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Unearthed Conversation presents new work by
artists Francisca Garcia (b. 1969, Santiago de
Chile) and Mario Navarro (b. 1970, Santiago de
Chile). The project was developed in 2022 as a
proposal for Chile’s national pavilion at the Venice
Biennale, a leading international art exhibition held
every two years, but has only now been realized
at S.M.A.K. The two artists, who live and work
in Santiago de Chile, share a critical and investi-
gative interest in image, landscape, politics and
utopias. Garcia and Navarro each have their own
individual artistic practices, but have been collab-
orating regularly since 2001, as for this exhibition.

This collaborative project departs from the
1964 Chilean documentary film Aqui Vivieron by
Pedro Chaskel and Héctor Rios, and from images
taken by the NASA Perseverance Mars Rover
on the planet Mars since 2021. Chaskel and Rios’
documentary focuses on the excavation of materi-
al remains of the Chango culture (which flourished
between 10,000 and 6,000 BCE) at the mouth of
the Loa River in the Atacama Desert in northern
Chile. In terms of surface and structure, the de-
sert closely resembles the planet Mars. With this
exhibition, Garcia and Navarro connect these two
landscapes and geographies, and use images to
reflect on both the future and the past. As suggest-
ed by the exhibition title, Unearthed Conversation,
they elaborate on this link in a conversation.



The exhibition bridges the gap between
subterranean archaeological traces in the
Atacama Desert and the high-tech achieve-
ments of NASA's Perseverance Mars Rover. The
Atacama is both the protagonist and the back-
drop of this exhibition. Like the exhibition itself,
the desert brings together stories and traces
of forgotten pasts. These include archaeologi-
cal finds from the Chango culture, the presence
of some of the world’s largest telescopes, and
the indelible scars of the Pinochet dictatorship
(1973-1990).

Using video, installation, sound, drawings
and textile, Garcia and Navarro invite us to think
about how we might converse with a landscape.
After all, every landscape bears memories of hu-
man activity, such as traces of colonization and
political systems. In the Atacama Desert, the ar-
chaeological past is directly linked to humanity’s
cosmic dream. The artists prompt us to reflect on
how landscapes carry stories within them, and
how the unspoken and the invisible shape hu-
manity and how we think.

The exhibition’s visual richness encourag-
es us to commemorate what we can no longer
see, such as the vanished Chango culture or the
victims of the Pinochet dictatorship. This is not
only about remembering, but also about critical
reflection. Between the archaeologists’ simple
hand tools and NASA's cutting-edge equipment,
Francisca Garcia and Mario Navarro depict worlds
that raise essential questions about events be-
tween life and death.
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ROOM 1

687 dias (687 days), 2026
video projection, 2 channels, sound, 6'57"
The title of this video work refers to the
length of one year on Mars, which corre-
sponds to 687 days on Earth. The work con-
sists of two projections. Both show images
filmed by Garcia and Navarro in the Atacama
Desert, at the same site where Pedro Chaskel
and Héctor Rios made the documentary
‘Aqui Vivieron'in 1964, mimicking the camera
movements and framing made by the NASA
Perseverance Rover on Mars. The images are
dominated by the colours blue and red. Mars
has long been called the ‘Red Planet’ because
iron oxide (rust) makes it look reddish-brown,
but recent research indicates that the planet
must have been blue about 3 billion years
ago due to the presence of many rivers and a
large ocean. The soundtrack consists of at-
tempts to record the sounds of solar storms,
wind on Mars, black holes and random nois-
es, combined with electronic experiments.
Garcia and Navarro replaced the original im-
ages from the 1964 documentary with a new
way of looking at landscapes, particularly
those of Atacama and Mars, shaped by cur-
rent imaging technology and space research.

ROOM 2

Conversacion desenterrada
(Unearthed Conversation), 2026
10 sculptures with sound system, table,
variable dimensions

This monumental installation consists
of a ‘white landscape’ with a collection of
enlarged bones of humans and animals, in-
cluding those of a pelican and a whale, as well
as an oyster knife and a fish hook. The tools
were used by Chango fisherfolk and shellfish
gatherers on the north coast of Chile. The
‘dead’ objects engage in conversation with
each other in pairs, thus regaining their voice,
as it were. At first, the conversations seem
mundane. Memories are evoked of a time
when the bones belonged to living bodies
and the objects were still in use. But soon the
conversations evolve into reflections on life
and death, darkness and daylight, stars and
the cosmos, among other things.



ROOM 3

Tumba de arena (Sand Grave), 2026
textile in cotton, thread and felt, 696 x290cm
This colourful, monumental textile un-
folds like a cinematic landscape filled with
silhouettes of objects that played animpor-
tant role in the funeral rituals of the Chango
fishing community. The deceased were bur-
ied together with their boats, pottery, textiles
and tools, as well as the bones of animals and
birds. It is literally an accumulation halfway
between the surface and the subsoil. These
objects were given to them so that they could
continue fishing in the afterlife.

