
Diálogo	 Interviews     181

INTRODUCTION
The Blue Star Contemporary Art Museum in San 

Antonio recently commissioned a multi-media installa-
tion by the Borderland Collective, a loosely-knit group of 
Texas-based artists and educators who produce socially 
engaged projects.1 Their installation, Northern Triangle 
(2014), takes its name from the geographic region, one of 
the most violent in the world, as well as the trade agree-
ment that binds the countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, 
and Honduras.2 Led by artists Mark Menjivar (b. 1980), 
Jason Reed, and art historian Erina Duganne, Northern 
Triangle responds to the recent wave of unaccompanied 
Central American minors apprehended at the U.S.-Mexico 
border. On the occasion of the project’s initial debut, I 
sat down with Menjivar to discuss Retorno, a series of 
photographs made in collaboration with a community of 
former refugees in El Salvador that figures prominently 
in the installation, and the complicated relationship that 
continues to shape politics between Central America and 
the United States.

In 2014, authorities apprehended about 68,000 
minors fleeing the violence of the Northern Triangle. 
Once in custody, immigration officers placed the children 
in the newly constructed private prisons that dot the 
South Texas landscape. The detention centers became 
their temporary dwelling prior to facing deportation 
proceedings, a remarkable shift in policy given the region’s 
former reputation as an entry-point to the Sanctuary 
Movement, a religious and political movement that pro-
vided safe-haven to Central Americans fleeing war-torn 
countries in the 1980s. 

As an example of the current migrant crisis that char-
acterizes our time, and parallels the Syrian refugee crisis 
in Europe, these Central American minors transformed 
into what legal historian Mae Ngai calls “impossible 
subjects.” Their presence poses a problem, not only for 
enforcing the boundaries of the nation-state, but also for 
visual modes of representation.

Taking the refugee crisis as a point of departure, 
Borderland Collective embarks on a conceptual project  

 
that problematizes the violence of the Northern Triangle 
as a schema long in the making. Inspired by the New 
York-based art collective, Group Material, and their 
curatorial mediations, particularly, Timeline: A Chronicle 
of U.S. Intervention in Central and Latin America (1984), 
Borderland Collective places art objects in conversa-
tion with historical documents from the Library of 
Congress, the National Archives, U.S. Customs and 
Border Protection, news footage, human rights cases, 
and personal documents. Reed and Menjivar contribute 
photographs, while Duganne establishes a research-based 
approach to the display and accompanying wall text. 
Several invited artists, including Adriana Corral, Vincent 
Valdez, and Ricky Yanas, extend this dialogue to create 
open-ended works that question the constructed nature of 
mainstream images of the crisis. The result is a provocative 
and disquieting installation that doubles as a history 
museum and classroom. One critic commented that the 
installation “functions as a kind of puzzle.”3 Viewers move 
through the space slowly (Fig. 1), connecting images 
with historical narratives, approaching three-dimen-
sional objects such as an empty blue water barrel that 
signals the stakes as bodies, not much different from our 
own, traverse geopolitical borders. The work on display 

Fig. 1: Installation shot of Northern Triangle (2014– ) at Blue Star
Contemporary Art Museum, San Antonio. Courtesy of 
Borderland Collective.
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deconstructs “the language of colonization and power,” 
as one Artforum critic put it, in order to unsettle our 
assumptions about a region whose violent history is often 
shaped by outside forces.4

It is within this diverse range of objects, discourses, 
and texts that viewers get acquainted with Menjivar’s lus-
cious photographs. (Fig. 2) Born in Richmond, Virginia, 
to a Puerto Rican mother and a Salvadoran-American 
father, Menjivar is a military brat, whose unusual up-
bringing took him overseas to Honduras, Panama, and 
El Salvador during the 1980s, an intense period of U.S. 
intervention in Central America. While many viewed the 
surge in unaccompanied Central American children at 
the border as a new political problem, Menjivar’s personal 
history evinced a longer genealogy that preempted their 
eventual arrival. 

