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As contemporary art’s definition of “the global” continues to widen, a cadre of artists is drawing on cultural heritage to explore the broader implications of internationalism, among them Bharti Kher, Kaoru Katayama, and Yoko Inoue. Similarly, Margarita Cabrera has developed a practice influenced by cross-cultural movement and its perks, challenges, and casualties. Previously, she has sewn a sagging, full-scale Hummer from vinyl, pointing to American luxury’s dependence on factory labor, and stitched sculptures of cacti, native to towns along the US-Mexico border like the one in which she lives, from discarded border-patrol uniforms. The visual punning inherent in these earlier works acts as a kind of armor against the sensitive, at times unpopular, issues her work explores: immigration, labor, class struggle. Cabrera’s newest work, Árbol de la Vida (John Deere Tractor, Model 790) (Tree of Life), 2007, lacks any such shield; a full-scale tractor made of clay and covered from top to bottom in ceramic birds, flowers, and butterflies, it could be dismissed at a glance as saccharine sweet, yet this response exposes the cultural signifiers and subtle biases the work addresses. Instead of vibrant colors, typical of the folk art that inspired it, Cabrera chose a natural hue; the name of the glaze, Mexican Doll Face, recalls her instinct for irony, but its fleshy tones further the sense of something being laid bare. The sculpture is at once ambitious and vulnerable, and its fragile physicality is an echo and an affirmation of regional cultures and traditions imperiled by globalization.
— Annie Buckley

Àrbol de la Vida (John Deere Tractor, Model 790) (Tree of Life), 2007, ceramic, slip paint, and metal, 85 x 98 x 59".

