking to myself, 
“I have to do something with this,” and I 
came up with the idea of using an entire 
bottle of nail polish in one sitting.

AH: There is something very violent about 
the dripping and oozing of the polish in the 
video, it’s disturbing, and as you watch it get 
piled on, it begins to look like blood dripping 
from claws. It’s kind of terrifying actually.

Jessica Lagunas, Untitled (Souvenirs from Governors’ Island), 2010. 
Fabric, ink stamp, and pins, 52 x 60”.
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JL: Yes precisely! I like how it becomes 
almost empowering again in pointing 
out how ridiculous and extreme beauty 
measures are. I’d also like these pieces to 
be seen as a way to see obsession with 
feminine beauty through a different cultural 
lens. One of the things that struck me when 
I first moved to NY was the embeddedness 
of consumerist culture here and how 
profoundly excessive everything is here. 
This is an important part of these pieces, to 
illustrate excess and the horror of excess in 
terms of women’s beauty. I wanted to point 
out how extreme these pressures are on 
women, and allow the viewer to spend time 
and really question them. 

I’d like these videos to be seen as a mirror, 
a way to question it, not against grooming, 
but against pressure and obsession. Also, 
these videos are a way for me to try to 
consciously resolve the issue on a personal 
level. 

AH: Let me ask you about the titles--they 
are clearly references to “Little Red Riding 
Hood,” which for me brought up connota-
tions of female innocence, sexual deviancy, 
and the need to be rescued by a heroic male 
from a villainous male. That entire story 
works to strip Little Red Riding Hood of any 
personal authority.  She is an innocent vic-
tim, which makes her a sort of sexual ideal 
in many ways.

JL: Yes, the story is the same in Guatemala 
as it is here, and I think the title does speak 
to the presumed innocence of women, and 
the presumed innocence of these beauty 
rituals we subject ourselves to. I wanted to 
take them to their extremes so they were 
not so innocent. It also seemed important for 
me to go through the process in one take, 
which is why you can see me sweating so 
much in the lipstick piece. 
 
My experience growing up was that 
sexuality was an unremarked upon thing, no 
one mentioned it.  It was very secretive and 
shameful. I also thought of Little Red Riding 
Hood as asking for continual affirmation 
from the wolf, and in my piece it was my 
way of giving Little Red Riding Hood back 
her affirmation; it is no longer about the 
wolf answering and instructing her but, 
rather, about her taking back her identity. 
AH: That’s very interesting. In the original 
version of “Little Red Riding Hood,” before 
the Grimm brothers wrote it down as a part 
of their construction of a German national 
ideal, Little Red Riding Hood is very much a 
free agent.  She is the one who, after taking 
off all of her clothes and jumping into bed 
with the bad wolf of her own free will, kills 
the wolf with an axe once she realizes that 
he is bad. The original story is overtly sexual 
and gives much more agency to the role of 
women. The Grimm brother’s version obvi-
ously took that out.

JL: I didn’t realize that.  It is really interest-
ing! In my pieces and I guess as well in the 
original story, there’s a mockery of the male 
gaze, as if to say, “Go ahead and look.  This 
is what you wanted, and I’ve done it to such 
an extreme it’s uncomfortable to witness, so 
go ahead and look.” 

AH: The video pieces themselves are very 
direct, the lighting is very even, the back-
ground is bare, and there is nothing to dis-
tract you from the activity going on. Why did 
you decide to frame the video like that?

JL: I am originally trained in graphic design, 
and I think I approach art making through 
that lens. In graphic design you have a 
problem with a given set of variables, and 
you need to present it to the public in a 
visually approachable and understandable 
way. There is also a focus on working to 
find the most minimal way to express the 
most--it’s about an economy of visual cues. 
In particular with these videos, I wanted the 
spectator to look at a very specific part of 
the body and not anything else that might 
distract him/her.  It is a very conscious 
visual decision from my part, taken to a 
point that these videos are all silent so 
nothing can divert your attention.