In 2010, he began work on Retorno, an ongoing 
series of photographs that document his conversations 
and interviews with the repopulated community of Santa 
Marta in El Salvador. The rural community is approxi-
mately twelve miles from the Honduran border, where 
many of Santa Marta’s families were forced to flee at the 
onset of the Salvadoran Civil War (1980−92). Indeed, 
thousands of families fled the scorched earth policies 
carried out by the U.S.-sponsored Salvadoran military. 
After years of living in refugee camps in Honduras and 
long negotiations with authorities, repatriation to their 
former communities began on October 10th, 1987. As the 
Santa Marta community began their return, they found 
an abandoned village that needed to be rebuilt from the 
ground up. But as Menjivar’s photographs show, the 
landscape still contains the ghostly traces of a violent past. 

Emerald pastures, rolling hills, geometrically aligned 
milpas (corn fields), and heavy cloud formations ani-
mate Menjivar’s View from Santa Marta, El Salvador into 
Honduras (2011, Fig. 3). He stood atop a hill to capture 
an almost aerial view of the small village in the northeast 
region of Cabañas. The remote landscape of Honduras 
appears in the background with the faded tones that a 
painter would use to signal atmospheric perspective and 
distance. Just over the hill was Mesa Grande, a Honduran 
refugee camp administered by the United Nations that 
housed thousands of Salvadorans during the Civil War. 
These refugees would eventually negotiate one of the 
largest repatriation acts in Latin American history to 
ensure that their families could return to their place of 
origin.5 

Menjivar explores the various narratives on coming 
home that intersect at this location, including the return 
of a repatriated community, the return to traditional 
modes of sustainable agriculture, the desired return of 
Santa Marta youth who attend college in the capital, 
and Menjivar’s own difficult return to investigate his 
relationship to this place.6 

Tatiana Reinoza (TR): I’ve been thinking about how 
the idea of the Central American diaspora is made up 
of images related to histories of violence. I’m interested 
in learning more about your series, Retorno. How did 
the project originate?

Fig. 2: Installation shot of Northern Triangle (2014– ) with Mark 
Menjivar’s View from Santa Marta on the left. Courtesy of
Borderland Collective.

Fig. 3: Mark Menjivar, View from Santa Marta, El Salvador into Hondu-
ras (Retorno Series), 2011, Archival pigment print, 24 x 30 in. Courtesy 
of the artist.
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Mark Menjivar (MM): I had wanted to get back to El 
Salvador. I had not been back since I left in 1990, even 
though I still have family living there. Around 2009, the 
executive director of World Hunger Relief, Neil Rowe 
Miller, came to San Antonio with his daughter who was 
interested in photography. Over dinner, he told me he 
was preparing a trip to El Salvador. Two hours later, 
after I told him about my family history and having 
lived there during the war, he asked if I wanted to come 
to El Salvador with him. The first trip, we went down 
together. On the first day that I was there, we met with 
the community council and they asked me to share my 
story. Three community members shared their story as 
well and I was deeply moved. I shared with them that I 
wanted to spend time listening and photographing in the 
community and asked for their permission. They said that 
there were two things that were important: one is that 
the community’s story be shared with as many people as 
possible, and two, that I find some way to work directly 
with the youth. That began our relationship, which is 
still problematic, right? Even though my father’s family 
is from El Salvador, I come from a place of power to a 
community that had very little power and to this day 
remains very poor. I visited five times over a four-year 
period.

TR: I’m curious about the ethical implications you allude 
to when artists work with a vulnerable population. In 
fact, it reminds me of the controversial video piece by 
Mexican artist Yoshua Okón titled Octopus (2011) where 
undocumented workers reenact the Guatemalan Civil 
War in a Los Angeles Home Depot parking lot. Are you 
familiar with the work?

MM: I actually saw it at the Hammer Museum, and it’s one of 
the most successful video installations I’ve experienced. But, 
in some ways, it makes my stomach cringe. I felt an 
emotional charge because it was dealing with issues of 
conflict in Central America around the time I was living 
there. But it’s hard to think about these guys having to 
reenact their war experiences. Do they really understand 
the context? Coming from my social work perspective, 
some of it seems dehumanizing. Those are difficult issues.

TR: Did these ethical implications inform your project? 
Was the community resistant to having you there?

MM: No, and I was really amazed at their hospitality and 
acceptance. I was nervous telling them that my father 
served as the head of the U.S. military in El Salvador 
during the war. In the community council, you had 
people who had fought for the Farabundo Martí National 
Liberation (FMLN) Front and people who fought for 
the military. That’s what is so difficult about civil wars. 
People are trying to find a way to move forward. But 
how do we talk about justice while moving forward? 

