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Kent Johnson
I
The CADA Difference

Over the past fifteen years or so, in a process beginning circa the early period 
of the Bush-Cheney Administration, a clear, accelerating shift towards political 
attention and activism within the U.S. poetic field has taken place—an ethical 
and partisan turn not observed, in fact, since the late stage of the Vietnam War. 
The obscene, lie-readied catastrophe in Iraq; the explosive, and still ongoing, 
expansion of the national security state; the anti-climactic neo-liberal decorum 
and drone of the Obama years; the astonishing fact that a mafia-linked racist and 
misogynist buffoon is suddenly in the White House: All of these developments, and 
more, have plainly spurred a deepening combative demeanor in U.S. poetry. 

Seeking to move beyond the theory-laden, formalist, and equivocal frameworks 
bequeathed by a text-obsessed Language poetry (itself largely active in a period 
of capitalist boom, U.S. hegemony, and the passive retrenchment of dissident 
currents into professionalizing institutions), the most engaged poets of the U.S. 
Left are lately pondering alternatives of praxis closer in principle to those of 
prior avant-garde traditions, where experimental creation, tenaciously free of 
institutional sponsorship and sanction, was organically inspired in cooperative 
forms of resistance and militancy.

The key precursory example for many of these writer-activists remains the 
Situationist International of France during the 1960s. And understandably so: 
It’s indisputable that the Situationists, having taken up the banner of autonomous 
cultural practice from the Surrealists of the 1920s and ‘30s, represent, whatever 
their limitations, a momentous development in post-WWII cultural struggle in 
the West. Much remains to be studied and emulated of their experience. 

But I want to make a strong claim here, and I believe the historical facts, if 
they’re attended to in what follows, will bear out its truth: As farsighted and 
ambitious as the SI program was, the exploits of that formation pale in comparison 



to the audacity and mass impact of another (much less familiar to North American 
poets) neo-avant-garde group emerging in the Americas only little more than 
a decade after the Paris defeat in 1968. A group for whom the critique of 
institutionalized culture was entwined in principle with its commitment to a 
broader social resistance and revolutionary vision. The potential lessons of that 
project—which saw its efforts come to stunning fruition exactly twenty years 
later, in 1988—remain urgently relevant and vital. 

***

In 1979, at the height of the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile, Raúl Zurita parti-
cipated on a panel at the prestigious Galería Cal, located, as one would expect, 
in a very non-proletarian zone of Santiago. The panelists were scheduled to 
address the work of the painter Juan Domingo Dávila, a postmodernist artist 
of international standing. The other presenters gave typically jargon-ridden, 
academic overviews and analyses of the work to the large crowd, no different 
than what one might expect at our ritual-bound MLA or AWP conventions. 

Zurita, just then coming into controversial prominence after the publication of 
his first, now famous book, Purgatorio, happened to speak last. When his turn 
came, he stood and held up a large photograph of himself, in which he was, in 
full-Monty style, masturbating and climaxing in a different bourgeois art gallery,  
his face smeared and gobbed with his own semen (he had collected the “facial 
mask” over the previous few days). Appropriately, as it were, he was jacking-off 
to the “porn” of an abstract painting by Dávila, even though Dávila was himself 
a declared opponent of the dictatorship. After briefly giving the facts about the 
image and then looking in silence at the stunned crowd for a minute or so, turning 
the picture this way and that so everyone could see, he calmly stated that the title 
of his presentation was “I Can’t Take It Anymore.” Then he sat back down. This 
was one of the first acts associated with the in-your-face spirit of the Colectivo 
Acciones de Arte (CADA).  The cultural (and political) world of Santiago would 
never be quite the same.

The CADA was officially established shortly after this event, quickly becoming 
the most notorious of a handful of underground anti-Pinochet art-action 
groups, known collectively during the late 70s and 80s as the Escena de Avanzada.  
Founded by Zurita, the artist Lotty Rosenfeld, the writer Diamela Eltit, the 



artist Juan Castillo, and the sociologist Fernando Balcells, the CADA cell1—often 
aided by cultural activists from other anti-dictatorial formations, not least from 
poor, proletarian areas—would go on to carry out a number of subversive actions 
over the next six years, seeking to create, via tactics of semiotic shock, temporary 
openings for critique and spontaneous civic response.2

Indeed, the symbolic resonance of one of these actions--initiated by the CADA 
at the end of 1983 and picked up as a rallying meme by hundreds of thousands of 
people over the following four years—would be so profound that a mass popular 
uprising would be galvanized under its open-ended, poetic demand … that 
demand being as much a concrete poem, really, as a traditional political slogan. In 
the sense of the breakthrough of that action alone, the CADA could arguably be 

