RENE BALCER: THE GATEKEEPERS OF LA RECOLETA

By Marcos Zimmermann

When Juan de Garay founded Buenos Aires in 1580, the aristocratic neighborhood
of Recoleta was nothing more than a hill full of meadows overlooking the Rio de
la Plata, whose shores reached present-day Avenida del Libertador. In his original
plan, Garay distributed land to the sixty-five people who had come with him. One
of those lots belonged to Rodrigo Ortiz de Zarate, and there he founded Los
Ombues farm. Over time, the farm was passed down to several owners, until the
18" century, when one of them donated a plot of land to the Franciscan Recollect
monks of San Pedro de Alcantara so that they might have a place to build their
convent and the Iglesia del Pilar (Pilar Church). Those monks gave the
neighborhood its name.

When, in 1871, Buenos Aires was plagued by a yellow fever epidemic, the city’s
upper class, who at that time lived in the neighborhoods of San Telmo and
Montserrat, moved to the Recoleta area which, sitting at a higher elevation, had
fewer disease-transmitting mosquitoes. Meanwhile, the massive homes of San
Telmo and Montserrat, abandoned by the upper class, started to transform into
conventillos, or tenements, large homes occupied by various families from the
criollo population, descendants of slaves, and, above all, immigrants who had
recently arrived from Europe with very limited economic resources. These groups
were forced to share their life within the small spaces into which those mansions
were subdivided by the State as a way to house the growing influx of immigrants
that Argentina was experiencing at the time. The resulting overcrowding was the
cause of many deaths during the yellow fever epidemic, but it also gave rise to
and supported a unique portefia or port city culture, forged in that kind of
community living. Those living quarters, among other things, led to the birth of
the tango, a simultaneously sad and moving musical genre, now recognized the
world over as one of the most outstanding symbols of Argentina, whose many
lyrics were written by authors born in those conventillos.

In contrast to this form of community life experienced by the Argentine lower
class of the era, the upper class that had moved to Recoleta were, at the same
time, building up the new neighborhood with huge mansions of a so-called Belle
Epoque style that, as a result of their luxurious nature and ostentatiousness,
distanced themselves from the rest of the community. Designed with a combined



lavish, academist, and eclectic style, their French features were arbitrarily mixed
with Italian forms, solely to cater to the aesthetic whims that the exceedingly rich
oligarchs imposed on the European architects they brought to Argentina
specifically for that purpose. This is how the most exclusive neighborhood of
Buenos Aires came to be, inhabited by an elite class that came into their wealth
thanks to the enormous tracts of land that had been ripped from native
populations in the most ruthless, brutal way, through extermination campaigns
such as the misnamed “Campaign of the Desert,” started in 1879 by Julio
Argentino Roca in Patagonia. It was then that the great Argentine ranches were
born, infinite expanses of extremely fertile land, seized from native inhabitants
after brutally massacring or enslaving them under the pretense of “civilizing” the
homeland. These ranches led to a great accumulation of wealth among
landowners.

Indeed, this is the historical, social, and political fabric that envelops the
neighborhood of Recoleta, where René Balcer’s photographic essay is anchored
and where it develops its deep, suggestive dimension. Coming from quite a
different background but armed with a premonition that seems guided by a
compass, Balcer pointed his camera at Recoleta, the portefio neighborhood where
he stayed for a short time during a visit to Buenos Aires. But it was plenty of time
for him to come up with a completely engrossing photographic essay. In
particular, it is a project that, at first glance, seems to feature a certain simplicity,
but which, when studied from a more profound point of view, takes on a much
deeper dimension.

When asking Balcer what drove him to produce this series of photographs about
the Recoleta’s electric gatekeepers, he only says: “They are intricate, shiny, made
with rich materials, artistic in their own way. And given Argentine’s modern
history, elitist and classist. That is why | compare them with the doorways of
poorer buildings, with very simple buzzers or broken buzzers or ultimately no
buzzer at all and the door just left open for all to enter. It just occurred to me that
these doorways spoke volumes, they are everyday things, things we see without
noticing, very functional yet full of meaning.” And then he repeats a phrase that
has guided him since he heard it uttered by one of his mentors: “/ just want to
make you see.”



