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Fifteen of Dario Robleto 's quietly powerful sculptural reflections on war and its aftermath are on view
through May 15 at the Museum of Contemporary Art Denver. Shown here is a detail from the wall
assemblage "Defiant Gardens" (2009-10). (Cyrus McCrimmon | The Denver Post)

Given the horrific scale and world-changing impact of the devastating attacks on Sept. 11, 2001, it
seemed only natural to assume that artists would respond with resonant, transformative works.
But for the past nine years, the question repeatedly has been asked: Where are those memorable
creations?
At last, a suitable answer can be found in a group of 15 sculptures by Houston artist Dario Robleto that
— counterintuitively — are quiet, introspective, even retiring.
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Perhaps most surprising, these works, on view through May 15 in a solo exhibition at the Museum of
Contemporary Art Denver, have nothing directly to do with Sept. 11. Yet they arose out of that
tragedy, and though they address war broadly, they also speak more powerfully and poignantly than
virtually any other art has about that day.
"I remember just thinking as an artist: I needed to shift, I needed to
address this," said the soft-spoken Robleto, 38, who had earned his
bachelor of arts degree just four years before the attacks.
"I remember that day, saying to myself, 'If it takes 10 years, don't
get fatigued; don't lose focus. As long as the country is at war,
maintain a body of work that addresses it.' "
Certainly, potent artworks have emerged in response to war, from
the German expressionists' gritty evocations of World War I to
Pablo Picasso's "Guernica," a lament on the bloody carnage
wrought by a bombing during the Spanish Civil War.
But much war art fails because it does not match the intrinsic
horror and scale of the events it tries to portray. Robleto has
avoided this pitfall by seeking to evoke not the magnitude of war
but rather its intimacy.
Robleto's artistic direction was
transformed by the horrific events of
Sept. 11. (Andy Cross, The Denver
Post )

He approaches it from a much more humble and human point of
view, focusing on a faded photo, a lost button or a salvaged bullet.
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"This is an access point that anyone can relate to. The 3,000
dead (of Sept. 11) is much tougher."

Like an alchemist of centuries past or today's DJ mixing and
sampling sound — roles he very much sees himself occupying
as an artist — Robleto recycles, re-contextualizes and literally
remakes real artifacts of the past to create his own.
Like a Latin American magical realist, Robleto believes in the
power of memory and history to inhabit and transform
physical materials. Thus, he obsessively goes out of his way to
ensure that virtually everything that goes into his art carries
some kind of connotative residue.
In "A Defeated Soldier Wishes to Walk His Daughter Down
the Wedding Aisle" (2004), what looks like an actual pair of
World War I cavalry boots on a bed of white rice was actually

"No One Has a Monopoly Over Sorrow"
(2005), shown in detail, incorporates five
finger bones coated in melted bullet lead and
four rusting rings excavated from American
battlefields. (Cyrus McCrimmon | The Denver
POst)

exactingly re-created, using melted vinyl records of Skeeter Davis' "The End of the World."
In "A Century of November" (2005), Robleto made his own paper mourning dress, using pulp derived
from sweetheart letters sent home by soldiers. He adorned it with carved bone buttons and ink
retrieved from those letters and mixed with bone dust retrieved from various battlefields.
He does not undertake such transformations
blithely, especially when it comes to his use of
human bone dust or deeply personal mementos.
"I have this attitude about materials that I can't
touch them until I have earned their respect,"
Robleto said. "What that means is that I need to
know the origin of that material as intimately as I
possibly can before I feel like I've earned the
respect of that material to do the alterations that I
do."

Robleto's often diminutive pieces offer an intimate,
introspective response to the vast nature of war. (Andy
Cross, The Denver Post )

For him, the pivotal work in the show is "No One
Has a Monopoly Over Sorrow" (2005), a basket just
11 inches tall and 10 inches wide, a piece that could
easily be overlooked. From afar, it might even seem
innocuous. It is anything but.

Resting on century-old, wax-dipped bridal bouquets and dried chrysanthemums are five finger bones,
coated in silvery melted bullet lead from various American wars. Four of the fingers are loosely
encircled with rusty, perhaps even partly melted, wedding rings found on battlefields.
It's a bit macabre, yes, but deeply moving at the
same time, especially when one considers the
context. The piece was inspired by accounts of a
group of World War I soldiers' widows, who, when
told that nothing remained of their husbands' bodies,
canvassed the battlefields looking for whatever body
fragments or artifacts they could find.
Robleto knows that real bones and bone dust can be
shocking and even off-putting, but he believes their
inclusion in art of this kind is essential.
"I made a decision early on that if you're going to
talk about war, you can't go halfway. You gotta go
all the way, or it's just: 'What's the point?' " he said.
"Part of going all the way meant that people turn to
dust on the battlefield. Bone dust is mixing with
bullet lead is mixing with chrysanthemums, all on
the battlefield."

"A Ghost Nurse Still Needs to Care" (2004), brings
together vintage military-hospital invalid feeders, cast
and carved from human bone dust. (Cyrus McCrimmon,
The Denver Post )

Many of Robleto's works draw on the Victorian tradition of "mourning art" — everyday people, trying
to creatively come to terms with their losses by turning locks of hair into flowers or creating vibrant
cut-paper collages. He adopted these techniques, learning them from vintage women's magazines.

"To hold your lost loved one's hair in your hand and braid it into a flower about growth," he said, "this
is not a morbid thing. It is a cheating of death in a sense. It is a beautiful continuation of life."
Drawing on these mourning traditions is "Defiant Gardens" (2009-10), a complex, 79-inch-tall wall
relief. A kind of assemblage, it incorporates photos, including one of a soldier standing next to a
tomato plant that's growing in a World War I trench (cultivations known as "defiant gardens"); two
miniature urns fabricated of artillery shells; and tiny carrier-pigeon capsules filled with materials from
Denver veterans.
Robleto's works are not overtly or directly anti-war, though it is virtually impossible to walk away
from them with any other sentiment. Instead, they are an attempt by someone who has never
participated in war to, if not understand it, at least come to terms with it on some level.
And not just with the experience itself, but also its aftermath: the lasting, ineffable, emotional impact
not only on those who took part, but also those who lost loved ones and have had to find ways to
handle their loss and grief.
His sculptures unapologetically engage human sentiment and can be almost even reverential at times.
But because he always maintains a necessary emotional reserve, they never are maudlin or saccharine.
The essence of war will remain forever elusive, but few other artists have come closer to it than
Robleto, with poetic, personal expressions suffused with history and metaphor.
Kyle MacMillan: 303-954-1675 or kmacmillan@denverpost.com

"DARIO ROBLETO: AN INSTINCT TOWARD LIFE."
Art.Museum of Contemporary Art Denver, 1485 Delgany St. This solo exhibition, cosponsored by Regis University's Center for the Study of War Experience, showcases 15
sculptures that offer a quiet, intimate and poignant take on war and its aftermath. Through
May 15. 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Tuesdays through Sundays and 6 p.m. to 10 p.m. Fridays. $10, $5
students and seniors. 303-298-7554 or mcadenver.org.