1 Curiously, and despite the striking analogies, the CADA members seem to have 
had limited knowledge of the Situationist experience. Interviews conducted with them by 
Robert Neustadt in the late 1990s suggest that conceptual and performance art of the  60s
of the U.S. and Europe were more immediately influential to the CADA program. Joseph 
Beuys and Fluxus, for example, are often mentioned by the five leading participants in 
Neustadt’s book. Rosenfeld, in fact, was a prominent Fluxus member. The radical-art 
European connection was definitely strong: At university, in advance of the establishment 
of CADA, both Diamela Eltit and Zurita were together in the so-called “Grupo 
Experimental de Artaud.” It is interesting, in this sense, perhaps, that Zurita and Eltit were 
the two CADA artists later to engage most prominently in extreme art actions of self-
mutilation. Another direct influence was much closer to home: Art-action groups active in 
Argentina in the late 1960s, under the collective denomination “Itinerario de ‘68,” working 
in similar performative veins at an earlier time (some of the participants later killed by 
the Argentinian junta), were closely studied by the CADA and others in the Escena de 
Avanzada.
2 In addition to the group-enacted events documented below by Neustadt, there 
were other actions and performances carried out on an individual basis by members of 
the group, some of them now legendary. Zurita, in a desperate, nervous-breakdown act 
of protest against the regime’s policies of torture and disappearance, went on to burn 
his cheek with a branding iron and to throw ammonium acid into his eyes, temporarily 
blinding himself (“I can’t take it anymore,” indeed!). His most internationally famous action 
was the skywriting of his poems, in Spanish, over New York City in 1982, documented 
in his second, now canonical book, Anteparaiso. In 1980, Diamela Eltit burned and cut 
her arms before entering a prominent whorehouse in Santiago to read from her novel 
Lumpérica, to the prostitutes and patrons, following which, her arms smeared in blood, she 
scrubbed the sidewalk on her knees outside the building. Lotty Rosenfeld, likewise, carried 
out various solo performances guided by the CADA purpose, most notably the nomadic 
placement of hundreds of white crosses at sites around Santiago (with the documentation 
assistance of CADA comrade Juan Castillo), one of the major and most civically gossiped 
art events of South America in the 1980s. 



seen as the most spectacularly successful case of experimental activism since the 
dawn of the avant-garde—a cultural-political project that not only fired people’s 
wildest hopes and courage via the headlong risks it took, but which also materially 
impacted, in ways unprecedented for a poetic-artistic front, the mobilization and 
unification of a mass, triumphant movement against tyranny.

That particular culminating action is discussed in detail immediately below, along 
with other major “Events” initiated by the CADA, in an invited collaboration to 
this essay by Robert Neustadt (his contribution in section II becomes its heart), 
the leading North American scholar on the history of CADA and the Chilean 
“Escena de Avanzada” (Scene of Advance) during the reign of the military junta, 
and an important cultural activist himself in current border/migration issues 
in Arizona. It is only fitting, I think, that an article on a collective group like 
CADA be collaborative in its argument and form. In fact, the great UK poet 
J.H. Prynne, writing of the relevance to the current moment of Situationist/
CADA-legacy actions, makes his own eloquent contribution here, as well, at 
the article’s end. 

Here, now, is Neustadt’s compacted, absorbing history of the group’s efforts.

Robert Neustadt
II
CADA, The Collective of Art Actions3

In 1979, Fernando Balcells, Juan Castillo, Diamela Eltit, Lotty Rosenfeld and Raúl 
Zurita founded the Colectivo Acciones de Arte (Collective of Art Actions), usually 
known as CADA. Their goal was to occupy the everyday space of Santiago with 
unusual spectacles that would interrogate conditions that had become habitual in 
the repressed environment of dictatorial Chile. CADA performed in the space 
where art and politics converge—the social sphere—highlighting at the same 
time the aesthetics of politics and the politics of aesthetics. CADA posited the 

3  This brief description of the Collective of Art Actions was extracted from my 
book, CADA día: La creación de un arte social (Santiago: Editorial Cuarto Propio, 2001 and 
2012) and translated into English by Odile Cisneros for the catalogue of an exhibition at 
the Museo del Barrio in New York, Arte  Vida: Actions by Artists of the Americas, 1960-2000, 
curated and edited by Deborah Cullen. I subsequently corrected, re-edited and updated 
the English translation. For more complete description and analysis of CADA actions 
(including interviews with the artists, photographs, and historical documents) in Spanish, 
see CADA día. All page references to CADA día correspond to the second edition (2012).



entire city as a museum, society as a collaborating group of artists, and life as a 
work of art in need of correction. 