But what is it that René Balcer wants to make us see? As soon as he told me the
title of his essay, “Desaparecidos,” and knowing that he was a foreigner, | felt
compelled to warn him of the meaning and heaviness that this word implies for
the Argentine population. A word that refers to the most shameful event in our
contemporary history, perpetrated by the dictatorship that ravaged our country
from 1976 to 1983. In that period, more than 30,000 Argentines, now
desaparecidos, were tortured in concentration camps, killed, or thrown alive into
the sea during “death flights,” for political reasons. Faced with this warning,
Balcer explains: “I was of course aware of the original meaning. But in this essay
the word “desaparecidos” has a different meaning.” “The “desaparecidos” in this
case may be the well-heeled residents who disappear behind their ever fancier
“porteros eléctricos,” seeking refuge from social realities and responsibility, while
the lower classes have no such protection.” They are the descendants of those
Argentines from the Belle Epoque era who —according to Balcer— nowadays
disappear from the gaze of the rest of the population, denying the reality that
surrounds them, hiding behind their electric gates, and isolating themselves from
any contact with the nation’s commoners. In this way, Balcer imposes a
diametrical change to the meaning of the word desaparecidos. An act that, to
most Argentines, would seem to conspire against the immense symbolism of this
word in our country. But, as strange as it may sound, and though “the
disappearers” would be a more suitable term in this case, his idea becomes ever
more valid as we dive into the depths of his essay.

Recoleta is indeed home to many Argentines who are not only the direct
successors of those who massacred the native peoples in the 19* century, but
who were also at the forefront —through acts or omissions— of some of the most
denigrating and anti-Republic behaviors seen in Argentina in recent decades. And
although it seems obvious that a neighborhood cannot be judged en bloc or be
assumed to have a singular ideology —this would be an unacceptable type of
prejudice— we can wholeheartedly agree that a significant portion of the
inhabitants of Recoleta, whom Balcer identifies as the subjects of his
photographic essay, have contributed to —or at least tolerated— the different
forms of oppression deployed against our nation at different times in its history.

But let’s go a little further and try to understand when René Balcer first began to
experience the impulses that drove him to produce this essay, in this
neighborhood, with this title. The first clue is offered up by the photographer



himself, who says that, ever since he was a child, he felt the need to fight
injustice. In his first years studying photography, he was captivated by the images
of the great social photographers, such as Robert Capa, Werner Bischof, Gordon
Parks, Dorothea Lange, Leonard Freed, many of whom were active participants in
the “concerned photography” movement. It is evident that this commitment to
others is one of the first features present in Balcer’s essay. But, although this
particular project is based around social concern, his style and way of expressing
this concept differ from that of the teachers he so admires. And this is where an
extremely intriguing aspect of Balcer’s work reveals itself. Because, although
Balcer’s photographic essay includes a social concern similar to that displayed by
the great photographers mentioned above, the style set forth in his buzzer
photographs makes direct reference to the photographs of Bernd and Hilla
Becher, for whom inanimate objects also “speak.” The Bechers’ photographs, as
well as Balcer’s, reflect an aesthetic deprived of all mannerism, imbued with
marked technical rigor. This alleged simplicity gives the images a realism so great
that, at times, it seems to stand in opposition to their deeper meaning. But
although the style of both portfolios is among the most austere ever witnessed in
the world of photography, they both clearly feature an artistic discourse that goes
beyond form and which, curiously, ends up being foreshadowed and emphasized
by such extreme realism.