Rocas Flotantes (Floating Rocks), 2026
20 watercolours on paper, each 100x70cm
These watercolours depict rocks that
have been photographed and studied on
Mars to determine chemical, climatologi-
cal, and geological characteristics, among
others, in order to investigate the possibility
of life on the planet. These rocks are, so far,
the only tangible objects of which NASA
has published images. Garcia and Navarro
replace the digital images taken with NASA
equipment with watercolours in which their
personal, hesitant hands become visible.
‘Rocas Flotantes’ reads like an inventory of
rocks that have not yet been deciphered.

LEXICON

Aqui Vivieron

‘Aqui Vivieron' is Spanish for ‘They Lived
Here'. Itis the title of a Chilean black-and-
white documentary film made by Pedro
Chaskel and Héctor Rios in 1964. The docu-
mentary poetically captures archaeological
excavations at the mouth of the Loa River,
near the Atacama Desert in northern Chile.
It focuses on the material remains of the
Chango culture discovered at the site. The
documentary is considered a key work in the
history of Chilean documentary cinema.

Atacama Desert

The Atacama is the driest desert in the
world. It is located in northern Chile, be-
tween the Andes and the Pacific Ocean, with
small parts extending into Peru, Bolivia and
Argentina. This landscape stretches for ap-
proximately 970 kilometres and is character-
ized by salt flats, geysers, volcanoes and rock
formations. In certain areas, it has not rained
for centuries. The Atacama is an important
location for astronomical observatories and
adventure tourism. Due to the extremely
dry air and lack of cloud cover, it is one of
the best places on Earth for astronomical
research. A popular attraction is the Valley of
the Moon (Valle de la Luna). The landscape on
Mars is considered very similar to that of the
Atacama Desert.

Chango

The Chango (or Camanchangos) are an
indigenous community that thrived between
10,000 and 6,000 BCE. They lived along the
desert coastline of the Atacama from south-
ern Peru to north-central Chile. This commu-
nity of fisherfolk and hunters consisted of
nomadic groups, with members who lived in
semi-permanent settlements near bays and
river mouths. The mouth of the Loa River was
particularly important to the Chango because
it provided access to both river and sea wa-
ter. They inhabited this area for thousands
of years, using it as a source of food and for



hunting seals and sea lions. The Chango also
traded dried fish and skins for corn, coca and
wool from the interior regions, among other
goods. In 2020, the Chilean government
officially recognised the Chango as the tenth
indigenous group in the country. Today, ap-
proximately 4,700 people in Chile identify

as Chango.

Loa River

The Loa River (Rio Loa) is a crucial lifeline
flowing through the extremely dry Atacama
Desert. With a length of approximately 440
kilometres, it is the longest river in Chile. It
originates in the Andes near the Bolivian bor-
der, at an altitude of more than 4,000 metres,
and flows into the Pacific Ocean. It is the only
river in the Atacama Desert that contains wa-
ter throughout the year because it does not
fully evaporate or dry up. Its water is used for
irrigation in oases, for human consumption
and is crucial for copper mining. The river’s
estuary was an important site for the Chango
culture. Today, the estuary of the Loa River
covers 508 hectares of protected national
heritage, and the area is known for its great
archaeological value and unique biodiversity.

NASA Perseverance Mars Mission & Rover
The NASA Mars mission, Mars 2020
Perseverance Rover, is an unmanned sci-
entific research project that landed in the
Jezero Crater on Mars in February 2021.
Its main objective is to search for signs
of water and possible life, and to prepare
technology for future human missions to
the planet. NASA is aiming for the 2030s for
such missions. The Perseverance Rover is a
robotic vehicle about the size of a small SUV
that is exploring the Jezero Crater, a former
river delta on Mars. The rover is operated
by NASA and powered by both solar and
nuclear energy. It takes images and collects
rock and soil samples that will be returned to
Earth for further research. The mission also
includes experiments designed to produce
oxygen from the Martian atmosphere.

Dictatorship

Augusto Pinochet’s dictatorship in
Chile (1973-1990) began with a violent coup
d'état, supported by the United States.
On 11 September 1973, socialist president
Salvador Allende was overthrown after three
years in office, after which he committed
suicide. Pinochet’s 17-year military rule was
characterized by severe repression and rad-
ical neoliberal economic policies. Political
parties were banned, the media censored,
and opponents of the regime persecuted,
tortured or murdered. Pinochet also imple-
mented far-reaching privatizations and mar-
ket liberalization. While this led to significant
economic growth, it also increased social
inequality in Chile. In 1988, Pinochet lost a
national referendum on whether he should
remain in power, which led to the restoration
of democracy in 1990. The dictator, who died
in 2006, was never convicted of the crimes
committed during his regime. To this day,
Chile remains divided over his legacy.



Agenda
Discover the programme of lectures, guided tours, workshops,
and other activities related to the exhibition
at smak.be.
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