Sol Calero
Bienvenidos a Nuevo Estilo

In early February 2014, Calero traveled from Berlin to London for a site visit to Laura
Bartlett Gallery’s space on 10 Northington Street—a narrow, bespoke footprint
seemingly carved out between buildings. While on this trip, she came across a Latin
American newspaper which advertised, among other listings of Hispanic businesses,
events and local news, “Amazonas Shopping Centre” located in the Bermondsey
neighbourhood. She set off to South East London to pay the centre a visit and found it
to be a small storefront, perhaps 80 square meters in all, packed with overlapping
businesses: a hair and nail salon, a kiosk selling empanadas, a small area of chairs
designating a driving school, a counter which acted as a mini-job centre where those
seeking work could leave their contact info, and a restaurant in the back which doubled
as a cultural centre. It was here that she met the salon’s proprietor Gloria Dominguez, a
hairdresser who originally hailed from Ecuador.

For Calero, this multi-functioning of a space felt familiar, reminiscent of the hair salons
in her hometown Caracas that also acted as social third spaces,’” and whose
spontaneous use cultivated connections expressly between women. Similarly tasked
with an opportunity to make the most of a tight space at Laura Bartlett Gallery, she set
off to develop what became Bienvenidos a Nuevo Estilo (Welcome to New Style).

Here, it could be said, an upending of the hegemony of social space collided with the
hegemony of reality. Carrying on her research into the socio-political history of Latin
America, especially in regard to the question of aesthetics, the installation featured a
screen with a selection of historical film clips produced during the Good Neighbor
policy first addressed by Calero in La Perla del Caribe. Saludos Amigos (Hello Friends)
was a Disney production from 1942 funded by US federal loans, which features their
star cartoon characters traveling to South America, interacting with locals and learning
the customs of different countries. Produced against the backdrop of the Second
World War, during which the Nazi regime maintained cordial connections with many of
the dictatorships of Latin America, the U.S. requested that Walt Disney himself become
a cultural ambassador to the region in order to gain influence. According to film
historian Alfred Charles Richard, Jr., “[Saludos Amigos] did more to cement a

1 See “Third Space Theory” developed by Homi K. Bhabha and Edward W. Soja’s related urban
space theory of “Thirdspace”.



community of interest between the peoples of the Americas in a few months than the
State Department had in fifty years”.?

Clips from some of Carmen Miranda’s U.S. movies were also included in the reels
featured in the installation. The iconic musical numbers feature large ensembles of
dancers in revealing clothing carrying oversized bananas, an innuendo which got the
film banned in Brazil, but which passed the U.S. censors on the condition the bananas
were held above the waist. Upon receiving international acclaim, Miranda was widely
derided in Brazil, especially by the media. Some saw her as producing a negative
stereotype of Brazilians while others accused her of bolstering North American
preconceptions of a generalised Latin American culture. Her complex legacy was
eventually embraced by the Tropicélia movement of the late 1960s, with Caetano
Veloso later writing, “Carmen conquered ‘White’ America as no other South American
has done or ever would, in an era when it was enough to be ‘recognisably Latin and
Negroid’ in style and aesthetics to attract attention.” She also became an icon for the
queer and drag community, who lauded not only her singing and acting career, but also
her ability to shamelessly construct her own identity. Indeed, she served as an
inspiration for groundbreaking, queer underground filmmakers, actors and artists of the
‘60s such as Jack Smith, José Rodriguez Soltero, Jackie Curtis, and Mario Montez.

It’s interesting to note that Calero was initially inspired to dig into the history of Carmen
Miranda not through research into U.S. foreign policy, but after seeing a screening of
Jack Smith’s film Flaming Creatures. Made on a budget of 300 dollars, Smith’s 1963
experimental masterwork had its early screenings repeatedly raided by police for
violating obscenity laws. The film was also discussed in a 1971 essay by artist Hélio
Oiticica—published only in Brazil at the time—entitled “MARIO MONTEZ,
TROPICAMP?”, which reflects the strong mutual influence between the Tropicalia
movement, namely in the iconic work of Oiticica himself, and the queer art and film
underground of New York City in the 60s and early 70s. Writer Juan A. Suarez
articulates the connection between the queer and Latin communities of New York at
the time as “a case of the alien greeting the alien, of one despised minority warming up
to another, even across a gap of incomprehension.”

