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Dis-Enchantments and Caprices of Daniel Lezama (an Italian Viewpoint)

[...] Why not stop in the road for a moment? Stop and look. You'll find where there's painting there is a roadside stand for flesh too... the color made into flesh, the flesh in the colors of the Mexican flag, the Mantle and the Tunic and again the Flesh.
[...] Ignorance and impotence shall merge in blissful reconciliation.





Daniel Lezama

A recent large and oval canvas by Daniel Lezama bears the somewhat ostentatious title of The Death of Empedocles, 2005. This very complex image might seem one of the most characteristic of the artist; full of late-Renaissance or Baroque appropriations, as well as abundant remnants of post-Neomexicanism. The unaware observer would be in trouble to discern –as in many other of his paintings- what the exact narrative references are; this happens in the case of this particular work, whose story would seem to be inscribed in a virtual, or meta-mythological context: it is certainly a very peculiar, and intrinsically troublesome brand of realism, located in the outer margins of verosimilitude. Yet a very curious fact is that when the artist exhibited this painting for the first time in a ‘popular‘, and only marginally ‘artistic’ context, in a Mexico City restaurant, an elderly Indian woman selling chewing gum came in to take a look, and admiringly said: “This truly is real, this is how things used to be in the old towns” (or something to that effect), and sought to shake the artist’s hand in congratulation. The account of this spontaneous and very extraordinary reception, gave me the idea to ask the artist himself for an iconographic reading of this painting. He answered as follows:

“The subject is complex, and it is set up in the manner of Chinese boxes. It was painted for La Gloria [a restaurant in Mexico City], and I used the chequered red and white background that is distinctive of the place, but transferred to a pulquería. Strangely, I found out AFTERWARDS that La Gloria had actually been a pulquería in the Forties and was closed down because a customer was murdered there. The painting refers to the Consul of Under the Volcano by Malcolm Lowry (represented here by the extraordinary character of Irish painter Phil Kelly, quite close to Lowry’s Consul in real life...), as well as to the suicidal death of philosopher Empedocles, at Mount Etna, mythologized by Holderlin as a last act of loving union with the Earth, in which he left a sandal on the very edge of the volcano (sandal is “chancla” in Spanish, a synonym of great drunkenness as well!). The painting could then very well have been called ‘La Chancla de Empedocles’, a perfect name for a Mexican pulquería. There are two main characters; a girl that is the Mexica equivalent of Bacchus, Mayahuel, the goddess of pulque, sitting in the manner of Velázquez (but with skin white like pulque), and a dead man mourned by all present, Phil Kelly/consul, holding a lit candle and missing one sandal. The choir of characters announces, declaims or complements the scene. At the top we see the picture of a volcano displaying the name of the painting itself.”

There are many paintings by Daniel Lezama that would require similar descriptions, involving a variety of historical and mythological references, multiple internal connections, and artistic and literary reflections; but clearly, as in the case of The Death of Empedocles, only the artist himself could supply them with a certain degree of reliability: so it is he who will one day have to verbalize the complex and even contradictory universe of his visual references, with all its narrative and dialectical content. My comments here can only be transversal and allusive, limited by my unabridgeable distance with the socio-cultural and artistic history that makes up the dominant iconographic texture of his paintings. Meanwhile, I will ask for him to supplement my comments with his own a few more times.

In The Death of Empedocles, as in many other of his paintings, the heterotopies (a notion by Michel Foucault) of Daniel Lezama can be understood as visions of a present tense precariously rooted in an expired past –a kind of anarchistic memory that recreates parallel narrations anchored in a polisemic, ambiguous and undefinable ethical ground. Are we talking of a moral un-doing, or of a pessimistic vision, at once relentless and normative? I believe both are at play, and that in this impossible conjunction lies the symbolic character of Lezama’s realistic imaginary. Interestingly, this perspective somehow matches a condition of widespread cultural inter-breeding: from this notion and at times in opposition to it, the artist partakes of a profoundly fractured and two-sided Mexican artistic identity: American from the side of his mother and completely bilingual, he has cultivated this exploration of internal residue, that originates from within the bleeding heart of his own deep Mexican roots in the form of a participative, even erotic, ‘estrangement’. Although in a different way, this was also the vital and spiritual constitution of two other great ‘transcultural’ artists of the last thirty years: the recently deceased Julio Galán, and even further, German Venegas (an artistic temperament born from the fusion of an indigenous/popular urbanized tradition of artisans, and a novo-Hispanic academic education). However, in the case of Lezama, this borderline condition rises in an attempt to reconquer the lost ground of Classical art, or more exactly, to create a new territory for a classicality that is strictly post-Colonial, and even almost neo-European. A trip to Spain in 1998, where he visited the treasures of the Prado Museum, was a decisive factor in the consolidation of Lezama’s pictorial language; the influence of Velázquez and Goya (not to forget Ribera and Murillo) is apparent thereafter. But from a Mexican perspective –as is Lezama’s by necessity– we ought to remember the somehow hybrid (and to a good measure, exogenous) character of the Iberian pictorial tradition that inspired him, with its dual Flemish and Italian origin, and its secret undercurrents of Moorish and Jewish tradition.  It is precisely the tension often evident in Hispanic tradition, from the Golden Century onwards, between the inherent and the transcendental dimensions of the representational function, so to speak, that is also apparent -although in a tardo-Modernistic scale- in the images and compositions of Lezama.