TR: Tell me about your process.

MM: I work with a large 4 x 5 inch-view camera, so 
there’s no question about what I’m doing when I’m 
photographing. One of the reasons that I chose to use 
that tool is because I don’t like to make images of people 
when they don’t know it’s happening. In a sense, it 
becomes a collaborative process. For the first image in 
the series, I tried to find somebody who was possibly 
my own age. (Fig. 4) I met Israel while he was walking 
down to a soccer game. He was two years younger than 
me, born in the first wave of the refugee camps. He ended 
up becoming a close friend and took me on several 
excursions to go see caves where families hid when the 

Fig. 4: Mark Menjivar, Israel (Retorno Series), 2010, 
Archival pigment print, 24 x 30 in. Courtesy of the artist.
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military would come. That’s how I usually started making 
images directly with people. I was asking, “Who should 
I talk to?” It was conversations: me sharing my story 
and then asking if they would please share their story, 
recording those and making portraits. Then I would 
ask, what’s the most important place to photograph 
in the community, and go with them to make those 
photographs.

TR: Why did you title the series Retorno?

MM: Retorno is the word they use to talk about their 
return from the refugee camps. Many of them fled in 
1981 from the massacres and scorched earth policies. 
They spent seven years in Mesa Grande, Honduras, and 
eventually demanded their repatriation to El Salvador. 
It was one of the largest repatriations in Latin American 
history.

TR: How did you get the youth involved?

MM: The parents who returned from the refugee camps 
had to set up new towns. They started getting some 
assistance from the government and it was mainly in the 
form of pesticides and grains. After years of this, a small 
collective of youth, mostly boys but some girls as well, 
rejected conventional farming and wanted to go back 
to sustainable agriculture. They had gotten some money 
from abroad to build several greenhouses. The director of 
World Hunger Relief provided agricultural training and 
advising for the youth. I began translating for him and 
photographing during this return to sustainable farming.

I also started working with the youth who were 
living in San Salvador, the capital, as first-generation 
college students. I was going into the city, making por-
traits and recording our conversations. One of the biggest 
obstacles they had was that they were now graduating 
and wanted to return to the community, but there’s 
almost no infrastructure or jobs to be able to sustain 
them back in Santa Marta. Some of them are lawyers, IT 
professionals, and what do you do when you go back? 
There’s no Internet connection. There’s no phone service. 
How do you stay separated from your family? That was 
another level of return.

TR: What is your personal stake in the project?

MM: For me, it’s about my own return, and asking ques-
tions. When you’re raised as the child of the head of the 
U.S. military, coming from that place of power, and then 
all of a sudden you go back to this town, which was a 
guerrilla stronghold, it feels very fragile. I really wanted 
to learn. I tried to go in with a humble attitude, aware of 
the power that I came with and the tradition of photog-
raphy that goes in and makes “exotic images, of exotic 
people,” and then brings them back to another public. 
That just makes my stomach churn. My process is that 
when I photograph, I shoot all film. When I come back 
to the States, I process, scan, and make contact prints. 
On the next trip, I take all of the photographs down 
and give prints to everybody, but also have meetings 
where we lay out all the photographs and people come 
and look at them and start a dialogue. (Fig. 5) We also 
exhibited the work in the community before it was 
shown anywhere here in the United States.

TR: Why did you choose the genre of portraiture?

MM: It was a natural way to connect images with stories, 
portraits with words. But it was also the first time that 
I began working with portraiture in that way. If you 
look at the final images (Fig. 6), I actually don’t show 
many portraits. It’s this very interesting thing that I 
realized. One of the things I’ve learned about my working 
process is that often you think about the photographer 
with the sitter and the gaze that goes back and forth 
between them. That’s really not the way I think about 
my work. I prefer to work when it’s me standing next 
to somebody and we’re both looking out at something. 