2 Alfred Charles Richard, Jr., Censorship and Hollywood’s Hispanic Image: An Interpretive
Filmography, 1936-1955, (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1993).

3 See Juan A. Suérez, “Jack Smith, Hélio Oiticica, Tropicalism.” Criticism 56, no. 2 (2014):
295-328.



In Susan Sontag’s seminal essay “Notes on Camp”, she writes, “Camp sees everything
in quotation marks. It’s not a lamp, but a ‘lamp’; not a woman, but a ‘woman’. To
perceive Camp in objects and persons is to understand Being-as-Playing-a-Role. It is
the farthest extension, in sensibility, of the metaphor of life as theater.” This dovetailing
of camp, politics and transcultural identity also finds its home in Bienvenidos a Nuevo
Estilo, where Calero has created a “Latin beauty salon” (“estética” in Spanish). Gloria
from “Amazonas Shopping Centre” worked at the opening doing nails with her niece,
and invited two Senegalese hair stylists who worked at a neighbouring Dominican hair
salon to braid hair all evening.*

By activating the space with actual beauty services, an element of magical realism was
instilled in the work; Calero’s paintings alternated as hairdressing mirrors, wall decor,
upholstery, and a nail salon table. The surreal mix of functionality and irrationality was
embodied by the “hair washing station”, which functioned only as a continually-running
fountain, or the “tanning bed”, a haphazard construction of corrugated plastic and
fluorescent lights hung above an old custom-upholstered beach lounge, surely not a
plausible way of getting a tan. The sun-bed and manicure table were later folded away
without warning, and an actual salsa dance class began, with visitors suddenly swept
away into the movements.

This approach of seamlessly blending spontaneous, authentic experience with absurd
artifice appears again and again in Calero’s work of the next ten years. A synthesis of
well-crafted artworks and furniture with a sense of spontaneity and liberation, her
practice is epitomised by a sort of transcendental kitsch— a kitsch so inviting and
elegantly executed that it serves as an argument against its own kitschiness, forcing a
new analysis of the biases inherent in “taste”. From within this zone, colour, form and
space are precisely considered for their function in seducing the visitor into a state of
comfort and security, and it’s here where the installation functions best as a subtle site
of indoctrination. Taking cues from a long lineage of Latin American artists, Calero’s
politics are implicit, not didactic; there is too much at stake to risk further alienation.
Therefore, her use of space becomes proactive, a site for bolstering solidarity,
especially among women. Just as a hair salon may seem politically neutral territory at
first glance, it can also be a safe space where women can “get a witness”, where

4 In an interesting cultural symbiosis, Caribbean salons in London often hire Senegalese (or
other sub-Saharan African) hair stylists who specialise in hair braiding, while stylists from the
Dominican Republic themselves often specialise more in hair straightening.



whisper-networks can spread information ranging from casual gossip about the best
shopping deals that week to current events in the neighbourhood or the abusive
behaviour of men in the community. The cultivation of beauty can become a pretext for
bonding, venting, comforting, and empowering each other; camouflaged from the
outside by its seeming triviality, it can be seen as an underestimated tool of mutual aid
and social cohesion.

While one television monitor in the exhibition played the previously mentioned Good
Neighbor policy films, another television played a collection of videos curated by
Calero. This reel brought other women'’s voices into the space and featured original
video works made by artists Ana Alenso, Deborah Castillo, Michele Di Menna, Aude
Levere, Hanne Lippard, Dafna Maimon, Eleanore Pienta and The Pizza Suicide Club.

A second iteration of Bienvenidos a Nuevo Estilo was staged within Calero’s immersive
Amazonas Shopping Center at Hamburger Bahnhof in Berlin and invited local
hairdressers into a larger retrospective exhibition. This time, collaborators from Binta’s
Hair Salon in Kreuzberg activated the original installation, providing hair braiding
services to visitors. Further iterations were held at MO.CO Montpellier and La Casa
Encendida, Madrid. The installation was acquired by Les Abattoirs, Musée - Frac
Occitanie Toulouse in 2022. With each staging, Calero intended for visitors to wake up
the next morning, foggy with the taste of the night before, to discover an unfamiliar
braid in their hair, as tourists might do upon returning from the Caribbean with
misplaced memories of the journey. Bienvenidos a Nuevo Estilo amplified questions of
marginalisation in cultural, gender-based, and larger economic contexts to celebrate
self-image as a ground for empowerment and exchange.