This apparent contradiction between depth of content and simplicity of form
reflected by Balcer’s aesthetic style is anything but innocent. The artist achieves
his synthesis by relying on two secrets that he keeps close to his heart, combining
them in the most surprising way. The first can be found in the ideas that support
the work of Marcel Duchamp: “the concept lies behind the apparent,” “thought
modifies what is seen,” “truth is revealed in the obvious.” Because, just as
Duchamp displays a toilet in an exhibit and thus turns it into a work of art, René
Balcer also shows us a series of cold-looking devices with shiny buttons,
transformed into works of art, thanks to the context in which they are shown. As
in the case of Duchamp, the fact that these devices appear in artistic
photographs, while also being displayed in an art book, is what turns them into
art and gives them new meaning. But the game proposed by Balcer goes further,
revealing a second, even deeper secret. Balcer photographs buzzers in the Buenos
Aires neighborhood that serves as the home to a social class that “rejects the
reality” surrounding them. And here is where Balcer’s double game emerges.
Because, to comment on that specific class, the photographer has chosen a



photographic aesthetic of absolute realism. Thus, his portraiture takes on the
form of the very fears of the nation’s commoners expressed by that social class. In
this way, his photographs are stamped with the exact dilemma of this Argentine
elite that refuses to enter into contact with others. And, so, his work becomes
doubly conceptual.

Not only is it evident that the artistic operation developed by Balcer in his
photographs does not end there, but it also alludes to an immanent characteristic
possessed by all buzzers. Something that goes beyond the particular history of
Recoleta and is linked to the social development experienced by almost any large
city. Because metropolises long ago ceased to be the humanist meeting place
proposed by the European Renaissance model as a reaction to the palatial,
walled-off monumentality of medieval cities. As the 15" century saw a transition
from feudal economies to mercantilist ones, this gave rise to more inclusive cities.
Peasants abandoned work in the feudal fields, choosing to move to the city as
merchants, which in turn made these cities more populated and less elitist. But a
mere four centuries later, the uncontrolled development of mercantile liberalism
has once again transformed the city into a series of compartmentalized spaces.
And, today, there is an immense flow of ordinary people who have no place in
certain ontological hierarchies present in the world’s great cities.

This general contemporary situation is also on display in Balcer’s essay. And it is
precisely in this expansion of the underlying meaning behind his work that we can
begin to understand the link between the photographs he took in Buenos Aires,
the name he chose for his essay, and certain events more closely tied to him, ones
that occurred in his country of origin. In 2015, the Truth and Reconciliation
Commission of Canada reported the disappearance and deaths of more than
4,000 Indigenous children from residential schools, which occurred over more
than a century (from 1883 to 1996). They had been forcibly taken there after
being torn from their families. This concern is made manifest by Balcer. And, in a
sense, it exists as a backdrop for his work, one that refers to a story that has sadly
been repeated throughout the Americas.

There is one final aspect to this complex artistic operation, with the various sides
and readings that René Balcer achieves with a few simple buzzers, that | would be
remiss not to mention. One last layer of the onion that is worth peeling back,
related to the concept of “object of desire” or “objet petit a” described by Freud



and Lacan, respectively. With these different names, both psychiatrists identified
the same remnant of original satisfaction, lived and kept in man’s memory. A
remnant that we then eternally seek, with the aim of finding that primary and
mythical pleasure, always so elusive. That object of desire —they affirm—is never
present in the conscious mind, but rather comes out through disguised impulses
whose original matrix we are unable to get a clear view of, and even less able to
handle. Seen from this perspective, Balcer’s buzzers are also the concrete
remnant of social unconsciousness of class differentiation, present in today's
world. But, upon closer analysis, there is an even deeper message in Balcer’s
portraits of these buzzers, one previously expressed in Lacan’s famous phrase:
“Only idiots believe in the reality of the world.” In other words, is this back-and-
forth between reality and backdrop, displayed in Balcer’s work, not also a
reflection on this unconscious structure of modes of ontological communication—
non-communication, one that we can only perceive through substitutes, as
referred to by Freud and Lacan? And if so, might the artistic operation suggested
by René Balcer’s photographs call on us to wonder about the effectiveness or
fragility of ways of expressing profound statements through art? Or, even further,
be a warning about the difficulties faced by any artist with a commitment to the
world when presented with the challenge of using their art to express the deepest
concepts of life and society?