AH: The result is very shocking.  The message 
is very clear and immediate to the viewer. I 
actually showed your work to some friends, 
neither of whom knows anything about art, 

to see their reaction. My female friend and 
male friend actually reacted fairly similarly, 
with a kind of shock and then disgust. But 
they both got it immediately, and my male 
friend said he had never thought of makeup 
in that way, as oppressive. It was really 
interesting.

JL: That’s so funny that you say that.  These 
videos were in a group show in London, 
and some American women were standing 
in front of them, talking, and all they could 
comment on was how I didn’t know how 
to put the makeup on properly! It was 
crazy, like all they seemed to be able to 
do with the bluntness of the piece was 
to criticize it on a superficial level, rather 
than engaging with what the action in the 
piece might comment on. This showed me 
how truly engrained beauty rituals are, and 
how you cannot think outside of them, let 
alone question them, and in these works I’m 
asking, “why not?”

AH: Personally, did you find it difficult to 
conform to prescribed Guatemalan expecta-
tions of beauty growing up?

JL: Yes, my mother was very hard on me 
about my grooming and very insistent that 
I always present myself in the best way 
possible, which for her meant wearing 
makeup for going out. My art is a way for 
me to solve issues visually. For example, the 
piece Por Siempre Joven (Forever Young), 
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where I use my gray hair as embroidery 
threads, was very transformative for me. 
My first reaction to using my gray hairs 
to embroider each passing year was as a 
solution: to get rid of my gray hairs! Then 
of course, the project couldn’t really work 
that way, because the gray hairs just kept 
coming. But the project taught me something 
else, solved a problem I didn’t even know 
about, so to speak. The project became 
about accepting growing old and being 
proud of it. 

AH: Do you count how many gray hairs it 
takes to embroider your age?

JL: Not at first, but it is why I grew my hair 
out, so I could have longer strands to work 
with. Now I’ve started counting, and it takes 
me around 35-40 strands of hair for each 
piece. 

AH: Let’s talk about your menstruation pro-
ject, in which you collected the memories of 
the women in your family of when they got 
their first period.  How did it come about?  
What was it like? 

JL: My physical distance from my family--
some of them are in Pennsylvania and the 
rest are in Guatemala and Chile--made me 
view my relationship with them differently, 
with acertain nostalgia. Separation is what 
made this possible, a desire to connect 
with my grandmother, who now lives in 

Pennsylvania, while she is still alive. She 
was the first person I asked, and she was 
so embarrassed she couldn’t speak about it, 
so I suggested she write it down in a letter. 
I didn’t really expect her to do it, but she 
did and gave me this very beautiful letter 
describing her first period. It kind of grew 
from there into a letter-writing project, and 
seeing the varying responses from people 
was really wonderful. Even now, whenever 
I talk about this piece everyone wants to 
share this memory with me, it’s like a gift. 
I also think it’s amazing because it’s not 
something women are asked to recall very 
often, but all of them remember it so vividly. 

The project started as I was doing some 
research on the female body at the Medical 
Library on 5th Avenue. By chance, I found 
some images of biopsies of vaginal tissue 
from different days of the menstrual cycle. I 
began thinking how beautiful they were on 
a cellular level. It also demonstrated how 
little I knew about the scientific process of 
menstruation--what exactly was going on in 
my body during that time of the month. 

I started printing these images on bed 
linens, an obvious tongue-in-cheek kind of 
play.  Even the name “Special Days” is very 
coded and ironic. Those days aren’t special 
at all, they’re painful and annoying, and so 
it always struck me as funny when I heard 
people growing up referring to them as their 
“special time of the month.” This led me to 

Jessica Lagunas, A flor de piel, #2, 2006.  Collage on paper, diptych, 5.5 x 14”
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Jessica Lagunas, Wildflowers series, 2005 Collages on vintage botanical prints 
using images from women’s magazines, approx. 8.5 x 5.5” each
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start the conversation with my grandmother 
about her first period.