Clearly, one cannot but think of Caravaggio, and his influence on Velázquez and so much Iberian painting of the 17th Century. But a recent visit to the collections of the Borghese Gallery, in Rome (where, by the way, the presence of Michelangelo Merisi is overwhelming), three ‘mythical-narrative’ paintings reminded me of some essential traits in the work of this young Mexican artist. In the first one, The Last Supper by Jacopo Bassano, a severed sheep’s head doubles as the ‘bread and wine’ offering –a reminder of John Baptist’s own fate- which the Christ establishes as his own sacrificial avatar. Also interesting in this composition is the fact that the Christ is placed not in front, but behind the Apostles, who appear engaged in lively discussion –without taking Him into account- about the possible meaning of this bloody identification. Saint John the Evangelist seems on the other hand absorbed in the foreboding of his revelation in Patmos; yet I dare suggest (may the experts forgive me), that the almost unaware gesture of his right hand conjures that of the Christ confronting the prosecutors of the adulterous woman, distractedly gesturing amid the controversy, as if saying: the slaugther and the sacrifice are inevitable, but other is the Kingdom. The sense of a mysterious and somehow suspended action, very specific and determined in a given place and time, but also sublimated within the compromise of the artist himself –and of his act of representation- with the action depicted, an almost invisible but essential presence (that could even be related to the figure of the “Traitor” Judas Iscariot, –sitting in front of Christ and with his back almost turned, that is, on the side of the painter and the audience– that in a very surprising way dominates the centre of the great Supper by Andrea del Castagno in the Florentine cenacle of Saint Apollonia), is in my opinion, significant and relevant to the imaginary universes of Bassano and Lezama. This amounts to an act of indiscretion (by the painter and by his audience), deconsecrating to a certain extent the sacrificial significance of the action depicted –with the difference that Lezama actually refers to an anti–sacrifice. Therefore –going back to The Death of Empedocles- we find a deconstruction (or de-organization) of sorts in the narrative-compositional texture, that isolates and highlights actions whose juxtaposition can only be justified through the ‘symbolizing’ intention of the artist. In this sense, and no other, Lezama also embraces the Surrealist legacy. 


And this is precisely what stands out in the second painting from the Borghese Gallery that I have chosen to mention – Correggio’s Danae- which in a brilliant and proto-Modern manner resolves the difficult subject of golden seduction, i.e., a desire at once consummated and undone by the pharmakon, the medicine-poison of money: remember how carefully Cupid and his helper temper the murderous arrow from underneath the bed –like little Amazonian Indians preparing their curare. And the seductive Jupiterian cloud cannot be more abstract and unlikely –‘metaphysical’, one could almost say- just like the strange cut-out building appearing through the inevitable window is almost á la de Chirico. Correggio dilutes all traces of naturalness in a sort of meta-symbolism that strikes me as prefiguring that of so many modern “Majas”, from Goya and the Olympia of Ingres, to Manet, and lastly, to the reified and lifeless body of desire in Marcel Duchamp’s Étant donnés… Likewise, I see in Lezama’s meta-eroticism the expression of a desire remaining always and forever unfulfilled in its degradation, a sensuality whose object seems to hide deeper and deeper when its crudest nature is displayed. As an extreme example among many others, we have The Origin of Mexican Painting, 2003 (a key painting in his work, to which I will return later on): here the ‘Danae’ is impregnated by the golden rays of the Sun, while the Cupid-painter seems to dream of his future creations, his arrows turned to brushes. The boy engaged in a carnal, almost incestuous, relationship with his ‘mother’ (or with “The Mother” herself, see the small Guadalupe Tonantzin of the same year, in turn a version of Courbet’s famous ‘cosmogonic’ canvas), is a motive that resurfaces time and again in Lezama’s work. But here it is interesting to see how this motive, and the representation of painting as a primary libidinal impulse, are complemented by an almost unperceptible element of detachment and reflection: the frame appearing to the left of the canvas, and the slanted plane of representation, seem to suggest that this is either a specular image –where the procreator-woman gazes upon herself-, or the image of another painting, that could in such case almost be considered a “found object” (ready-made or object trouvé). The subtle and profound compositional ambiguity of the ‘scene’ lends a character at once mythic-cosmogonic and kitsch-pornographic; yet the bravura á la Velázquez of its facture confers to the artistic object, and to its almost ironic and post-Romantic glorification of painting, a quite Jupiterian potency.


The third painting of the Borghese gallery that I would like to connect with certain aspects of Lezama’s work is the very famous Sorceress, by Dosso Dossi (Ferrara, 1546-7), a painting whose enigmatic theme has been variously interpreted. On the lines of the charms and disenchanted ironies of Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso, one may be reminded, in regard to the possible meta-allegorical meanings of this painting, of René Girard’s saying that “magic is nothing but a faulty use of the dangerous faculties of mimesis”.
 I believe something akin to this intrinsic ‘danger’ of the powers of painting –possibly the same that Picasso conjured when talking of the ‘magic’ of the ‘tribal’ artifacts in the old Musée de l´Homme, in turn a marvellous ‘scientific’ expression of the acquisitive impulse of Colonial society- is at work in the ‘realism’ of Daniel Lezama (an artist who could also described as entranced by painting). Leaving a very complex discussion aside, this interpretation suggests that Dosso’s enchanting sorceress –regardless of any other immediate reference to events and conditions of the Court of Ferrara, where it was painted- could in a paradoxical and occult manner, bespeak a new (humanistic and thereby a little bit ‘ironic’) awareness of the role of art and representation. If so, it clearly amounts to a very peculiar realism: we could speak of a meta-realism, maybe even of a counter-realism, to the extent that its narrative elements are at all times displaced to multiple –and often contradictory- planes of possible meaning. Dosso tells us that something similar was already happening in the Manierist experience of transferred truth: painting as the transposition of the existencial symbolism of the alchemical emblems into the visual language of Natura. Yet with Lezama, we find ourselves at the other end of the spectrum of Western (and now global) representation, where the phantasmagoria of the mass media has undermined the relevance and standing of the sur-real itself. Thus, The Guilty One, 1999, that has curious (although maybe unintentional) compositional similarities with Dosso’s Sorceress (this is also true of a preparatory lay-out for the finished painting, that is part of a small poliptych of four paintings called The Tropical Banquet), might appear to revisit the Biblical theme of “Judith and Holophernes” in a sort of magical trans-realism where “guilt” –as in many other scenes by the painter- is displayed and accepted in a shameless manner that borders on indifference, while the Goyesque “Dream of Reason” has retreated into the large sleeping dog (both dog and homicide victim are absent in the sketch).
 With Dossi, the almost lion-like dog is attentive to the spells -almost certainly beneficial, as this is ‘white magic’ at work- of the sorceress, and maybe contemplates his own ‘soul’ under the guise of a small bird; with Lezama, it is the natural-animal ‘reason’ (or the Greek ananke, necessity) of the large, sleepy dog who seems to dream in a mimical fashion the –eventually tragic- facts and spells of a historical and literate, and ultimately literary, reality (as in the ekphrasis of The Death of Empedocles), that presents itself as a visual fable of sorts: we could almost speak of a representation of painting-as-sacrifice, where the knife is a brush and blood is red ink. The sky with its heaped clouds, full of light and shadows over the palm trees, bespeaks a tropical Baroque; but, then again, let us remember that all this –for as much as it deploys and simulates the power of Classical facture- is somehow tongue-in-cheek, that is, on one hand modified in essence by the Modernistic (and Duchampian) distance between the image and its subject, and on the other, branded forever by the acceptance of the painting-as-object, and by a radically anti-illusionistic intention. Once more, this is (and how could it be otherwise, with Lezama’s awareness of the history and current standing of Western art?) painting-after-painting.