CADA’s five major actions addressed urgent problems—malnutrition, the coup, the 
disappeared, etc.—and attempted to highlight these themes through a new contestatory 
language. If the historical avant-garde aspired to change our perception of reality through 
art, CADA’s neoavant-garde rhetoric aspired to correct life as if it were a work of art. The 
action evoked by CADA’s use of the term “acción de arte” refers both to staging unusual 
events in public and their long-term political goal of creating change that would overturn 
both the conventions of artistic orthodoxy and the political dictatorship. Like that of all 
artists, CADA’s style and praxis evolved from work created by their predecessors. From 
the “Happenings” of the 1960’s CADA inherited the practice of using the city as an artistic 
space and medium for the creation of ephemeral site-specific performances. In contrast 
to less overtly political “happenings,” however, CADA’s art actions attempted to channel 
energy from the street in a productive way in order to stimulate democratic change. CADA 
aspired to catalyze political action by creating art in the urban zones of Santiago de Chile.
 
CADA’s first action: “Para no morir de hambre en el arte” (“To Not 
Starve in Art”)

“To Not Starve in Art” was carried out in several stages. On October 3, 1979, 
members of CADA distributed one hundred half-liter bags of milk to residents of 
La Granja, a low-income neighborhood of Santiago. When they delivered the milk, 
they asked that the empty bags be returned in order to hand them over to artists 
who would use these bags as material for works they would later display at a gallery, 
the Galería Centro Imagen. Each bag of milk bore the label “1/2 liter of milk.” Since 
Salvador Allende’s government had guaranteed a 1/2 liter of milk per child per day, 
the presence of this printed phrase summoned the memory of the Popular Unity 
government. The bags of milk resurrected memories of shattered socialist idealism.

The same day, CADA published a page in the magazine Hoy, a mass-distribution 
national magazine. Originally, they wanted to print a completely blank page in 
the magazine, on which only the letters CADA would appear at the bottom. The 
director of the magazine, ironically named Mr. Blanco (White), did grant them 
a page, but on the condition that they would include more printed content. The 
text that they ultimately published addresses CADA’s action of delivering milk as 
well as their failed attempt to “print” a blank page in Hoy: 



imagine this page completely blank
imagine this page white as the daily milk to be consumed
imagine every corner of Chile deprived of the daily consumption of milk like   
blank pages to be filled4  

The text invites the reader to imagine a space that does not exist, a blank page 
that, if it were to exist, would be white like the milk which is similarly lacking 
in Chile. The layering of images reiterates the multilayered structure of “To Not 
Starve in Art” (described below). 

“To Not Starve in Art” also had international collaborations in Colombia and 
Canada. In Bogotá, the exiled Chilean artist/poet Cecilia Vicuña5 adapted the 
image specifically to Colombian concerns. As Vicuña explains in the description 
of her action entitled A Glass of Milk Spilled under a Blue Sky, “pure milk” was scarce 
in Bogotá. Some 1,920 children were dying there every year as a result of having 
ingested chemically-cut milk. Referencing this “dairy crime,” Vicuña filled a glass 
with “colbón,” a milky glue. She tied a long red string to the glass and at 12:30 in 
the afternoon she spilled it on the pavement, by pulling the string, in front of 
Quinta de Bolívar.  On the pavement Vicuña had written her poem “Vaso de leche” 
(Glass of Milk) in chalk.  Meanwhile, in Canada, the artist Eugenio Téllez enacted a 
performance in which he drank a glass of milk in front of the Toronto City Hall. 

CADA’s action in Chile juxtaposed the lack of milk with the disappearance 
of Allende’s government, in other words, the disappeared promise of both 

4     See the original page from Revista Hoy in CADA día, 247 
5 Cecilia Vicuña has experimented with non-traditional art and politics since the 
1960s in Chile. In 1967, Vicuña founded “Tribu No,” a group that disseminated manifestos 
and did public interventions. In 1971, she exhibited her work/installation Otoño (Autumn) 
at the Museum of Fine Arts in Santiago. For this work (of great historical importance in 
Chilean art), Vicuña filled the main room with one meter of dead leaves. She has worked 
with painting and has made films, but is better known for her visual poems built with 
debris, branches, string, yarn and other found objects. After the coup, Vicuña went into 
exile in London (1973) and later Bogotá (1977). In London she founded a group of art 
activists who worked for democracy. In Colombia, she built sets for the Candelaria Theater 
and the musical group Quilapayún. Since 1980, Vicuña has resided in New York. She has 
authored multiple books of poetry. She has also shown her installations at the Museum 
of Modern Art and the New Museum in New York.  On November 17, 2006 Vicuña 
performed an art action in front of the Chilean Presidential palace, La Mondeda. She also 
placed a controversial installation, “Quipu menstrual,” in the Centro Cultural Palacio la 
Moneda (which is underneath the presidential palace).