In all of this, | would simply like to point out that René Balcer encompasses a
sensibility that | find comparable to that of André Kertész, a specialist in the use of
direct photography to capture that which did not exist or could not be seen. It
seems to be this same ability to photograph the unphotographable, to talk about
that which is not being said, that is made explicit in Balcer’s photographs.
Displayed with the pseudo-innocence of an industrial catalog, but transformed,
thanks to an entire conceptual operation, into thought-provoking objects.
Because there is much to be admired in this artist’s ability to, with the simplest of
photographs, reveal everything that lies behind them. To make us feel so clearly
that which exists but has not been photographed. To include in a single image
that which is shown and that which is missing, all at the same time. If there was
any doubt, one need only look at the last photograph in this series which, in my
opinion, sums up the entire project. In it, the buzzer he is creating a portrait of
has ceased to exist. The object is no longer there. We only see the trace on the
wall of the place where it once was. Its shadow. A trace that, through negation,
comes into existence. In the end, this is the greatest symbol of a “disappearance.”



Art always arrives as a lifeline for man, helping provide explanations for people.
Through his essay, René Balcer allows us to recall the origins and continued
existence of an Argentine social class that is constantly transforming and
reappearing in different costumes, only to distance itself from the rest of its
people. It also speaks about his country. But, more than anything, it pushes us to
wonder about the limits of art, and to explore the potential found in new
conceptual forms of photographic expression. In a certain sense, it is an assertion
that photography can still cast a light into mankind’s darkest areas. All of this is
present in René Balcer’s photo essay. An exercise full of reflections, hidden in
these photographs of buzzers, which are revealed here, thanks to the eye of the
photographer, full of new and profound meaning.

Marcos Zimmermann
Buenos Aires, October 2022

Marcos Zimmermann is an Argentine photographer and writer. The author of
twelve books of photography, his award-winning work is collected by museums
the world over and has been the subject of numerous international exhibitions.

René Balcer: Los porteros eléctricos de la Recoleta

Cuando en 1580 Juan de Garay fundd Buenos Aires, el aristocratico barrio de la
Recoleta era solo una loma repleta de pastizales que balconeaba sobre el Rio de
la Plata, cuyas costas llegaban hasta la actual Avenida del Libertador. En su plan
fundador, Garay repartio tierras a sesenta y cinco personas que lo acompafnaban.
Uno de aquellos lotes le correspondié a Rodrigo Ortiz de Zarate en le cual fundd la
chacra Los Ombues. Con el correr del tiempo la chacra pasé a mano de varios
propietarios, hasta que en el siglo XVIIl uno de ellos dond una parcela a los
monjes franciscanos Recoletos de San Pedro de Alcdntara para que construyeran
alli su convento y la Iglesia del Pilar. De aquellos monjes proviene el nombre del
barrio.

Cuando en 1871 una epidemia de fiebre amarilla asolé Buenos Aires, la clase alta
portefia que habitaba en los barrios de San Telmo y Montserrat se desplazd a la
zona de la Recoleta ya que, al ser un area mas alta, habia alli menos mosquitos
trasmisores de la enfermedad. Mientras tanto, las inmensas casonas de San



Telmo y Montserrat abandonadas por la clase alta, empezaron a convertirse en
“conventillos”, caserones habitados por numerosas familias de criollos,
descendientes de esclavos y, sobre todo, inmigrantes recién llegados de Europa
de bajos recursos econdmicos. Estos grupos se vieron obligados a compartir la
vida dentro de los pequeiios espacios en que fueron subdividias aquellas
mansiones por el Estado, a fin de poder alojar el creciente flujo inmigratorio que
vivia la Argentina de entonces. Tal hacinamiento fue la causa de muchas muertes
durante aquella epidemia. Pero también fue origen y sustanciacion de una cultura
portefia propia, forjada en aquella forma de vida en comunidad. Alli nacié entre
otras cosas el tango, esa expresidn musical triste y emotiva a la vez. Un género
hoy reconocido internacionalmente como uno de los simbolos mas destacados de
la Argentina, muchas de cuyas letras fueron escritas por autores nacidos en
aquellos conventillos.