An “allegory” is, according to its ethymologic root, “to talk about other things” (Corominas).
 With Lezama, images are so clear and straightforward, with their frequent simulation of a realism of the irrepresentable, in which the scenes and events are, in one way or another, secret or concealed –a very appropriate realism for a society dominated by a post-neoColonial drug economy-, that it is legitimate to ask, what does Daniel Lezama paint? Although the Mexican muralists were known to resort to the allegorical dimension, his roots are not particularly Hispanic, but, as noted before, Italian. Yet Lezama’s Renaissance, Manierist and Baroque references do not seem to offer a possible philogenesis of his mytho-realism: one clue is to be found in the fantastic swaths of clouds in his paintings (i.e., The Guilty One, 1999, Annunciation on Jew’s Mountain, 1999, The Dream of September 16th, 2001, Musicians of Oaxaca, 2003, Eternal Love, 2005, and many others) that offer a counterpoint to the prevalence of nocturnal and earth-bound scenes, both interior and exterior, in most of his work. When contemplating these almost anthropomorphic clouds, I cannot help but think that Lezama’s spirit is as “Goyesque” (surely by necessity and by his own choosing) as it is “Tiepolesque”: the “theurgical” flight that Baudelaire was inspired to undertake, under the pretext of describing the effects of the “nonetheless delicious” Boudin: 

…These clouds with fantastic and luminous forms, these chaotic darknesses, these green and pink expanses, suspended and heaped the one on top of the other, these wide-open furnaces, these skies of black or purple satin, rubbed, rolled or ripped, these horizons mourning and gleaming of molten metal…
 
This is clearly not the conventional, prevailing notion of Tiepolo as a frivolous decorator beset by arbitrary motivations, but rather the perception –well received by Goya in his evident appreciation and emulation of the Caprices of the great Venetian-, of a paradoxically yet strictly demythifying gaze, even when championing a mundane neo-mythology of sorts, that writer Giorgio Manganelli (who memorably characterized Tiepolo as a “idolater of light disguised as human being”) described as follows:

To make a scene –a Triumph, more precisely- out of heaven, of the world, of eternity, of sacred images; to make an Earth impartially inhabited by divinities and allegories […] and to add to these legitimately nonexistent forms […] a being that believes in its own existence, as happens with mortals –hardly ever has such a total mystification been projected or acted out - a heroic, epic, dramatic, even theological forgery-. Tiepolo is not only a liar; he is a forger, the inventor of a world at once coherent and uninhabitable, seductive and unattainable.

This clearly evokes a new, deconsecrating form of the representational awareness of Western culture, one where painting itself is demythified, demoted from its Renaissance and post-Renaissance glorifications, in what can be seen as one of the first fundamental configurations of modern aesthetics.
 

Although Lezama probably became aware of the reflection of this imaginary potency of the post-Cartesian (and post-Leibnitzian) mind by way of the more illustratedly ‘modern’ and para-Romantic filter of Goya, I am convinced that the theatrical aspect, in terms of spectacle itself (albeit very private and secret), that re-positioned Mexico's ideological and historical material within Lezama’s work, in sets of tableaux oniriques (with the feverish realism of dreams), is one last tardo-Modern manifestation of this kind of confrontation with multiple historic identities in the age of their impending dissolution. However, Lezama hallucinates and dissolves at once –and in a quite Tiepolesque manner- his Iberian-Goyesque and his Modernist legacy. This is why his realistic allegories (or “allegories of the vulgar”) take on a radically (and almost controversially) anti-utopian stance further highlighted by the classical subtlety of their facture. In The Dream of September 16th, 2001, the Mexica eagle, at once Jupiterian and Luciferian, holding a serpent in its beak, moves toward the young girl that sleeps with her head on her knapsack, under promising clouds, in a desert that is crossed by electrical and telegraph cables, with a train approaching from a distance (almost out of deChirico). It suggests that the historical-divine symbol must decide between the cactus tree (barely outlined in an area of shadows) and the Sleeping Beauty (Mexican Eve), that is, between a national emblem at once glorious and abject, and the libidinal object of the collective unconscious (also represented here as an area of shadow). In the work of Lezama, this ambiguous dichotomy between identity and desire, and between myth and history is set in motion by the radical secularization of the former, and the re-mythification of the latter. In Allegory of Tlaxcalantongo, 2003, the “Gold of Carranza” does not fertilize the woman that contemplates her reflection in the severed head of the President (another Holophernes?), but the blood of his sacrifice seems to nourish the intensely green tropical vegetation. These are his very explicit words about this important image –as well as another ‘mythical-historical’ allegory, the equally significant Allegory of Guelatao, 2004:

“Venustiano Carranza, Mexico’s first Constitutionalist and post-Revolutionary president, was pathetically shot to death in a cabin in Tlaxcalantongo, a village in the mountains of Veracruz, where he had paused in his sordid escape from Mexico City into exile, with a drove of mules loaded with the gold of the National Treasury. This act was the culmination of a career of hypocritical and messianic behavior…but to this day he is hailed as a national hero and his face is on our money!