milk and democracy. “How not to see,” CADA wrote after the action, “in 
those bags of milk . . ., not simply a protest against shortages, against the 
people’s deprivation of basic material things, against Chilean children’s unmet 
needs, but also a symbol of the closing off, the restrictions of a repressed 
environment? How not to see gagged matter in those bags, extracted from 
the life cycle of existence, not just as an accusation but also as a protest . . . ?” 
(unpublished manuscript). Considering “To Not Starve in Art” as a whole, 
the three instances form an international chain of action—three extremes of 
the world economy. Canada, a first-world country, benefited (and benefits) 
from an excess of milk and resources. In Colombia, children were dying of  
economic corruption, poisoned milk.  In Chile, the promise of milk and state- 
supported public health had disappeared with the coup.

CADA further politicized the action with a pre-recorded speech, “No es una 
aldea” (“It’s not a Village”), which they delivered in front of a building of the 
United Nations in Santiago, the Economic Commission for Latin America and 
the Caribbean. The manifesto, recorded in the five official languages of the United 
Nations (Chinese, English, French, Russian and Spanish), expresses a rejection of 
simplistic discourse.6  From the title and the first sentence, “It is not a village we 
speak from…,” the text begins by situating itself as a negation. 

Although “It is not a Village” decries the situation in Chile, the text still expresses 
hope. The last sentence describes the “journey” of suffering as “a world to be won.” 
CADA visualized the project of improving reality as a creative process: “The place 
from which we speak is not a village, it is not only that, but rather a location where 
the landscape, like one’s mind and life, consists of spaces needing revision.” 

CADA reiterates their political poetics—creative politics is art—throughout all 
of their actions and manifestos. Their obsession with stressing the connection 
between art and life shows the influence of German artists Joseph Beuys (author of 
the declaration, “Every man is an artist”) and Wolf Vostell.7 But instead of looking for  
a specific European influence to ground CADA’s ideas, we should note 
hat the utopian fusion of art and life had been discussed in the field of Latin 
6  See “No es una aldea” in Spanish, French, English, Chinese and Russian in CADA día, 
232-35. 
7 Wolf Vostell showed his work in Chile in Galería Época in 1977, two years before 
CADA’s first action. In 1981, D. Eltit and L. Rosenfeld traveled around Europe (invited by the 
Interamerican Foundation with the support of the Ford Foundation). During this trip, they 
spent two days in Vostell’s home, talking, among other things, about CADA’s first actions.



        Inversión de escena (Inverted Scene), 1979. CADA’s second action. The artists covered the entrance of the 
        Museum of Fine Arts, declaring that true culture existed in the streets of Santiago outside of the institution.



American art since at least the 1960s. The following manifesto, read collectively  
by ten Argentine artists in Rosario in 1968, sounds remarkably like CADA:

We believe that art is not a peaceful activity nor is it an ornament in anyone’s 
bourgeois life… We aspire to transform each chunk of reality into an art object 
that will awaken the world’s awareness, revealing the innermost contradictions of 
this class-based society. (Quoted in Longoni and Mestman, CADA día, 51).

For CADA, Beuys, Vostell and the Argentine “Itinerario de 68” artists alike, then, 
art and politics constitute a project with which to transform reality.

CADA’s Second Action: “Scene Inversion”

On Wednesday October 17, 1979, CADA staged a parade of 10 milk trucks 
that drove through Santiago and parked in front of the National Museum 
of Fine Arts. The action of procuring the trucks demonstrates CADA’s 
mischievousness. According to Rosenfeld, in order to borrow the trucks 
they convinced a manager of the Soprole dairy company that they would 
form a beautiful work of art. “Just imagine ten milk trucks lined up in 
front of the Museum of Fine Arts,” they propositioned coquettishly. Though 
perhaps confused by CADA’s discussion of contemporary art, the manager 
saw an opportunity for publicity. After the event, word reached the Soprole 
executive that he had been duped into facilitating a political protest. The 
company tried to purchase the video of the action, and when CADA refused 
to sell it to them, Soprole went to the extreme of changing the logo on their 
fleet of trucks (CADA día, 57).

In 1979, the mere act of looking at something in public was dangerous. As Zurita 
recalls, “nobody wanted to stop to look anywhere for fear of seeing horrific 
violence” (CADA día, 58). The narrator of Julio Cortázar’s short story “Graffiti” tells 
of a similar experience: “Looking from afar… you could see the people who would 
take a quick look in passing, nobody stopped, of course, but nobody refrained from 
looking either” (1).CADA’s actions, nevertheless, were such unusual spectacles 
that they attracted public notice. According to Zurita, the procession of milk 
trucks in dictatorial Chile conveyed the immediate impression of an invasion of 
military tanks. Of course CADA was not attempting to impose a specific image, 
what mattered was attracting attention and making repression visible.