En contraposicidn a esta forma de vida comunitaria que vivia la clase baja
argentina de entonces, la clase alta que se habia desplazado a la Recoleta
construyd en ese nuevo barrio, y en la misma época, enormes mansiones de
pretendido estilo Belle Epoque que, por su lujo y ampulosidad, imponian distancia
con el resto de la comunidad. Disefiadas con un estilo fastuoso, academicista y
ecléctico a la vez, los rasgos franceses se mezclaron en ellas con las formas
italianas arbitrariamente, solo para complacer los caprichos estéticos que
aquellos oligarcas riquisimos les imponian a arquitectos europeos traidos
especialmente por ellos a la Argentina para tales fines. Asi fue creandose el barrio
de Buenos Aires mas exclusivo, habitado por una elite enriquecida gracias a las
enormes extensiones de campo arrancadas a los pueblos originarios de modo
impiadoso y bestial, en campafias de exterminio como la mal llamada “Campafia
del Desierto” iniciada en 1879 por Julio Argentino Roca en la Patagonia. Fue
entonces cuando nacieron las grandes estancias argentinas, espacios infinitos de
tierra fertilisima, usurpada a los pobladores originarios luego de masacrarlos o
esclavizarlos brutalmente con la excusa de “civilizar” la patria. Fue con estas
estancias, que estos terratenientes se enriquecieron inmensamente.

Es en este entramado histérico, social y politico que envuelve el barrio de la
Recoleta donde se ancla el ensayo fotografico de René Balcer y donde desarrolla
su dimension por demas sugestiva y profunda. Venido de otros aires pero munido
de un presentimiento que parece guiado por una brujula, Balcer apunté su
camara a la Recoleta, el barrio portefio en el cual se hospedd por breve tiempo



durante una visita que realizd a Buenos Aires. Pero ese tiempo le basté para
proponer un ensayo fotografico que nos deja absortos. Sobre todo por la sencillez
que parece poseer una propuesta que, vista en profundidad, cobra una dimension
mucho mas honda. Paso a explicarme.

Cuando uno le pregunta a Balcer qué es lo que lo empujd a hacer esta serie de
fotografias sobre los porteros eléctricos de la Recoleta, él se limita a decir: “They
are intricate, shiny, made with rich materials, artistic in their own way. And given
Argentine’s modern history, elitist and classist. That is why | compare them with
the doorways of poorer buildings, with very simple buzzers or broken buzzers or
ultimately no buzzer at all and the door just left open for all to enter. It just
occurred to me that these doorways spoke volumes, they are everyday things,
things we see without noticing, very functional yet full of meaning.” Y luego repite
la frase que lo guia desde que la escuchd de boca de un profesor suyo: “/ just
want to make you see”.

Pero, équé es lo que René Balcer nos quiere hacer ver? Apenas él me refirié el
titulo de su ensayo “Desaparecidos” y sabiéndolo extranjero, me vi en la
obligacidon de advertirle el significado y la carga que esa palabra tiene para
nosotros, los argentinos. Una palabra que remite al hecho mas vergonzoso de
nuestra historia contemporanea, perpetrado por la dictadura que asold nuestro
pais entre 1976 y 1983. En ese periodo, mas de 30.000 argentinos, hoy
desaparecidos, fueron torturados en campos de concentracidn, asesinados o
arrojados vivos al mar durante los “vuelos de la muerte”, por motivos politicos. Es
frente a esta advertencia, cuando Balcer explica: “En este ensayo —dice— la
palabra “desaparecidos” tiene otra acepcion”. “Estos “desaparecidos” —aclara—
son otros”. “En este caso, son quienes se esconden detrds de los porteros
eléctricos, evitando el contacto con los demds y defendiendo una concepcion
elitista de la vida que le da siempre la espalda a lo popular”. Son entonces los
descendientes de aquellos argentinos de la Belle Epoque quienes —segln Balcer—
hoy desaparecen de la mirada de los demas negando la realidad que los circunda,
ocultandose detras de los porteros eléctricos y aislandose de todo contacto con el
pueblo. De este modo, Balcer impone un cambio diametral en el significado de la
palabra desaparecidos. Algo que para un argentino pareceria conspirar contra el
inmenso simbolo que representa esta palabra para nuestro pueblo. Pero, aunque
suene extrafo y en realidad seria “desaparecedores” una palabra mas justa en



