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Looking closely at Sara Flores’s paintings, one can see that in the perfectly symmetrical patterns that extend on the 
canvas there is a digital infinity that abounds. Through the simplicity of linear geometric forms, Flores’s work echoes 
the profusion and endlessness of nature: fractal-like shapes multiply and spill over the canvas as if to reveal the 
imperceptible fabric of the world. 

Born in 1950, and part of the Indigenous community of Tanbo Mayo in the Peruvian Amazon, Sara Flores is locally 
and internationally recognized as a master artist of kené designs. Generally, these designs, which appear as 
linear patterns depicted on textiles, pottery, and objects, and that sometimes are drawn on bodies for protection, 
are representative of a unified worldview of the Shipibo-Konibo-Xetebo Nation. Sara Flores started her initiation 
and training under the guidance of her mother when she was 14 years old. Today, she works on the designs with 
her daughters Deysi and Pilar Ramirez, painting together, side by side, in perfect consonance. The plant dyes 
they use often require multiple retracings to achieve specific intensities and the colors are always prepared with 
the local Amazonian flora; the leaves of the amí for the purple, the fruit of achiote for the red, a mix of the barks of 
the yacushapana, the xene xonosh, the almond tree for the black, and the root of the guisador for the yellow. This 
inherited knowledge about the plants - which also includes a complex set of medicinal and aesthetic uses in the 
community - is not only passed on from generation to generation on a matriarchal line, but artists like Flores must 
establish a personal relationship with the plants used. The preparation of the dyes and the spiritual process of kené 
are part of a complex connection with the land, water, and plants, from which both the vision of the artwork and the 
tools to produce it, develop. Thus, the artist must undertake a gentle process of engaging with the spirit of the plant: 
she must sing to it, ask for permission for collection, and thank it, in order to establish a relationship of consensus 
and respect. More recently, many of these plants have been gradually yet rapidly disappearing from their usual 
locations because of deforestation, urbanization, and climate change in the Amazon. Their rapid extinction forces 
artists like Sara Flores to travel to remote locations, further into the deep jungle, in order to find and harvest them. 

The Shipibo are one of the few Indigenous groups where the artists of the community are primarily women. Their 
cosmology tells the story of how kené was unveiled only to women, alongside vegetal technologies, by the cosmic 
anaconda Ronin - a snake figure, mother of all mothers, and lunar creator of the world. The kené comes from Ronin’s 
back tail and, besides its spiritual practicality, it is also perceived as a tribute to the powerful grandmother figure. 
Thus, the kené designs represent the spiritual and moral values of the Shipibo Nation: they capture connections that 
are maintained and cultivated in a careful balance between the perceived material world (with its humans, plants, 
animals, and different environments) and what is perceived as the unseen world: the world of spirits. 

Sara Flores traces the patterns by hand, in perfect parallelism, and follows the guidelines of this tradition that 
prescribes beauty as connected to the balance and well-being of the multiple interconnected worlds. An imbalance 
in the material ecological reality, for instance, is reflected in the spirit world too. In Shipibo cosmology, the multiple 
dimensions of life, seen and unseen, were once connected in the blissful unity of primordial time. Today, these 
worlds hover far from each other, mirroring one another from a distance, as if in consonance. The kené captures the 
image of the world in movement, with its ever-changing connections and relationships. 
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Together with the psycho-active plant-medicine ayahuasca - taken traditionally by the Shipibo as part of ceremonies 
led by healers - the kené designs are believed to have healing properties. The healers are trained to conduct 
ceremonies to see and interpret otherworldly realms and to understand where imbalances appear. They sing their 
visions into being through chants called íkaros. These songs have the power to impact all mirroring worlds, by 
creating serpentine paths of access through their sound. Master artists like Sara Flores often capture the visual and 
musical patterns of the íkaros, translating the intents and patterns of the songs further through their kené designs. 
For this, they must also practice fasting, exercise spiritual discipline, avoid specific foods, chant, and contemplate 
designs, while ritualistically using plant teachers to help them envision better this mediation of worlds.    

While Flores respects the highly ritualized practice of kené, she brings her own recognizable style, personal 
history, and technique that makes the work her own. Considered in its full complexity, her practice highlights the 
entanglement of the world that we’re inhabiting as if offering a clue on how to rekindle cycles of connection that have 
been damaged or misinterpreted. It might seem as if kené is representative of a highly specific context and belief 
system, but looking at it in today’s globalized context–where the genocidal violence against Indigenous Peoples in 
South America is connected to the deforestation of the Amazon, and implicitly to our ecological crisis–it becomes 
clear that through the works of artists like Sara Flores, the message that the kené conveys, is a profoundly political 
and ecological one. What does it mean, thus, to choose to see the expansion of Flores’s life’s work beyond its local 
context, not as a pure coincidence but as part of a purposeful design? 

- Adriana Blidaru
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