Upon arriving at the museum with the milk trucks, the CADA artists covered the 
façade with an enormous white cloth. They then declared that the true museum 
was outside in the streets. To bring this off, they again resorted to mischievous 
tactics. According to Rosenfeld, they knew that the Museum Director was not 
there because she had undergone surgery. They needed to use the flagpole in 
order to raise the cloth. A general had died, so the Chilean flag was being flown 
at half-mast. The guards confronted the artists as they began to lower the flag. 
The members of CADA explained that they had the director’s permission, that it 
was an artistic action honoring the Museum’s hundred year history. The security 
guards allowed them to proceed.

Nelly Richard has interpreted the intervention of the cloth as an action consisting 
of three elements:

When CADA … covers the façade of the Museum … they virtually block the 
entrance, they exercise a double act of censoring the institutional aspect of art. 
They censor the monument, first as a Museum (an allegory of the canonizing 
tradition of the art of the past) and, secondly, as a Chilean museum (a symbol of 
cultural officialdom). But they do this while simultaneously reclaiming the street as 
“the true Museum” in which the daily paths of the city dwellers become—through 
this inverted optic—the new work of art to be viewed. (from Insubordinación de los 
signos, quoted in CADA día, 58)

The action “Scene Inversion” configured a series of unusual images and in so doing 
refocused the public gaze. By this time the dictatorship had been in power for 
over six years and the political situation had become habitual, almost invisible. 
Seen as a whole, CADA’s action organized reality in what they called a social 
sculpture: An “art action that attempts to organize, through intervention, the time 
and space we live in, as a way, first, of making it more visible, and then, more
livable” (CADA día, 32).8 Although CADA does not mention the genesis, the 
term “social sculpture” was coined by Joseph Beuys: “How we mold and 
shape the world in which we live.” CADA gave the term a specific meaning by 
employing it in the context of the Pinochet dictatorship. Moreover, they also took 

8 There is at least one precedent of a work that utilized the façade of the Museum of 
Fine Arts, the installation “Cuerpos blandos” (“Soft Bodies”) by Juan Pablo Langlois (Vicuña) 
in 1969. Langlois filled plastic bags with newspapers building a 200-meter sleeve that crossed 
the Museum, exited through a window, and terminated tied to a tree in front of the building. 
Years later, in 1997, Gonzalo Díaz occupied the façade with a neon sign reading, “Unidos 
en la gloria y la muerte” (“United in Glory and Death”). For a description of Langlois’s and 
Díaz’s works, with comparison to CADA, see CADA día,  pages 32, 59 and 97.



advantage of the Spanish translation, “escultura social,” to conjugate their celebration 
of popular culture in the streets: “es cultura,” in other words, “it is culture.”

CADA’s Third Action: “¡Ay Sudamérica!” (Oh South America!)

On July 12, 1981, CADA dropped 400,000 fliers over Santiago using six small-
engine planes. In order to “read” this action, there are at least three different 
levels one may take into account: the flier-text, the visual component, and the 
action’s discursive performance.

On the most conventional level, let us take into account the text of the fliers 
themselves.9 The main ideas reiterate concepts that CADA had already expressed 
in their first two actions. By removing art from its traditional context and taking 
it outdoors, CADA intended to fuse “art” with “life.” “WE ARE ARTISTS” they 
insist twice on the flier, “BUT EACH INDIVIDUAL WHO WORKS FOR THE 
EXPANSION OF THE SPACE OF HIS OR HER LIFE (EVEN MENTAL) IS 
AN ARTIST.” Here the members of CADA argue that only art that attempts to 
improve life is valid: “THE WORK OF EXPANDING THE CONDITIONS OF 
EVERYDAY LIFE IS THE ONLY VALID STAGING OF ART / THE ONLY 
EXHIBIT / THE ONLY WORK OF ART THAT LIVES.”

A complete reading of “Oh South America!” also entails an analysis of the action’s 
visual imagery. Six airplanes flying over Santiago in military formation created 
an initial image of a military raid that changed once the bundles of fliers opened. 
Thousands of leaflets, scattering across the sky, would grasp the attention of people 
on the streets. “¡Ay Sudamérica!” converted the airplanes (and fliers) into signs and 
in so doing inscribed “concrete poetry” in the sky of dictatorial Chile.10 Once on the 
ground, the fliers appeared as poetic and political texts to be read and deciphered. 

Here again the context in which the action took place is crucial. CADA tricked 
the military authorities into granting them permission to carry out the action 
by claiming that they were bringing cutting edge “land-art” to Chile, art that 
would bring Chile international recognition (Cada día, 63). In truth, CADA 
 
9 See a flier from “Ay Sudamérica!” (with complete text) in Cada día, 260.
10  “¡Ay Sudamérica!” took place two years before Zurita wrote his poem in smoke 
across the New York sky. The two gestures are related yet different. Zurita used smoke 
from advertising planes. 
   