In my painting, he has his final dialogue with History, represented by an Indian prostitute wearing a pearl necklace, an allegory of the condition at once interpretative and capricious, and yet down-to-earth, of national history. Carranza’s severed head takes the place of the hand-held mirror in the photograph “The Fat Woman”, 1958, by Antonio Reynoso. Ironically, Carranza always thought himself a mirror of history…

As for “Allegory of Guelatao”…the 10-year-old sheperd Benito Juárez had a dream in which he was called upon by History…he then abandoned his animals and ran for two days from Guelatao to Oaxaca where he caught up with his family; his employer later educated and elevated him to a position where he was able to shape the destiny of the nation. My vision of this mythical dream takes the form of an erotic fantasy where the whore of History reappears, attired with her pearl necklace and chimes, not unkindly awaiting the decision of the fearful boy…”

‘History’ is not only demythified, but also allowed to acquire an intimate, specific, and even inmodest character, to penetrate the nether regions of identity, and the turbulence of desire.


A very similar argument can be made regarding the aforementioned Supper by Bassano. The Lombard painter engages a subject that is canonical -although not often represented in the Middle Ages-, as if the Eucharistic mystery (for instance, the radiant version by Zurbarán in Seville), had become increasingly relevant, together with that of the humanization of Christ, at the time of the missionary dissemination of the theophagic Christian rite among the ‘cannibals’ of the new Colonial world (as if saying, “let us eat our God together– not Your God –but please do not eat us!”). Nonetheless, asides from the somber tone of the scene, the Italian religious depiction offers ‘powerful’ and even surprising details –as is common in the case of Lezama: the sheep’s head placed in a plate almost in front of Jesus, for instance. There is a direct identity between the face-remains of the dead and devoured animal, and the victim of what will soon happen: no ‘bread and wine’ here, the issue is meat, either freshly sacrificed, or soon to be sacrificed – an action somehow in suspense between events that are inscrutable, maybe even undepictable– but real, unmistakable, that have happened and will happen, forever. This, as is the case of many mythical narratives by Daniel Lezama, we can only witness from the ‘outside’, yet with the instinctive knowledge that what is happening (and what once happened and what will happen) cannot leave us in a state of indifference (in spite of the apparent coldness and detachment of its depiction): it is scandalous – deicide is not exactly the case when speaking of Lezama, but if the gods are now dead, who can truthfully tell us where lie the discarded remains of the transcendental? 


Lezama’s rites are more like anti-rites, for his mysterious acts and events (that are literally, unexplainable –no matter how articulate the artist may be, and even when they are connected to some story or passage of Mexican history, either real or imagined) are unique in nature- i.e., they express repetition as a deconsecrated compulsion, not a ‘cosmic vision of the defeated’. I believe this is what gives Lezama’s more or less obscure (or bathed in a neo-artificial light) anti-rites a recognizable quality, whereupon perversion (the repressed part of obsession), takes on a semblance of normality (an appearance that was perceived by the aforementioned Indian woman selling chewing gum), yet always remains on the –undefinable- margins between the actual past, and what could or would, have occurred: everything that could have happened has already happened, and anything that has not happened is bound to happen. Could this be the definition of a ‘transcendental realism’? The reality –in many ways, a Mexican reality- that is reflected by these paintings, only becomes visible through their intermediation: clearly, this is a pictorial meta-reality whose existence can only be legitimated within painting itself –and it is here, I believe, in the radical appropriation of the pictorial medium as a constitutive element of a reality that is noble regardless of its content, at once ‘modern’ and ‘conservative’ (but not at all reactionary)– that the teachings of the classical Spanish school have been crucial for Daniel Lezama. But we should keep in mind that within Hispanic tradition, the world, i.e., the perspective from which the artist sees and paints, is that of the New World, and that the flavor of his images is wholly the result of this factor.
 This brings to mind the very ‘American’ lunacy, among many others, of Greased Pole, 2005: in front of the Archangel Saint Michael and the Virgin of Guadalupe, two youths, male and female respectively (also depicted in Teenager with Offering I and II, of the same year), carry two sculpted images, she one of Juan Diego, and he one of the Virgin of Guadalupe, on plates adorned with flowers. Yet while their ‘portraits’ in the individual canvases are reverential in the devotion of their offerings, in the case of the carnivalesque and transgressive rite of the Greased Pole, -there are ‘Indian’ versions of this representation of the “cosmic tree” in the festivities marking the passage through the dark, interstitial days spanning from one solar year to another, and also plays a part in the ceremonies of rural Europe-, the young woman, already mature and probably already a mother, and accompanied by an infant boy and hugged by her suitor, is shown with her underwear down to her ankles, below the hem of her very white and pure dress: the identification with the generative, earthly, and intractable force of Tonantzin could not be clearer. On the other hand, the young man/San Miguel also has his pants down, but displays a more submissive attitude (his colors are subdued as well), with his small penis very close to the mouth of a mature woman tossing tortillas while on her knees; next to him and in front of her, a pre-pubescent boy (but, does pre-pubescence really exist in the tropics?) is completely naked and visibly erect. The overall composition has a remarkable organic character and balance –one could almost say, a circular rhythm akin to that of traditional rites: the pole is crowned by a woman (obviously naked) kneeling on a platform, under a curtained shade, peering with curiosity at the mayhem below: is she the award for the winners of the contest, or the goddess-victim of sacrifice? “This year the celebration was not very lively, nobody died…” goes the phrase. A nude boy, painted in the turquoise color of the fertilizing waters, dives downward with his hands and legs spread like a heron, into a metal vat that certainly cannot receive him as a pool…This is one of those great paintings in which, as in the work of Hieronymus Bosch, one always finds new details whose significative capacity is both mysterious and unquestionable, -like the adult man sitting near the base of the pole who pushes up one of the contenders for the prize: nothing too special maybe, except that he is completely naked but for a paper bag worn as a mask, with the eyes cut out… Let us see what the artist himself has to say about this work of great expressive and poetical scope:

“This is a night to remember. The crowd roars in glee; among the food stands and the carny shows, the triangle is ready: on the cusp the unlikely, unholy grail, our everyday brave new piglet kneeling on all fours for a sacrifice, she herself cannot fathom. Men rush in for the kill. What a show they make of themselves! And how ruthlessly they trample friend or foe! One by one they might have or have not their turn inside the flesh of merciless truth. A piece of ideal, anyone? Oh no, not for me baby... reality rules here. Below, the virgin girl and boy, the attendants of the Mystery. Their proffered bodies are unattainable, a million miles from the grasp of the too poor, or the too young, or the too old or the too foreign... or the too busy. Oooops! The blue boy swishes down the canvas, greasy and unexpected. Did he fuck? Did he slip off the tarmac in the brink of consummation? Or did he just materialize, a Piltzintli boy of heaven, from the dark blue night, a ghost of gunpowder smoke and collective frenzy flashing down to his doom? No one cares, but hang around for that splash in the tub of lard!”

The Spanish heritage in Lezama’s European experience –crucially marked by his journey to the Iberian peninsula, and to the Museo del Prado, a few years years ago, and re-grafted in his indelible Mexican context- is distinguished by the fact that in itself it has, from its origin, an imported and hybrid character, in which Italian idealization merges with the naturalism of the Netherlands cited earlier. I consider this appropriation of exogenous representational patterns a subtle but essential contribution to the modern singularity of Iberian painting during the 16th and 17th Centuries, particularly in regard to a certain ‘distance’ with the painterly medium and the act of painting itself (as in Velázquez). Furthermore, it is likely that the Conquest of the New World shaped the consciousness underlying this new freedom vis-à-vis the task of representation: this form is in essence akin to the one that allowed the creation of the Quichotte itself (let us remember that the onset of the “Conquest” (of America) concurred with the completion of the “Reconquest” (of Spain), and that Cervantes lived in the midst of the somewhat melancholy contemplation of two worlds colliding –translated by him as the imaginary and the real- and was even injured and crippled in Lepanto, a battle that can be seen as the (somewhat overdue) conclusion of the East-West confrontation during the Middle Ages. I offer this meta-historical considerations, only to stress that I myself consider that the elements of ‘artistic mestizaje’ (inter-breeding) –to put it in Mexican terms- are a major source of originality and modernity in the broad spectrum of Hispanic-American art, even if this is not immediately evident in pictorial surfaces. In the particular and highly significant case of Daniel Lezama, it is as if this constitutive and subterranean ‘multiculturalism’ had been reactivated –with a vengeance-, in resonance with his dual ethnic and cultural origin: Mexican on his father’s side (and also brought up in Mexico, and very attached to his Mexican education), and American on his mother’s. In iconographic terms (see The Mansion on the Hill, 1999; New Year’s Eve, 1999; The Venus in the Shop, 2001; Chevrolet, 2002), but also in certain features of form and particularly facture –as for example, in regard to the paintings of American artist Eric Fischl (Back Seat, 2002) as well as of some German artists (i.e., Rainer Fetting)- this Northern element resurfaces with even more strength because it is usually concealed. The fact that in biographical terms this association is literally maternal, cannot be ignored –even if we cautiously avoid the perils of ‘amateur psychology’-. However, in his already vast panorama of representations of children and youths in various and oft-compromising situations and combinations, there is no denying the presence of many sexual maternal figures (which at times seem more like ‘big sisters’), conjoined with these youngsters (whose nudity is frequently shared by these women). Be as it may, there is no doubt that some form of symbolic and problematic (both personal and transpersonal) confrontation with the national malinchista (anti-nationalistic) complex runs through Daniel Lezama’s work, probably nourished by an Oedipal component (as is the case with Goya and possibly Picasso), that is very complex precisely because it is not purely personal, but deeply rooted in the consciousness of essential historic and cultural traits. Witness, for example, The Death of the Santa Julia Tiger, 2000, a painting that authoritatively announces the pictorial and narrative maturity of Lezama, in terms of both its construction –masterfully executed with a Hispanic sense of light and dark- and its subject: a terrible and bloody act executed by hand of the young man in the center of the scene; he is flooded by light like an avenging angel, but bathed in blood like a murderer, and tended and washed by a motherly woman (as if he was a child who cannot be guilty regardless of his actions: compare this element with the incestuous implications of Mother and Son, also from 2000, or in Protection, 2001, where the relationship seems more like that of siblings, or in Mother’s Day, 2002); a little naked girl squats on her heels, gazing almost indifferently at the (invisible) source of light, and toys with the fallen hat of the man lying next to her, his mariachi trousers pulled down, the victim of this fateful act (posed almost like a Mantegna repainted by Caravaggio). The exposed genitals of the corpse and of the young boy are located on the same axis, almost in opposition (or complementarity) to each other. The title of the painting –with its waltz of semantically contrasting terms: Death/Tiger, Tiger/Saint, Julia/Death- refers to an actual event, and the artist is very explicit about the process of re-elaboration and transformation that has accompanied its recollection in popular memory, just like the newly false (i.e., re-mythologized) image he offers on the subject of this ‘story’. In his own words:

“The Santa Julia Tiger was a well-known and bloodthirsty bandit of the post-Revolutionary era (ca. 1920) in Mexico City. The police operation that led to his capture involved spying and surrounding the home of his girlfriend, until he spent the night there. When he came out at dawn to defecate in the patio he was captured, squatting down and with his weapon on the ground next to him. Some time later, he was executed after a judicial process, and his skull is on display at the Museum of Sciences of the National University.

