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The Return of Dawn 

By  Erik Castillo

“(…)  old insanities, sinister demons,         

Stir up their maternal, popular tricks

With beastly postures and caresses.                

(…) and take over the magnetic comedy

(…) Their taunts or their terrors last but a minute, or for months on end.

I alone hold the key to this savage parade.”
“And now, in these days, (...) I have thought of seeking the key to the ancient fest, where I might regain my appetite.”
Arthur Rimbaud

The Prodigal Mother, 2008, so far Daniel Lezama’s latest and most significant narrative effort in painting -although holding its own with the rest of his work-, synthesizes in a quite unique manner ten years of professional work in the field of painting, a similar lapse of artistic development, and at least thirty years of intense sentimental and intellectual experience. As early as 1987, several drawings by the then painter-to-be depicted scenes where characters interact in situations that can be described as vital machines, a notion that is consummated in The Prodigal Mother. Daniel Lezama is not a conservative artist devoted to the reproduction of manifestos of realism, nor a traditionalist hoping to contribute yet another piece of identity to the diurnal heritage of the national Mexican conscience (yet, remarkably, he is nonetheless a traditionalist heretic working for the nocturnal legacy of the Mexican 
unconsciousness). Lezama could best be defined as the inventor of a vast machinery of iconographic mechanisms, that has found in Mexico’s vernacular saga not a mere creative pretext, but its only crucial point of reference.
Both as a passionate viewer and as an artist, Daniel Lezama has always been interested in Salon Machines, that is, in the pictorial devices that achieved a maximum degree of  simultaneous transmission and concealment of meaning, during the rise of modernity from the 16th to the 19th Centuries. Art reviews published during the heyday of Academia were already using -and particularly during the 19th Century- a strange (and beautiful) category of analysis: the mechanism. This concept refers to a device that, when successful, involved the painter and his audience within a circular interplay of aesthetic variables. The first term of this fantastic equation was the artist’s capacity to construct an image able to seduce, from the first glance and irresistibly, the beholding eye, while making sure by means of a combination of subtleties, concealments, or purposeful ambiguities, that not all was revealed from the onset. In second place, the viewer had to experience the power of images –as noted by G. I. Gurdjieff regarding the operation of art in the past– not unlike someone poring over the pages of a devastating book. At the end, the cycle of communication came to a close, yet the painting remained an epiphany both unforgettable, and open to countless revisitations. This was the measure of art in a world that no longer exists. For the last decade of the 20th Century, Daniel Lezama has brought back this standard from a very personal ground, and with a profound understanding of the cardinal rule of contemporary knowledge, that is, that the priority of the present day is to build the archive of modernity.

The Prodigal Mother exemplifies all of the above. The painting narrates, machinates, the mysterious (mysteric?) pilgrimage of a nation entirely removed from a tangible historical context. It immediately conveys the impression of a collective destiny that can be traced back to the age of the “dark mirror”, a primeval Mexican time of sorts, where the avatars of the Ages merge until the foundational haven in which the theophany of Guadalupe came to being, is found: the day of the birth of painting, under the aegis of Mother Earth and by the hand of a sacred child, Juan Diego/Piltzintli. If, as claimed by Carlos Montemayor, we can infer that tzintli is the linguistic root of chingar (to fuck), and the blue child that falls of Indian myth is the wellspring of joy in the world, then the insulting chingar a su madre (to fuck one’s mother) is also the wondrous act of painting one’s mother. This is only one part of the story told by The Prodigal Mother and other works, where the artist rediscovers the primordial meaning of the figure of Tonantzin, by likening the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe to a vagina. Another lies in the discourse of Alchemy, an interpretative genre that is intimately involved with the history of the Western mind, and not coincidentally, with the history of great European painting. In this context, the work which occupies us would amount to an Opus Magnum, or rather a process in which what I have called (in keeping with Lezama’s words) the days of the dark mirror, undergo a metamorphosis towards another state, that is represented in the right-hand side of the painting by the Advent of Dawn, a figure in perfect agreement with the alchemic jargon. 