Fig. 5: Community members viewing photographs from the Retorno 
Series in Santa Marta. Courtesy of the artist.
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As the project has gone on, I have found that it is more 
about re-presenting that which the community has 
shared with me. It can still be problematic whenever 
you remove things from its original context, but I feel 
good about this way of working. At a museum exhibition 
that featured the series, we raised about $6,000 through 
print sales and donations. One hundred percent of the 
money has gone back to the community and funded 
youth agricultural projects. Even after all the visits and 
conversations with the community, this has been a really 
challenging project for me: issues of power, historical 
issues with photography, and most importantly, my 
own family history.

TR: I can tell, because when I’ve asked, you’ve always 
hesitated. Do you still see it as an active series?

MM: Yes. Context is really important to this project. As a 
member of Borderland Collective, we have been working 
on Northern Triangle, a curatorial project that looks at 
U.S. intervention in Central America over the past 100 
years. It has served as an important umbrella to work 
under. We have included photographs from Retorno 
along with text pieces, historical photographs from the 
war and the refugee camps that the community gave me, 
and documents from my father’s personal archive that 
connect with site specific narratives. It’s moved from 
being a standalone photographic project to being part 
of this larger installation. I feel like there’s finally some 
resolve coming to it.

TR: How did you reconcile your personal history?

MM: The series has been important in helping me to make 
sense of my family history. When I was an undergraduate 
student, I became politically active. I had always held that 
my dad was an instructor at the School of the Americas as 
a badge of honor. Then I started reading about the School 
of the Americas. I remember confronting my father, “How 
could you be an instructor there?” And him saying, “Well, 
what do you know about the School of the Americas?” It 
forced me to go and do my homework. I would come back 
and say, “These are the classes that I really have problems 
with.” He gave me his perspective on why, at that time, it 
made sense for him to teach there. It really forced me to 
become a listener and seek out the other side. I realized 
I wasn’t willing to do that before this process. 

TR: I feel the same way about this research project. I think 
for a long time I avoided El Salvador. In the last few years, 
I’ve been doing a lot of work around my own PTSD issues 
with the war and my childhood. I’ve started to think more 
about how maybe they are not just individual issues, but 
actually a collective kind of trauma that a lot of us bring 
with us. We restage it here in the diaspora.

MM: It’s really interesting to hear you say that. There is 
no way that I could go through what I went through those 
years in the war without being affected. I had a really 
difficult adolescence, and I think many of those difficulties 
came from a really perverse view of power—how power 
can be twisted and used for your own gain. I think there’s 
a direct correlation between my years in El Salvador and 
the traumatic experiences in my adolescence. I’m so 
thankful for having years of deep reflection in my early 
twenties and people to help guide me through the process. 
Education and social groups are monumental in being 
able to help us process through that and recognize some 
of these things. I think about the German artist Joseph 
Beuys, and his concept of social sculpture. So much of 
my work is thinking about how we shape and affect not 
only the world around us, but each other through words 
and actions. I think about the Civil War and the ways 
that it shaped and molded the community.

TR: Where will the Borderland Collective focus its activi-
ties next? What do you see as your role within this effort?

Fig. 6: Mark Menjivar in collaboration with Israel, Cave where familites 
hid during Civil War, Santa Marta, El Salvador (Retorno Series), 2011, 
Archival pigment print, 24 x 30 in. Courtesy of the artist.
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MM: Right now, we are focusing on traveling Northern 
Triangle to different venues around the country. So far, 
we have confirmed exhibitions at Threewalls in Chicago, 
IL (2016); the Kranner Art Museum at the University 
of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign (2016); the University of 
Arizona Museum of Art in Tucson (2017); and Newspace 
in Portland, OR (2017). For each venue, we work very 
closely with the community and museum staff to develop 
relevant programming. This may be panel discussions, film 
screenings, oral history projects and/or workshops. For 
example, at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign, 
we are creating a reading room that will present a broad 
selection of literature and news articles spanning decades. 
We are working with faculty to integrate the installation 
into two courses as well. 

Since its beginning, Borderland Collective has sought 
to build collaborations between artists, educators, youth, 
and community members to engage complex issues and 
build space for diverse perspectives, meaningful dialogue, 
and modes of creation and reflection. This often meant 
going into classrooms and working directly with students. 
For Northern Triangle, we have flipped this model a bit. 
By turning the gallery into a history museum, community 
center, and classroom, we invite the public to engage the 
work directly.
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