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1.  All quotes by Dario Robleto derive from interview with Claire Schneider,  

January 18, 2012, Houston, Texas.

Dario Robleto
American, born 1972

It’s just a pure rejection of giving up, but it doesn’t have to be a 
gesture that the whole world knows; it can be a tiny, intimate 
moment. But it has to be driven by tenderness and empathy—
empathy is a big word for me. Our tendency is to say: “Well, if it 
was so tiny, did it really matter in relation to the context that 
produced it?” I argue that yes, it’s giant if it was only one person 
fighting back. I’m saying that there are all these other small 
gestures of love that occurred in response to that trauma that have 
to be equated. Our tendency is to not look at those moments...that 
it becomes about forgetting. Which I can’t ever allow in my work 
because I’m arguing that to not forget is to push back. 

In a sense, Dario Robleto’s practice as a whole may be 
seen as a multifaceted response to the apparent hege-
mony of nihilism and self-perpetuating critique of 
postmodern art and contemporary society. Coming 
from a belief that art ought to be productive rather 
than deconstructive, Robleto takes an aggressive 
stance against what he refers to as “an overly cynical 
and ironic moment” by embracing the untouchable 
topic of love (which the artist defines as being “a rejec-
tion of the other extreme, which is giving up, of pure 
nihilism”). His approach is intentionally reparative 
and directed by an instinct toward life, toward surviv-
al. This impetus toward a radical and profound ethic of 
care for others first manifested itself in a series of per-
formative actions—fitting higher-wattage bulbs into 
all the porch lights in his home neighborhood [Work 
37]; reworking the Unibomber’s manifesto into a love 
poem (in Love Manifesto, 1997 [Work 36]); and, in an 
ongoing project, whiting out dated references to the 
end of the world and replacing them with later dates, 

“in an effort to buy us all a little more time.” 
Robleto has meticulously revived forgotten craft 

skills traditionally used as defiant, life-affirming, and 
creative responses to loss and destruction. Much of 
the artist’s post-September 11 oeuvre deals with the 
historically progressive physical trauma on human 
bodies, from bullet wounds in the Civil War to soldiers 
actually turning to dust on the battlefields of World 
War I. In doing so, the artist uses the DJ technique of 
mixing and sampling, metamorphasizing fraught ma-
terials related to war—including human bone and 
hair, battlefield bullets, and soldiers’ letters to their 
families—to place the historical and emotional con-
tent embedded in these objects into a contemporary 
conversation about love, death, and mourning as 
communal acts.

In Defiant Gardens, 2009–10 [Work 38], the last in 
Robleto’s series of monumental wreaths, the artist 
draws on the extensive historical use of wreaths as 
public commemoration of the violence and death of 
war. The title also refers to the practice of construct-
ing gardens in defiance of seemingly overwhelming 
political, social, or cultural challenges—such as the 
gardens built during World War I behind the Western 
Front and by prisoners of war and civilian internees in 
both Europe and the United States during World War 
II. In this work, the artist re-imagines mementos of 
physically and temporally disparate griefs in an act 
of service that goes beyond commentary to actually 
creating symbolic repair. In doing so, the artist draws 
upon a long tradition of wartime rituals in which frag-
ile ephemera, like the small, dried flowers originally 
sent with letters home from soldiers abroad which 
have been incorporated in Defiant Gardens, into to-
temic repositories of longing and missing. 

Robleto has talked about sharing Defiant Gardens 
with the four veterans who contributed materials to 
the piece as “the best day I’ve had as an artist...It re-
ally affirmed that [art] can talk outside our own insu-
lar world...This piece opened up a space of love or ten-
derness that allowed communication to happen,” 
including the first conversation a World War II veteran 
had with his son and grandson about his wartime ex-
periences. Defiant Gardens represents the culmina-
tion of Robleto’s interests in the reconstruction of 
fragments of war as a clarion call for the preservation 
and celebration of life in the face of a seemingly un-
ending brutality.
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Work 38 
Dario Robleto
Defiant Gardens, 2009–10
cut paper, homemade paper (pulp made from soldiers’ letters sent home and 
wife/sweetheart letters sent to soldiers from various wars, cotton), carrier 
pigeon skeletons, World War II-era pigeon message capsules, dried flowers 
from various battlefields, hair flowers braided by war widows, mourning 
dress fabric, excavated shrapnel and bullet lead from various battlefields, 
various seeds, various seashells, cartes de visites, gold leaf, silk, ribbon, 
wood, glass, foam core, glue
79 ½ x 61 x 4 ½ in.
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Work 36
Dario Robleto
Love Manifesto, 1997, 2008
cut vinyl
12 x 25 ¾ in. 

Work 37
Dario Robleto
We’ll Dance Our Way Out of the Womb, 1997, 2008
cut vinyl
10 ¾ x 23 ½ in.
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Work 35
Dario Robleto
Dario’s Shredded Love Letters, 1997
pill bottle, pill capsules, shredded love letters from 7th– through 9th-grade 
years, and homemade labels
4 ½ x 2 x ½ in.