este caso, su idea comienza a cobrar cada vez mas validez a medida que nos
sumergimos en las profundidades de su ensayo. Veamos porqué.

Es cierto que en Recoleta viven muchos de los argentinos que, no solamente son
herederos directos de quienes masacraron a los pueblos originarios en el siglo
XIX, sino que han sido protagonistas —por accién u omision— de algunos de los
comportamientos mas denigrantes y anti republicanos que se hayan visto en la
Argentina de los ultimos decenios. Y aunque es obvio que un barrio no puede ser
juzgado en bloque ni inferir que posee una ideologia compacta —un prejuicio que
seria inaceptable— coincidimos totalmente en que una buena parte de los
habitantes de la Recoleta, los cuales Balcer identifica como sujetos de su ensayo
fotografico, ha contribuido —o cuanto menos tolerado— las diferentes formas de
opresion desplegadas en diversas épocas sobre nuestro pueblo.

Pero vayamos mas alla y tratemos de entender cuando nacieron en René Balcer
las pulsiones que lo impulsaron a realizar este ensayo en este barrio y a ponerle
este titulo. La primera pista la da el mismo fotdgrafo, cuando refiere que desde
nino sintid a la injusticia como algo que debia combatir. Que en sus primeros afos
del aprendizaje de fotografia, se deslumbroé con las imagenes de grandes
fotografos sociales, tales como Robert Capa, Werner Bischof, Gordon Parks,
Dorothea Lange y Henrie Cartier-Bresson, mucho de ellos enrolados en la
“concern photography”. Esta claro que ese compromiso con los demas es uno de
los primeros rasgos presentes en el ensayo de Balcer. Pero, aunque la
preocupacion social esté en la base de este trabajo, su estilo y manera de
expresarlo es diferente al de sus admirados maestros. Y aqui comienza a revelarse
un aspecto mas que interesante del trabajo de Balcer. Porque, si bien el ensayo
fotografico de Balcer incluye una preocupacién social semejante a la de los
grandes fotégrafos nombrados mas arriba, el estilo de sus fotografias de proteros
eléctricos refiere directamente a las fotografias de Bernard y Hilla Becher para
guienes —como para Balcer—los objetos inanimados también “hablan”. Tanto las
fotografias del matrimonio Becher, como estas de Balcer, participan de una
estética privada de todo manierismo e imbuida de una marcada rigurosidad
técnica. Esta simplicidad que a primera vista parecen tener, les brinda un realismo
tal que por momentos parece contraponerse al sentido profundo que poseen.
Pero aunque el estilo de ambos trabajos sea de los mds austeros que se hayan
visto en fotografia, en ambos se vislumbra con claridad la presencia de un



discurso artistico que va mas alla de las formas y que, curiosamente, ese realismo
extremo, preanuncia y enfatiza.