AH: How many letters did you end up collect-
ing for this? Where there any special param-
eters you gave the women?

JL: There were no parameters, just to write 
about their first time getting their period, 
how they knew about it, if they were 
prohibited from eating or doing anything, if 
they remembered any myths or old wives 
tales about menstruation, just basic story 
prompts like that. Other than that it was a 
free form letter, and it became this way of 
showing each woman’s personality through 
the way they expressed themselves. I invited 
around 50 women in my family and at the 
end got 25 letters.

AH: Can you tell me about your residency on 
Governors Island and what you worked on 
there? 

JL: I was inspired by Governors Island’s 
military history so I decided to work with 
camouflage fabric. For some time now I have 
been noticing on the streets the camouflage 
fabric used in fashion, especially because I 
have negative feelings toward the military in 
particular Guatemala’s past military regimes. 
But for my residency I wanted to work with 
the fabric in a different way, somewhat 
more positive than what I had previously 
worked on a couple of years ago, when I did 

“120 Minutes of Silence,” a two-hour video-
performance where I cut the colored shapes 
of a green camouflage fabric to honor the 
disappeared victims during the 36-year civil 
war in Guatemala. 

A very important aspect of the piece at 
Governors Island was the view from my 
studio, of the water, the vastness of New 
York City Bay, and also the daily ferry 
ride.  As a result, I chose to work with blue 
camouflage fabric. I wanted this site-
specific installation to be like a mirror of the 
view I had everyday there. 

I did two installations based on the same 
fabric: I cut out the colored shapes and 
pinned them to the wall, piece by piece, in 
the same order as they were on the fabric. 
For our Open Studios in October 2010, I 
invited each visitor to take a piece with 
them as a “souvenir” of their visit. On the 
back of each piece I stamped the name of 
the residency – “Building 110: LMCC’s Art 
Center at Governors Island” – my name, and 
the year. The piece became very interactive 
as each person not only chose his/her piece 
but also unpinned it. The idea was to have 
the piece disappear slowly through the 3 
days of the Open Studios, one piece at a 
time.

During the second half of the residency, I 
did another version by continuing to cut out 
the colored shapes of the camouflage but 

pinning them down on the wall this time as 
a very loose free form, with the pieces not 
touching, to resemble and play with the idea 
of “islands” (as in Governors Island), like an 
archipelago. 

AH: What are you working on currently, or if 
you don’t have a project started, what is it 
that you feel the need to address with your 
work currently?

JL: I am currently working on an installation 
piece about camouflage fabric where I’m 
unravelling by hand a yard of fabric thread 
by thread. The piece echoes my growing 
up in Guatemala and is titled Deshilando 
el miedo (Unravelling Fear). It is my 
condemnation of the violence and repression 
by the military in Guatemala’s 36 years civil 
war; through it, I attempt to symbolically 
take away the military’s power by entirely 
unraveling the camouflage fabric. The 
military governments involved in this war 
were responsible for the genocide of entire 
villages and the disappearance of 40,000 
people.

Through this project I’m also interested in 
working with textiles, which also relates 
to Guatemala’s strong tradition of textiles 
hand-woven by Mayan women but doing 
exactly the opposite.  I’m deconstructing 
by hand—which is a very intricate and 
time-consuming process—a fabric that was 
originally woven by a machine. By taking 

apart the fabric until having the warp and 
the weft threads completely separate I will 
have at the end two pieces, like a diptych. 

After I finish this piece, I want to continue 
working with fabrics and camouflage, maybe 
not so much with the military in Guatemala, 
but more in relation to the tension between 
feminine and masculine, by incorporating 
hand-stitched embroidery.  Women’s issues 
will always remain central to my work. On 
a personal level, this focus has helped me 
resolve my own preoccupations with my 
body and sense of worth and also helped 
me to accept growing old and to make 
peace with myself.