The interesting part is that it illustrates perfectly the theory of creation of myth by Mircea Eliade: people know his legendary story, but they believe he was shot to death while defecating. In the collective imaginary, the prosaic story is overshadowed by the spectacular image, and no one believes now in the real and documented version.

I gave the story a further twist. The Tiger was the last bandit of the “Wild Mexico”, and his execution inaugurated the modern city, free of trigger-happy gunmen. In my image, his teenage son kills him with his pants down and is then lovingly washed by the concubine. He has killed him to take his place, a metaphor of the birth of modern Mexico.”
The tension recreated by Lezama in the magic circle of the four characters in this picture is so intense, as in many other cases, that it is easy to forget that there is also an audience depicted in the fringes of this representation -a choir, so to say (as in many scenes by Tiepolo, or even in The Execution of Maximilian of Manet, in turn inspired by Goya’s 5th of May), whose aesthetic and symbolic role is essential: to bear witness of the particular, familiar and secret event (or even its official version), in order to confer the historic and mythological transcendence that makes it part of a tradition and a culture (as Jorge Luis Borges well knew). In The Visit, 2002, and already in The Blue Room, 2001, we are dealing with a private ritual, against the background of the fluorescent blue light of a motel (as in Faun and Witch, Fright Night, and The New Discovery of Pulque, all three of 2002 as well, and maybe in The Triumph of Racial Integration, and The Drunks, both from 2001, or in The Family Bath from 1999), yet there are almost always witnesses –an imperative for every initiation and every sacrifice-. We have already seen that in Daniel Lezama’s world, at once imaginary and hyper real, this role is parallel and coexistent with the one played by a woman that is a somewhat aggressive initiator herself, not unlike an avatar of the muse-sorceress that is determined to carry along to its conclusion (but not without infinite tests) the poetic destiny of the artist (this is abundantly clear in, for example, The Painting Class, 2002, The Dream of Juan Diego and Allegory of Guelatao, both from 2004, The Plain in Flames, 2005, and The Sowing, 2005). Likewise, the ‘adolescent-painter’ –i.e., he whom is in a quest for, or is a prisoner of, his artistic education- is also present in the aforementioned key painting in Lezama's work, that bears the title of The Origin of Mexican Painting, 2003 (and akin to the Danae by Corregio). In a felicitous and significant way, it involves an initiation and an impulse that are almost dreamlike, an impregnation arriving simultaneously from the top and from the bottom –in which the great Mexican myth of Guadalupe Tonantzin, 2003, the Great Mother but also the Great Receiver (i.e., the Great Whore, see the closely related The Dream of Tepeyac I, The Dream of Tepeyac II, both from 2003 as well as The Dream of Juan Diego, 2004, The Sketch of Juan Diego, 2005, but also the more ‘abstract’ Balero and Rayuela, 2005) in which femininity is de-ployed –consistently with Jacques Lacan’s paradox where “woman is one of the names-of-the-father”
-, not only as necessary mediator between the forces of heaven and earth, of the material and the transcendental, but infused as well by a profound and intrinsic phallo-generative virtue.
 The dream of painting arises from the Hispanic and Mexican, virginal/violated womb of Guadalupe Tonantzin –¡Puta madre! (mother-fucker!) resounds the insult- and ultimately returns there in an endless concurrence of innocence and guilt (Pregnant Woman with Map, and Young Girl Disguised as Mantle of the Virgin, both from 2004).


The integration of the nobility of Velázquez, Knight of the Order of Santiago, Painter of the Spanish Court, etc. in the context of The Family Painting (better known, later, as Las Meninas), is unthinkable at present –as it already was to the proto-Romantic and Illustrated Goya, in spite of achieving a similar level of social and artistic recognition-: the condition of the artist now oscillates between rampant monetization and the abjection of the marginal. But Lezama adopts the abject as subject matter and elevates it –in a manner entirely devoid of Romanticism- to the glory of classic facture. This gesture of pictorial rescue from marginality –as if to say, Velázquez through Goya- is also a form of liberation from its subconscious ideological and cultural restraints: instead of history turning into myth, we have myth turning into Painting, yet not with aesthetical and formal complacency, but with a full committment to the poetry of the visible and occult textures of Mexican life. Foundation Work, 2001: Mexico has millions of “foundation works”, unfinished constructions usually crowned by the skeletons of iron structures, often protected with broken bottles and looking like hands stretched out in misery to the silent sky-, as in many of Goya works, from the years of war resisting the French invaders, when the horrors of imported (and Illustrated –not unlike those of the present day Western ‘democracy’) repression were rivaled by those of the patriotic (and fundamentalist-confessional) response.
 Here, the mythical reference is the Biblical story of Lot and his daughters -after his wife and mother turned into statues of salt, maybe the first sculptures, in retribution for looking back (in longing?) to the destruction of Sodom y Gomorrah (an opposite and symmetrical version of the myth of Orpheus and Eurydice):

And Lot went up and out of Zoar, and dwelt in the mountain, and his two daughters with him; for he feared to dwell in Zoar: and he dwelt in a cave, he and his two daughters.

And the firstborn said unto the younger, “Our father (is) old, and (there is) not a man in the Earth to come onto us after the manner of all the Earth:

Come, let us make our father drink wine, and we will lie with him, that we may preserve seed of our father.”