Pero esta aparente contradiccidon entre profundidad de contenido y simplicidad
de forma que encierra la operacion estética de Balcer, no es inocente. El artista
consigue su sintesis apoyandose en dos secretos que él guarda y combina de
manera sorprendente. El primero es posible hallarlo en las ideas que respaldan la
obra de Marcel Duchamp: “el concepto se halla detras de lo aparente”, “el
pensamiento modifica lo visto”, “la verdad se revela en lo obvio”. Porque, tal
como Duchamp exhibe un inodoro en una muestra y lo convierte asi en objeto de
arte, René Balcer también nos muestra una serie de aparatos de frio aspecto y
teclado brillante, transformados en objetos de arte, gracias al contexto en el que
son mostrados. Como en el caso de Duchamp, la aparicion de estos aparatos en
fotografias de arte, que ademas son expuestas dentro de un libro de arte, los
vuelve en si mismos arte y les agrega un nuevo significado. Pero el juego que
propone Balcer va mas alld y revela un segundo secreto todavia mas profundo.
Balcer fotografia porteros eléctricos del barrio de Buenos Aires donde se refugia
una clase social que “rechaza la realidad” que la circunda. Y aqui viene el doble
juego de Balcer. Porque, para hablar de esa clase, el fotografo elige una estética
fotografica de absoluto realismo. Asi, su retrato consigue la forma del mismisimo
temor al pueblo expresado por esa clase social. De ese modo, deja impresa en sus
fotografias el exacto dilema de esta elite argentina que reniega de su contacto
con los demas. Y es asi como su trabajo se vuelve doblemente conceptual.
Asombroso!

Esta claro que la operacion artistica que Balcer desarrolla con sus fotografias no
termina alli. Y que también alude a un rasgo inmanente que poseen los porteros
eléctricos. Algo que excede a la historia particular de la Recoleta y que esta ligado
al desarrollo social que han sufrido casi todas las grandes ciudades. Porque las
metropolis dejaron de ser hace tiempo el sitio humanista de reunion que propuso
el modelo renacentista europeo como reaccion a la monumentalidad amurallada
y dulica de la ciudad medieval. La transformacién de la economia feudal en
economia mercantilista iniciada en el siglo XV, dio pie a una ciudad mas inclusiva.
El labriego abandond los trabajos en los campos feudales para acudir a las
ciudades convertido en comerciante y este cambio volvid a estas ciudades mas
pobladas y menos elitistas. Pero bastaron cuatro siglos mas para que el desarrollo
descontrolado del liberalismo mercantil haya transformado nuevamente a las



ciudades en espacios compartimentados. Y, hoy, hay un caudal inmenso de gente
comun y corriente que no tiene lugar en ciertas jerarquias ontoldgicas presentes
en las grandes metrdpolis.

Esta situacion contemporanea general, también esta expuesta en este ensayo de
Balcer. Y es justamente en esta ampliacion de sentido subyacente de su trabajo,
donde se puede entender mejor un vinculo entre las fotografias realizadas por él
en Buenos Aires, el nombre elegido para su ensayo, y ciertos hechos que lo
atafien mas directamente ocurridos en su pais de origen: Canada. Porque cabria
preguntarse équé impulsd a un renombrado guionista y escritor a realizar un
ensayo fotografico sobre los porteros eléctricos de un barrio de Buenos Aires? ¢Y
qué lo hizo titularlo “desaparecidos”? Seguramente, parte de la respuesta esté en
gue, en 2015, la Comision de la Verdad y la Reconciliacion de Canada denuncid la
desaparicion y muerte de mas de cuatro mil niflos aborigenes ocurridas en
escuelas residenciales durante mas de un siglo (desde 1883 hasta 1996). Alli
habian sido llevados a la fuerza luego de ser arrancados de sus familias. Esta
preocupacion es manifestada por Balcer. Y aparece de manera como telén de
fondo de este trabajo que refiere una historia tristemente repetida en toda
América.