The alchemic interpretation refers, of course, to what happens –physically-- in the landscape itself when the morning light returns, a phenomenon held in high regard by the ancient world vision of Mesoamerica; citing the artist himself, it also alludes to what happens –psychically– within the community that the painter crowds into the scene and within the individual that contemplates the painting, who reenact and receive, respectively, the mysteric gift of passing from survival (a feminine existential endeavor) to reconcilement (a masculine existential endeavor). I have repeatedly stressed the mysterious-mysteric condition which I think occurs, not only in the aforementioned painting, but in Daniel Lezama´s entire work. Considering the above,  the reference to the mechanism, and the matter of Alchemy, I am only suggesting that in its cusp or at its most intense, the imaginary of the painter represents an episode that in spite of everything makes a difference between the fatal –as in confronted by fate- condition of man torn between the realm of nature and civilization, and this same condition when the deepest aspects and impulses of existence are embraced, when the magnitude of destiny is accepted, and meaning is bestowed upon the world. 

Although the timeless scream of Mother Earth is the vortex of The Prodigal Mother, it is actually heard in a moment belonging to a dimension apart from the rest of the picture, not unlike the presence of Courbet’s model or Delacroix’s nymph –in Real  Allegory. The Artist´s Studio, 1855, and in Liberty Leading the People, 1830, respectively,–  both of which act at a level of reality distinct from that of other characters in these visual machines. And regarding the image of “the white house of José Clemente” (Lezama speaking) by Orozco, of course, that resolves the mechanics of The Prodigal Mother, we should keep in mind that in the imaginary of the formidable painter from Jalisco, it represented the only possible refuge where destitute Mexicans could find shelter from terror in a metaphysical scale; a terror much greater, by the way, than the atrocities of the Revolution: the fire of inevitable destruction, born of the fury of necessity. Alchemic esotericism?  

Rather than deal with the adventure of “Mexicans Throughout the Centuries”, The Prodigal Mother offers instead an allegorical model of the stigma bearing upon the existence of a single individual, specifically the artist himself, and by extension each and any one of us (as “happened” to Juan Diego in the miracle of Tepeyac). The process of the painting takes place within the viewer, in the interior of the subject of contemplation, for after all, Mexico is a tale that each Mexican -particularly the forgotten Mexican- carries within himself. Consequently, the mysteric (or sublimating) mechanism that The Prodigal Mother ignites within its potential audience involves an initiatic offering, a rite of passage, and the possibility of a liberation. Liberation from what? By the end of this Eleusys of aesthetic reception, the spectator, the mystes, will have forgotten the rush of history and overcome, for a few moments, what Lezama calls “the dark dream of Mexico (…) the bloody face of Tezcatlipoca”: toying with interpretation, I fantasize The Prodigal Mother  was conceived to make us to conjure –at the time of contemplation– both death and the Patriotic, and spirit us to a land of the Matriotic, that is, to a phase of society empowered by artistic fiction to cancel the atavisms and the obsession of political protagonism by the Father-State (the state of awareness) on one hand, and to offer the gift of dissolving into the bio-social mantle of the Mother (state of unawareness), on the other. Contrarily to common wisdom, the return to the mother I am suggesting has nothing to do with the hope of evolution towards social harmony, or with the yearning for an ecumenical Golden Age; rather, it involves plunging into a present tense wherein a revel of carnality going beyond the pale of law and politics, the full awareness of finitude, and the bliss of passionate living, would all come together. There is no “Mexicanist” tendency here. It is not by chance that one of the “officials testifying to the illegal nature of this match” is Benito Juárez, all-powerful and self-assured head of State, here depicted as a passive, introspective, and resigned observer.
Octavio Paz believed art was capable of making us come to terms, in the climatic episode of reception, with each and all of the others that we ourselves are; of finding the contradictory plurality residing within suspended, cancelled for an instant of ephemeral splendor, for a moment that may return every time we confront works of art capable of magnifying us. Within the viewer, and also in the artistic act, this state is called production of unconsciousness. In the discourse of Lezama, it involves the return to the Mother, that he conceives as a boundless entity. When discussing his ideas, Lezama often recalls the Rimbaudian phrase I is another, as the most adequate definition of his quest. We should keep in mind that the poet-wanderer wrote this sentence --in the celebrated “Letters of a Seer”--  while explaining to Paul Demény that future art would bring a mysterious transfiguration permuting the identity of thought into something else – the awakening of copper as trumpet, the systematic disarray of all the senses, the alchemy of language. Each of Lezama’s canvases is the retort of an alchemist promising reinvention to whoever agrees to descend into its contemplation. 