 (Génesis, 19:30-32)
Note also (again, as in the aforementioned The Origin of Mexican Painting) the divine rays from the clouds, once more almost Tiepolesque, -a blessing or a curse?- behind the child and the rabid dog, behind the baby in diapers (they already had children, so maybe they were actually enjoying it…!), and the mason absorbed by his work: myth enters the context of daily life, of vulgar and unexpected necessities and impulses, but also of other, more noble and modest ideals (even desperate ones, in the adoption of a faith whose boundaries are not those of Eternal Health, but those of a minimum fortitude and protection at the very edge of survival).
 These combinations of contrasting, and even contradictory content, are the source of the fundamentally symbolic character of Lezama’s more ambitious and complex paintings: as in those old Chimeras that brought together the head of a lion, the body of a wolf, the wings of an eagle, etc., and where no associated meaning, simple ‘message’, or affirmation of something other than precisely, the exposure of the overbearing onus of ideological and political speech within the experience of the poetical and the representational, was to be found. This is not because the artist rejects the intrinsically ‘political’ value of all art; quite the contrary, he understands that its political value resides, exactly, in the act of challenging the falsehood and the lies –but not necessarily the myth and poetry- of all ideological discourse involving history and politics.

This capability is probably best demonstrated in The Big Mexican Night, 2005, (although it is a very complex summa) and in what the artist has to say about this monumental work:

“I am Mexican; I dream of the Other; I am the Other; I am not myself. In dreams I am always walking the walk under that starry cardboard night. The education that began that night will never end as long as I live. I just died and now I am barely born, I just found love and already I'm learning to give birth. That night was the night. I was taught that night. It was late and the crowd was expectant as I was brought in arms by a bevy of broken men, across a river of gold; our master of ceremonies ushered me in with a song that still rings in my ears /... I was very happy/ I lived just fine/ I didn't learn to live with pain/ Until I met you/ Make no mistake I was happy/ Though there was little love then/ And it was too late when I finally understood/ I was not supposed to love you/ For now I think of you/ Far more than yesterday/ Yet unfortunately it was a night like this/ when I found you/... with trepidation I learned to kneel at each of the stations of the Cross; in that unknown flesh I had my very first glimpse of the Other; I worshipped at each one of those warm kernels of corn. The artists were thoughtful that night; Vincent and Paul were hitting a few cold ones, the crowned Magus slept in the hand of his puppeteer, Slim had hung his jersey. The gathering leered ferociously, the band played for me, the buns were warming up. At the end of this walk I found my mother; she lifted her dress for me and I discovered that the Other was now my home.”
In this work, as in its ekphrasis, we find all the disorders of Mexican-American identity, but reassimilated through a European circuit, which is, as I have already tried to suggest, that of the great painting of the first Modern era.

Any serious –albeit unaffected- discussion of true art, is nothing more than tentative approximation to its trans-verbal evidence. In the jungle of words, the descriptions provided by the artist himself have a clear and irrefutable value of evidence (they are like “other paintings”). For this reason I have extensively used the texts written by Lezama, and I would like to close this essay with one of them, which I find enlightening (as much in a particular as in a general sense) in regard to his poetics. In this case, it is about The Baths of Nezahualcóyotl, 2003, one of the most complex among his many nocturnal phantasmagorias, staged in the heights of Texcoco, with the lights of Mexico City as a backdrop (other major paintings have a similar geographical-mythical context, for example, The History Class, 2001; The Plunge, 2002; The New Discovery of Pulque, 2002; The Small Mexican Night, 2005, among others). Here we find a string of colored light-bulbs (one imagines them illegally hacked into the cables of the electrical company), half-naked old men embracing drunken young girls, bottles of liquor, a plastic yellow duck floating in the steamy thermal waters, that seem to gush from the depths of the mountain, a dark-skinned woman carrying food in a basket and a very white and naked child in her arms (again, a leitmotiv of Lezama), and the two main characters, the young-Poet King, crowned with flowers –his skin colored indigo (like the nocturnal and deadly Tezcatlipoca), and the mother-sister-lover-woman, red-as-blood, looking at each other and holding hands. One could not choose a better example of how the artist transgresses all the conventions of the historical, ideological, and mythical representation, to present a ‘reality’ at once unanswerable and impossible, whose testimonial value resides unforgettably in its poetry:

“Two faces: all gods and all times have two faces, male/female, loving or cruel, past tense and present tense... only in love and in art can they come together again... art is nothing if not the stutter of words being made into flesh. Five hundred years ago King Nezahualcóyotl, the Hungry Coyote, decided to build a temple of poetry and indulgence, of order and nature, in the mountains overhanging the Valley, and the patron of this site was the sign of water, fountaining through hanging botanical gardens and zoos, through miles of  mountain waterways running from glaciers, flowing blue through scorched brown earth and high mountain grass. 

And his poet's dream was to defeat the dark dream of Mexico, to turn the bloody face of Tezcatlipoca, at once smoking black mirror and red night jaguar, male and female, mother and son one for the other, (... otherwise called Pan/Dionysius, god of human sacrifice or drunken stupor, of vines or slit throats...) to invert the burning pathos of ritual and death and turn it into the lustful abandon of reconcilement... to turn the face of Thanatos around from living blood, press the face of Eros into his crotch.

He of course failed and died old and fucked up and tired, the spear of the age in his side, and only then he knew that the dream of art was old and frail, and that death was young and would rise erect again like the ravenous island-city shimmering in the lake of Mexico. Yet the living water would flow on, bathing cunt and cock, the dead or the living alike, until the time came when the city would go up in a fiery pyre, and so it would to this day.” 









Francesco Pellizzi
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� I believe Correggio’s Danae is not lacking of the same irreverent dimension that is implicit and almost omnipresent in the work of Lezama; likewise, it is triumphant in the extraordinary Danae and Jupiter by Giambattista Tiepolo, now in the Universitet Kunsthistoriska Institutionen in Stockholm (although I doubt that our artist had the chance be acquainted with it), in which Jupiter, as well as his eagle, are potently visible, while the shower of coins is collected by a coarse old maid. But one must remember that in the Middle Ages the Ovidian myth of Danae had almost opposite overtones of adherence to chastity and the metaphoric image of a virginal and celestial impregnation. It is likely that after the Renaissance, the rise of commercial capitalism (and even in the time of the Latin bard?) did indeed transform the significance of this fantastic story.