   Ay Sudamérica (Oh South America), 1981.

           CADA’s third action. CADA duped the the military authorities into authorizing an art action that criticized the 
           military. Six planes flew over Santiago in military formation and dropped 400,000 copies of an artistic manifesto.



was in no way trying to bring prestige to the military dictatorship. Keep in 
mind that during the coup of September 11, 1973, the Chilean Air Force 
bombed the presidential palace, La Moneda. CADA’s “Oh South America!,” 
accordingly, can be seen as a visual “quotation” or allusion to the seige. For 
this extraordinary action. CADA cunningly obtained permission from the 
authorities to criticize the coup specifically, and authoritarianism in general, 
all in the name of art.11 Aesthetically, furthermore, the action developed a new 
style of protest. Whereas pamphlet art had traditionally been the strategy used 
by the orthodox left, CADA always rejected simplistic, univocal  discourse. In 
occupying the political (aero)space of the dictatorship with airplanes and fliers it 
addressed the Chilean people en masse. Combining poetic texts with striking 
images, CADA created a visual/poetic language, a fusion of life with art and 
politics, that challenged the residents of Santiago to question the normalcy of life 
under dictatorship.

CADA’s Fourth Action: No + / No más (No More)

Without exception, the members of CADA deem “No +” to be their most 
important and significant action. Between the end of 1983 and 1984, its 
members (along with many collaborators) went out at night and clandestinely 
wrote or painted “No +” (No more) on walls throughout Santiago. Soon 
thereafter, other city residents added images or words to CADA’s graffiti, 
creating, anonymously and collectively, statements of protest. Declarations 
such as “No + dictatorship,” “No + torture,” “No + weapons,” “No + 
disappeared,” “No + deaths” began to appear on walls, inscribing a series of 
counter-dictatorial messages throughout the city. “No +” was thus a collective 
action in the widest sense: not only did non-members collaborate with CADA 
from the outset, but the public also played a crucial role. 

“No +” was also disseminated internationally. CADA sent a “Call to Artists” 
inviting international participation. In Holland, Juan Castillo organized a 
European version of “No +” that coincided with the occupation of Amsterdam’s 
Stedelijk Museum. In Washington D.C., the Inti Gallery presented “NO +: An 
Action Performance Exhibit” on June 11, 1984. 
 

11 See letters from CADA requesting permission as well as corresponding 
documents from the military authorities in CADA día, 256-59.



   

No + (No more), 1983-4.

Members of CADA  universally consider No more to be their most important action. CADA and their collaborators wrote 
“No more” on walls throughout Santiago and let others from the pro-democracy community complete the phrase. Here 
police rip down a sign.



The most significant reverberations, naturally, echoed within Chile. The 
members of CADA were surprised to see how what began as their work quickly 
took on a life of its own in the pro-democracy movement. The “No +” slogan 
led all of the marches against the dictatorship. Milan Ivelic, Director of the 
National Museum of Fine Arts in Santiago, notes the importance of the action: 
“CADA’s “No +,” which referred to a specific political struggle, No more 
Pinochet . . . found an extension in the . . . ‘No’ [vote] of the Plebiscite [on 
Pinochet’s rule], which soon after led to the restoration of democratic elections 
in the country” (Cada día, 68). In 1990, the “No +” slogan even appeared on 
the scoreboard of the National Stadium in the massive public ceremony that 
inaugurated President Patricio Aylwin’s administration, the first democratically 
elected government since the coup of 1973.

CADA disbanded as a collective over a period of several years and its members 
now pursue individual interests in art, culture and literature.12 The physical 
“texts” of their actions almost disappeared because they performed on the streets 
during dictatorship. Their performances were realized on a social, rather than 
textual, level. The one hundred bags of milk they distributed were consumed and 
the airplanes that occupied the skies for “¡Ay Sudamérica!” landed long ago. It is 
precisely because CADA’s work was performed rather than written that their 
impact on Chilean political art continues to resonate  within the scene of Chilean 
cultural politics that they so visibly changed. 