Outside the Logic of Mexican Art History

The work of Daniel Lezama does not fit in an obvious manner within the narrative of cultural events spanning the transition of modern art into the contemporary. Nor does it find the chronological niche so avidly sought by today’s most cutting-edge artists, in order to ”fit into” the logic of art history. Lezama´s proposition contradicts the stereotypical nationalistic identity proposed by the Mexican School in the first half of the 20th Century, and now scorned by the anti-nationalist agenda of the globalized post-avantgarde scene. Although Lezama’s painterly practice has sometimes been likened to the poetics of Neo-Mexicanism, a closer look reveals a world of difference between both productions. Rather than revealing a need to arbitrarily deal with the subject of identity by means of parody and pastiche, I believe the Eighties paved the way for the postmodern trope of reassessing the scheme in which meaning was built into the work of art. Neo-Mexican artists endorsed the enunciation of an image capitalizing the iconic baggage of  the remnants of nationalism, articulating hermetic flights of fancy, mere surfaces simulating an impossible semantic cipher, subordinate to the spirit of a time when individuality was reconquered at the cost of over-subjectivity and solipsism. Daniel Lezama also denationalizes the Mexican by operating within its context; yet not by means of extravagant parody or by disrupting the sequence of iconic syntax, but with faith in the –certainly ambivalent, polyvalent-- possibility of constructing meaning. This denationalization of the Mexican in Daniel Lezama’s painting is easier to explain by yet another twist of language: it amounts to mentar (“to remind”) the mother to the nation, and to madrear (“to beat up”) the patriotic identity (a term rooted in Pater, the father).

On the other hand, regarding Lezama’s purported visitation of the 19th Century, it should not be circumscribed it to that period, for at any rate, his very contemporary strategy of producing paintings that could have been made in the past, refers to the whole of the modern Mexican era (culturally speaking, from the end of the 18th to the first half of the 20th Century). Our painter confronts, from an individual perspective, the conceptual organization and the social vision of Mexican art, moving from the illustrated division of class of the Colonial Castas paintings, into the quest for origin in the Independent era, and the puritanical and ideological populism of Post-Revolutionary times. Only José Clemente Orozco’s lucid, unrelenting testimony has been found by Lezama to be deserving of affirmative dialogue. The relevance of the poetics of painting now as if painting in the past, of inventing scenarios where characters, episodes, atmospheres, and props belonging to what I call ”the totality of Mexican modern time” all come together, is that Daniel Lezama’s opus tells the legend of a country whose image is depicted in full possession of all the phases of its independent history; and not because Mexico is privy to some gift of self-ubiquitousness or omnipresence, but because it is a society that has yet to sublimate –for lack of a better word- the iconography of its obsessions, its project of modernity as yet unfinished. Having authored one of the most impressive chronicles of fiction ever ventured about the subterranean Mexico and its citizens, Lezama dreams that Mexico dreams that it sinks into the chiaroscuro of the volcano of its pre-modern, modernizing, and post-modernist urges: only thus will we be able to answer the riddle of existence for the sphinx of history, and dissolve the very fabric of the labyrinth that oppresses us.