Solo quisiera agregar que esta compleja operacidn de arte, de varias aristas y
varias lecturas que despliega René Balcer a partir de unos simples porteros
eléctricos, encierra un ultimo aspecto que no quiero dejar de mencionar. Una
ultima capa de la cebolla que vale la pena desentrafiar y que tiene relacion con el
concepto de “objeto de deseo” o de “objeto “a” descriptos por Freud y Lacan
respectivamente. Ambos psiquiatras identificaban con estos nombres diversos, a
una misma huella de satisfaccion original vivida y guardada en la memoria del
hombre. Una huella que luego buscamos eternamente para hallar aquél placer
primario y mitico que resulta siempre inasible. Ese objeto de deseo —afirman—no
se hace jamas presente en la conciencia sino a través de impulsos disfrazados,
cuya matriz original estamos imposibilitados de vislumbrar claramente y, mucho
menos, de manejar. Vistos desde esta perspectiva, los porteros eléctricos de
Balcer son también huellas concretas de un inconsciente social de diferenciacion
de clases, presente en el mundo actual. Pero, haciendo un anadlisis mas afilado,
hay un mensaje aun mas profundo en el retrato de estos porteros eléctricos de
Balcer, que fue ya expresado la famosa frase de Lacan: “Sélo los idiotas creen en
la realidad del mundo”. Esto es, éno sera también este juego de realidad—



trasfondo, expuesto en la obra de Balcer, una reflexion sobre esta estructura
inconsciente de modos de comunicacion—incomunicacion ontolégica que solo
podemos percibir a través de sustitutos a la que se refieren Freud y Lacan? Y si asi
fuera, éno sera la operacion artistica que proponen las fotografias de René Balcer
un llamado a preguntarnos acerca de la eficacia o fragilidad de las formas de
expresar enunciados profundos a través del arte? O, aun mas, éun alerta sobre las
dificultades de todo artista comprometido con el mundo para expersar con su
arte los conceptos mas hondos de la vida y de la sociedad?

Por todo esto solo me cabe sefialar en René Balcer una sensibilidad que
encuentro paragonable a la de André Kertész, especialista en plasmar en una
fotografia directa aquello que no existia, o no podia ser visto. Parece ser esta
misma capacidad para fotografiar lo infotografiable, para hablar de lo que no se
dice, aquello que queda explicitado en estas fotografias de Balcer. Desplegadas
con la pseudo inocencia que puede poseer un catalogo industrial pero
convertidas, gracias a toda su operacién conceptual, en objetos movilizadores del
pensamiento. Porque es admirable la capacidad de este artista para, valiéndose
de fotografias de gran simpleza, dejar al descubierto todo aquello que se halla
detrds. Para hacernos sentir tan claramente lo que existe pero no ha sido
fotografiado. Para incluir en una imagen lo que se muestra y lo que falta, al
mismo tiempo. Si hubiera alguna duda de esta enorme capacidad de Balcer, no
hay mas que mirar la dltima fotografia de esta serie que, a mi juicio, resume todo
el trabajo. En ella no existe el portero eléctrico que él retrata. El objeto ya no esta.
Solo vemos la huella en la pared del sitio donde alguna vez hubo uno. Su sombra.
Un rastro que, a través de la negacidn, le da existencia. Al fin y al cabo, el simbolo
mas grande de una “desapariciéon”.

El arte acude siempre como tabla de salvaciéon del hombre y ayuda a dar
explicaciones a los pueblos. A través de su ensayo, René Balcer nos permite
refrescar el origen y la vigencia de una clase social argentina que se transformay
reaparece siempre con diferentes ropajes, solo para establecer distancia con su
pueblo. También nos habla de su pais. Pero ademads, nos empuja a preguntarnos
sobre los limites del arte y a explorar el potencial de las nuevas formas
conceptuales de expresion fotografica. De alguna manera, una reivindicacion de
las posibilidades que aun brinda la fotografia para alumbrar las zonas mas oscuras
del hombre. De todo esto nos habla René Balcer en su ensayo. Un ejercicio lleno
de reflexiones ocultas, escondidas en estas fotografias de porteros eléctricos, que



se revelan aqui, gracias al ojo del fotdgrafo, pletdricos de una significacidon nueva
y profunda.

Marcos Zimmermann
Buenos Aires, Octubre de 2022