Kent Johnson
III 
 Ironic Coda to CADA

In the early fall of 2011, on the occasion of a reading by the great Chilean 
poet-activist Raúl Zurita (his contributions touched on amply above), a 
squad of six activists from the Croatoan Poetic Cell13 entered the brand new,  
swank, Big-Pharma-funded Poetry Foundation headquarters in Chicago. As  
12 Diamela Eltit is considered by many to be one of the most important 
contemporary novelists in Latin America. Raúl Zurita received the National Prize for 
Literature for his poetry in 2000. Juan Castillo and Lotty Rosenfeld continue to work in 
video, installations and art actions.  Fernando Balcells publishes (sporadically) on art and 
culture.
13 The Croatoan Poetic Cell, having announced itself in the leaflet distributed at 
the Poetry Foundation as a Temporary Autonomous Zone, disbanded after the event. 
Future historians of poetry, however, will surely want to investigate its evanescent but 
symbolically poignant history.



Zurita was being introduced, and in perfectly peaceful fashion, they dropped 
from the upper library level two large, beautiful banners: one praising Zurita 
and the heroic example of the CADA, and the other asking if Emily Dickinson 
would have ever written her poems had she been prescribed Prozac from the  
Lilly Corporation.14 These banners, as you can see in the YouTube video linked 
at the feature Salon magazine article about the incident,15 were summarily torn 
down and destroyed by PF personnel. 
 
The Croatoan activists then proceeded to chant some slogans in Occupy 
fashion of the day, and to distribute a leaflet calling on the Poetry Foundation 
to spend at least a modest portion of its massive funds on establishing poetry 
workshops for children and adults in the inner-city neighborhoods of Chicago, 
instead of on a new (grandly announced) and exorbitantly costly “Guest 
Penthouse” on the city’s Gold Coast. Most of these leaflets were forcibly 
appropriated by the outsourced, uniformed, and ear-wired PF Security detail 
(there was a phalanx of them), who then blocked the exit doors so that the 
Croatoan protestors could not escape before the Chicago police—urgently 
summoned by PF staffers—arrived to shackle and take them away. You can 
see this also on the YouTube video, even though it doesn’t capture the full 
scope of the proceedings. Fortunately, the poet-activists, using some anarchist 
faints and moves, were able to break through the Security blockade and flee 
before the cops could arrive and haul them away to Cook County Penitentiary.  

A couple weeks later, Zurita (his presentation at the PF continued without 
further incident, once the Croatoans had managed to dodge the tasers and 
paddy wagon) was interviewed about the event by La Tercera, Chile’s second-
largest newspaper. In the full-page piece (the title was “Followers of the 
CADA Surprise Zurita at a Poetry Reading”),16 he spoke enthusiastically about 
the Croatoan protest in Chicago, praising the young poets for their inspiring 
nerve and idealism, which he mused reminded him of the spirit that had 

14 The reference is to the $100 million gift bequeathed to the Poetry Foundation by 
Ruth Lilly, the heiress of the family-named pharmaceutical giant, which made much of its 
fortune from Prozac.
15 http://www.salon.com/2011/11/13/its_time_to_occupy_poetry/
16 http://diario.latercera.com/2011/10/04/01/contenido/cultura-
entretencion/30-85760-9-seguidores-del-grupo-cada-sorprenden-a-zurita-en-
lectura-en-eeuu.shtml 



guided him and others when they carried out cultural-guerrilla actions during  
the late 70s and early 80s17  against the Pinochet regime. 

Nevertheless (and it’s a big nevertheless), to this day, the Poetry Foundation has 
refused to utter a word of apology to the literary community for its outrageous 
behavior. Even though it rashly and shamefully chose to call a notoriously 
violent police force on peacefully protesting poets, guilty of nothing more than 
carrying out a cultural civic action in venerable avant-garde tradition—that 
of Dada, Surrealism, the Situationists, CADA, Infrarrealismo, to name only a 
few examples…. Clearly, and for no apparent reason other than a Putinesque, 
authoritarian strutting of its institutional power, the PF willingly endangered the 
well-being of these idealistic young poets. 

And alas, just as shamefully, these repressive actions by a $100+-million 
poetry organization (whose two Presidents to date have openly paraded their 
ties to powerful financial, corporate, and even security-state institutions) 
have gone virtually unremarked within the poetry world, mainstream or 
“avant-garde.” In fact, with the exception of a scant couple dozen honorable 
writers at blogs and but two literary publications, there was nary a peep 
about the episode in literary venues, either on the internet or in print: the 
esteemed Lana Turner and the Fiery Flying Roule, a fleeting broadsheet of 