� Christopher Wood, “Countermagical combinations by Dosso Dossi”, in RES – Anthropology and Aesthetics, 49/50, Spring/Autumn 2006, pp.151-170, p. 151.  René Girard, Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World, Stanford, 1987, p. 14.


� This brings to mind Goya’s “Woman Murdering a Sleeping Man”, brushed sepia, Album F, 87, 1817-20, at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, where a woman is about to cut off the head of a lumberjack with his own axe. For an enlightening comment on certain significant relations between one of the founders of our artistic modernity and aspects of the new ‘fantastic realism’ in presnt-day art, refer to Phillip Shaw’s “Abjection Sustained: Goya, the Chapman brothers and the Disasters of War”, Art History, vol. 26, No. 4 September 2003, pp. 479-504.


� “An allegory distinguishes itself from a metaphor in being more extensively sustained, and more developed in its details, and from an analogy, by the fact that the former is adressed to the senses and the latter to reasoning. A fable or parable is a brief allegory with a well-defined moral.” The Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol. 1, 11th ed., New York 1910, p.689. As I will try to demonstrate, Daniel Lezama’s meta-allegories are too complex –in terms of his iconographic and mythological references- to elicit a “well defined” moral: yet, they nonetheless operate on ethical and symbolical grounds.


� Charles Baudelaire, Salon de 1859, in Oeuvres Complétes, vol. II, Paris 1976, p.608; in Roberto Calasso, Il Rosa Tiepolo, Milano 2006, p. 23.


� Giorgio Manganelli, “Il soffitto come palcoscenico”, in L’Espresso a Colori, 26/ 9/ 1971, pp.36 and 39; in R. Calasso, idid., pp. 22 and 28.


� In his recent book about Tiepolo, Roberto Calasso observed that the painter, in regard to this issue, “…was letting something happen that would soon become an irrepressible component of all experience: the transformation of history –and of all past- into phantasmagoria, a material equally apt to provide the backdrop for a carny show, or to become an obsessive image, a pure potency of the mind.” R. Calasso, ibid., p. 22. 


� Mondo novo is the title of the famous panoramic fresco painted by Giandomenico Tiepolo (ca. 1791) on an entire wall of the country house of the Tiepolos in Zianigo, long after having lived in the Court of Spain for almost ten years, as an assistant to his father Giambattista (who died there in 1770). It represents a small crowd (maybe including the artist and his father), with backs turned to the viewer, trying to look into a cosmorama (or something similar), to see images of faraway things, and has been interpreted as an expression of the painter’s awareness of the turmoil of Venetian culture and civilisation. The decisive influence of Giambattista’s Caprices on Goya is well documented, and Giandomenico produced an analogous series of Divertimenti per ragazzi. Lezama’s iconography, even with its carnal excesses, is no stranger to this tradition: for example, see Gluttony, 2003.


� Slavoj Zizek, “Materialism, or the inexistence of the Big Brother,” Lacanian Ink, 29, Spring 2007,pp. 141-159, p. 145. “The final incarnation of the Virgin, that eagle-boy, that sly patron, will stir the coals in the fire for you one more time.” (Daniel Lezama).


�The words of the artist in regard to The Dream of Juan Diego, 2004: “On the fabled Hill of Tepeyac, the old place of Tonantzin, goddess of fertility and motherhood, the dusty dry crossroads of many migrants and cultures, the gateway to the island-city of Mexico and watchtower of national destinies, the goat shepherd has a dream. Juan Diego dreams of the impossible understanding of a torn self, confronted at the same time with orphanhood and the omnipresence of Mother, of sex itself... tlaltipacáyotl..."that which belongs to the surface of the earth". Understanding of a self that is other: the contemplation of the full-blown rose, the paid offering of the image in the slit, the sheltering night-sky of Pathmos-Tenochtitlan... the island where another Saint / John is given another revelation by María Guadalupe herself. But his other dream, his dream of death, will take the reins at the moment of consecration, the fulfillment of an impossible promise: the first image belonging to Mexico.” (Personal communication).


� Lezama wrote the following about his paintings The Return of the Villains I and II, 2003, that are chronologically and conceptually related to The origin of Mexican Painting, 2003: “The barefoot painter, Beckmann after the party, van Gogh at his wedding day, he rises to seize the moment, to freeze it and own it. Tall shadows rise to the ceiling in the darkened studio walls. What a mob! No V.I.P's, no key players, no figures of authority, no celebs to be found here. Free will lies gagged and bound, a drop of blood in the corner of her mouth. The Queen is self-absorbed, keeping Lust on a short leash. Glasses clinking, cheers and calls for toasts /... I lift my glass to the awful truth/ that we can’t reveal to the ears of youth/ except to say it isn't/ worth a damn.../ The blackguards are having a blast, with bottles of vodka, M-16s and highschool girls passing on from hand to hand. The chariot of Apollo is getting a tune-up, Dionysius is digging his heel in the baby's crotch, the food is almost ready, the hunting horn's call is announcing a new world order.  /... they found Saddam/ but they won't find me/ I'm sitting under a tree/ in Buttfuck, Tennessee.../”


� “I want to leave them a room, that is my ambition. To build that the little house, with one, two or three rooms, a room for everyone, so that they can live together. But they do not want to help me. I ask God for strength to keep up the struggle, that I may last a while longer, and finish that little house. A little house that will not be worth much, but where I could live with all my family. When you are in there, you are the owner of everything. It will be a protection for them, for that day when I will fall, never to rise again”. Oscar Lewis, The Children of Sanchez, Mexico 1961, p.   (Daniel Lezama, personal communication).





� Daniel Lezama, personal communication, 2006.