Far from Contemporary Theoretical and Critical Discourse 
Daniel Lezama’s work proclaims a condition of absolute Oedipal fatalism regarding the subject of origin. Contemporary theory offers the alternative of political disaffection, and a spectrum of social and semantic nomadisms. Close to the essence of romantic tradition, Lezama proposes a vision that is confessional and almost radical in its faithful adherence to a specific aesthetic. Contemporary theory operates in the context of a post-ideological era. Lezama creates cosmic pieces, i.e., visual machines that are each a world in itself, not unlike enclosed bidimensional dioramas. The current body of accepted theory and art criticism assesses, analyzes, reviews and legitimates artistic artifacts believed to have a greater impact and bearing (including much contemporary painting), by partaking of a galactic –to balance the  previous metaphor– notion of artworks that self-reference the art circuit and engage institutional contexts, public spaces, and specific sites.
Why, then, has Daniel Lezama’s work earned –in spite of, and owing to his own reviewers– positive critical acclaim and a considerable presence in the Mexican art scene and a number of international venues? How has he achieved indisputable artistic identification, that gives legitimacy and relevance in a markedly PostConceptualist environment? The Mexican art press has closely followed Lezama’s career, and critical applause is chronicled in Mexico’s most prestigious publications. I believe this is result of the overpowering and controversial nature of a work that is always surprising and monumental in character, and to a self-reliance that appeals to the market and makes it almost incurable from the theoretical point of view, that is, immune -in the best sense- to hyperargumentative exhibition scripts. 
This book, that contains an extended version of the exhibition catalogue of The Prodigal Mother show, was put together in the same way as the exhibition itself, based on a straightforward curatorial approach originating in three paintings, whose titles in our opinion reveal the key references that define Lezama’s artistic conception: The Birth of  Mexico City, 2002, The Birth of Love II, 2001, and The Origin of Mexican Painting, 2003. With a slight modification, they gave name to the following museographic chapters: Foundation of the City, Birth of Love, and Origin of Painting. The chapters are dedicated to etiological myths and legends on the origin of the city/nation, of love/desire, and of painting/art. Yet within the pictorial sequence of each thematic station, we find that the narrative threads suggest a story unravelling the fables of the beginning to hint at images of destiny.

                          The  Last Traveler Artist
                          It is well known that Daniel Lezama, due to his Mexican-American origin, spent his childhood between two countries. In this sense, it is not unreasonable to suggest that the sensorial obsession elicited by Mexican life, and the nationality he actively chose as a result, place him in a unique way within the context -crucial to the history of Mexican art- of those traveler artists that were conquered by the splendor of the landscape and by the magnetic appeal of a people possessing a remarkable cultural consistency and an overwhelming share of social contradictions. Lezama, like the characters in his paintings (and like Alexander Von Humboldt, Johann Moritz Rugendas, Thomas Egerton, Ambrose Bierce, Bruno Traven, Sergei Eisenstein, Josef Albers, Antonin Artaud, Oscar Lewis, Malcolm Lowry…), owes his sentimental education to Mexico, a nation that showed him the promise of a place where restraints are surpassed, where he could invent Rimbaud’s ultimate other for himself, his Abyssinia. And most amazingly, he recognized this power as a child. 

                        I have previously mentioned how the paintings of Lezama emphasize the subterranean theme of the return of bodily impulses to the forces of the earth. I should also note how his paintings tend to praise the idleness of the tropics and the sexualized offering of his fictional characters; an inertia of the flesh leading to the collapse of politically correct social energies, and even more significantly, the fulfillment –be it in the realm of fantasy-, of the promise of luminous plenitude. Illuminated, shadowed, and again enlightened, his characters and figures give themselves –in the context of a family melodrama establishing a correspondance between anonymous relatives and historic figures- to a mythology ruled by two crucial presences: the Virgin of Guadalupe and the Devil. Lezama chose the first to proclaim that Mexico is the nation of the visual that communiates with the earth; on the other hand, the demonological device is the coded emblem that describes art as the descent –recalling Cioran– to the I of the I. The Triumph is a pagan iconographic genre dedicated to represent the forceful materialization of divinity, in the time when gods visited the human dimension. It is likely that the national procession invented by Lezama amounts to a Triumph of Racial Integration (by the way, the title of a painting from 2001), and might well be nothing but the very per-version of a Mexican epic, where the ancient voice of mestizaje (“interbreeding”) itself, will say forever what it is always saying. But, if the alchemy of the image in Daniel Lezama’s art ushers the break of dawn, why does he resort to the somber sign of the Devil-unconscious? Because in his domains, darkness does not lie.  