17 It should be noted, in the interests, at least, of non-hagiography, that Zurita’s 
position in Chilean (and Latin American) poetry is qualitatively different at present than 
it was during the CADA years. His current status in Chile and on the continent, in fact, 
is somewhat analogous to that of John Ashbery today in the United States and abroad: a 
poet whose experimentalism was once marginal and oppositional, but which has now 
achieved the most august consecration, in the Bourdieusian sense. The shift towards official 
recognition went into full gear following the fall of Pinochet, when Zurita was appointed 
Cultural Attaché to the Chilean embassy in Rome by the government of Patricio Aylwin. 
Numerous writers and artists of the Chilean left looked askance at Zurita’s acceptance of a 
cushy position in an openly neo-liberal, bourgeois regime, not least the Trotskyist fellow-
travelling Roberto Bolaño (Zurita was a member of the Chilean Communist Party, also the 
party of Pablo Neruda, whom Bolaño held in high disregard for his Stalinism), who in the 
best-selling Distant Star subtly, but with deep bruise, skewers Zurita through his character 
of “Alberto Ruiz-Tagle,” the fascist poet whose skywriting verse is transparently modeled 
on Zurita’s project. Bolaño also rather viciously attacked Diamela Eltit (Zurita’s former 
CADA comrade and lover) in a scandal-making article recounting a dinner at her home 
in Chile, when Bolaño was on his homecoming victory tour after his sudden international 
fame in wake of The Savage Detectives. In total fairness to Zurita and Eltit, however, and 
regardless of the possible justification for some of Bolaño’s satire: The CADA members 
were doing the work and risking their lives for it, while Bolaño was quietly living a 
bohemian life in Spain.



poetic activism distributed during the Occupy movement, which published 
a letter of outrage on the matter by the great UK poet J.H. Prynne, were the 
print exceptions.18 Surely, future commentators on our time and scene will be 
remarking on, marveling at, and theorizing the prolonged and embarrassing 
collective hush around the episode. And the conclusions they will likely draw 
about the dynamics that presently shape our subcultural field, including 
the timidity and opportunism these so often engender, will be a defining, 
ignominious memory of our milieu. 

Here, in conclusion, is the letter by J.H. Prynne mentioned above. Those who 
have chosen to forget the Chicago events of late 2011 may wish to read it and 
consider, now, where they stand. And they may wish to ask themselves, in doing 
so, where the heroic militants of the CADA would have stood, as well.

 
[To the Croatoan Poetic Cell, from J.H. Prynne]:
 
Everyone bleats off saying that the Occupy movements aren’t serious, don’t have any 
coherent ideas, have no positive understanding of important issues. We hear a lot of 
that over in the UK, too. Of course this is rather amazing and paltry. Very large numbers 
of mostly modest citizens have come out of their passive shells and affirmed nothing 
more nor less than utter distaste for the current political and economic machines that 
supposedly regulate our lives. Unlike formal revolution, which has leaders and defined 
purpose, this is revulsed protest on a massive scale. The sense of it is not in articulate 
aims or ideas, but in the sheer fact of the numbers, the tidal waves of emerging intuitive 
refusal to accept the control frame of social order imposed on the freedoms of human 
life. It’s so obvious that the vast network of global capitalism is falling to pieces, not 
by antagonism from outside but by implosion from within. This system claims to define 
and direct the practice of life on the planet, and now it’s evidently busted.

18  The head-in-the-sand attitude of poetry publications was in contrast to the keen 
interest expressed by other media. Among half a dozen other articles, Salon ran a front-
page feature story on the event (see link above) as did the mass-circulation Chicago Reader, 
whose extensive feature was entitled “Fuck the Poetry Foundation.” A couple months after 
the Croatoan action, a much larger group of artists occupied the MoMA in NYC, an event 
that was in part directly inspired by the Croatoan example. Like the Croatoans, they hung 
beautifully made banners on the premises; like the Poetry Foundation, the MoMA tore 
them down. The MoMA’s violent reaction caused something of an uproar in the art world, 
unlike the case of the PF’s violence, which sparked barely a ripple of indignation from 
poets—or at least none that poets dared to utter… In fear, one could reasonably speculate, 
of the impact any public stand against the Poetry Foundation might have on their “careers.” 



Poets and artists have an honourable share in resistance to imposed control, especially 
since language is a major instrument of social oppression by power hungry institutions. 
So it’s more than right that concentrations of power and control in the art world should 
be challenged, by spontaneous incoherence and flights of free invention. The Poetry 
Foundation building in Chicago deserves to be a prime target, because it’s a capitalistic 
formation based on undemocratically accumulated wealth: the place *looks* like the 
corporate headquarters of a banking conglomerate, and that’s indeed how it functions. 
It seems like anarchism to say these things, but actually it’s liberational dissidence, 
to reclaim and occupy the free space of the mind and imagination, and to open these 
august portals of institutional repression. 

Indeed, it is a kind of trespass to stream into controlled spaces and just overflow them, not 
by reasoned argument but simply by shared presence: demography! Thus the legal formats 
of punitive exclusion are also challenged, not by violence but simply by spillage of peoples 
in large numbers and by acts of individual self-positioning. The poets involved in this 
struggle should stand firm and should not be intimidated. 

Jeremy (Prynne)


