Being Daniel Lezama

By Luis Carlos Emerich

The appeal of Daniel Lezama’s painting is as irresistible as the critic’s need to devise an analytical niche referring it to the artistic canon of the moment, only to find it is utterly incompatible with it but still remaining unable to discard it when attempting interpretation. Such a paradox underlines not only the singularity of his work but also the pertinence of a symbolic and realistic narrative compounded by originality, and whose tremendous communicative capacity brings into question the hermetic nature of contemporary art itself. Its seductiveness only increases with the confusion it elicits, leaving no margin for analytical complacency; the audience is best advised to allow itself to be entangled in his web and to accept its many interpretative challenges, thereby fulfilling most of its expectations.

During the long era spanning from Neo- to Post-Conceptualism, it has been said painting could no longer be innovative, but we can no longer deny that an effort of pictorial representation such as Lezama’s -that refrains from citing or paraphrasing pictorial styles and subject-matter of the past (unlike the so-called ‘Neo-Mexicanism’ of the 1980’s) and takes upon itself the task of being the sole source of its images and the vehicle of their possible meanings-, not only overcomes the risk of being placed in the wrong context but, also unlike postmodern appropriationism, relies on virtuoso technique with a honesty that is missed in many of the artistic expressions that gave rise to the (endlessly deferred) death sentence of painting as a self-reliant art form.

If figure painting or the staging of extreme situations as natural and realistic, the patriotic and religious allegories acted out by a truly grotesque cast, or the dramatizations of apparently fortuitous historical events, laden with references that are crucial in the construction of Mexican identity by means of tableaux vivants in Lezama’s work strike us as original, it owes to the manner in which he subverts the edifying role of Mexican historical, religious and gender painting of the 19th Century, by proposing unbridled sexual impulse as the single most important source of cohesive energy in the family unit, and therefore, promiscuity as the only form of relationship and permanence of the values that sustain tradition.

His adoption of formal treatments derived from those influenced by the realism of Gustave Courbet lends an air of age to the distortions and twists of meaning of his characteristic themes, and by adding references to the imagery of certain 20th Century painters (who, like Beckmann, Freud, Balthus, Rego and Fischl, engaged the social malaise of their times), he combines reflection and lyricism in a symbolic arena. His conceptual stagings can therefore be read in the manner of Christian martyrologies, Biblical passages, or epic feats, whose highly specific location in a present-day Mexico seemingly suspended in a limbo of misery contradicts the tendency of today’s art to skirt around sensitive issues of cultural identity or personal involvement of the artist, and proves that his painterly calling is as irresistible as the visible traits of his own artistic lineage are undeniable.

Although Lezama was born in Mexico City to a Mexican father and an American mother, he spent his early childhood in the United States. He returned to his country of origin while still a child; and it is safe to say that the definition of his personal identity has since oscillated between distance and belonging, compelled by a proximate reality that seemed condemned by its remotest past. Hence the contradicting premises sustaining the discovery of his pictorial calling under the aegis of the idealized or “artificial” late-19th Century Mexican academicist approaches for the painterly representation of this remote past. Also, on one hand, his work also displays a remarkable formal fascination for their allegories of national values; and on the other the need to delve into everything they purposefully omitted or were forbidden to explore; i.e., the material and spiritual vulnerability of the nation -still essentially the same that condition present-day Mexican life-, circumvented at the time by the academic imposition of a positivistic historical viewpoint.
Whereas Lezama’s symbolic realism with its tenebrist accents can be formally understood as a satirical pastiche of 19th Century Mexican art transferred to the contemporary world, its persistence in the face of mainstream speculation of a postconceptual and hyperintellectual nature can be better understood as a deliberate attempt to subvert or disrupt it, even though it would be unthinkable in another context.
Instincts and glances
In one of Lezama’s paintings a dog is licking its own genitals, and in another a dog drinks from a pool of blood from a man decapitated by a woman. All of his characters act not unlike these dogs, guided by instinct and nature. What sets the actions of animals apart from those of humans is the object and intent of the gaze. Human characters always direct or avert their gaze meaningfully. If they look towards a certain part of their own body or someone else’s body, it will always be to the genitals. If they look towards the foreground of the picture plane they seek the eyes of the spectator as if to offer themselves, or they look beyond the audience as if indifferent to what happens within the scene; and if they gaze far away or close their eyes, it is because they are being scrutinized by another character or have been abandoned to their own fate, usually amounting to infinite desolation.
Direct, crossed, vague or fleeting, the gaze determines the psychic connections of the scene and also the various axes of the painting, suggesting his characters are possessed while they exhibit or consummate their impulses. They tend to attract more attention than formal compositive axes, because the dynamics of the gaze confirm the irrational nature of the relationships between characters awaiting the eternally posponed climax of the drama they are enacting. Although the implication of Lezama’s work is that these impulses determine the strength or weakness of the ties of family and nation, its actual challenge is more likely to bring back to the surface what was repressed for centuries. Although this may seem simultaneously attractive or shocking to an audience, within the confines of the scene itself the behavior of characters is as natural as that of the dog licking its genitals. This drama of innocence (albeit specific, partial and momentary), forebodes the greater –sublime, absolute– drama of human misery hightened by sex. 
The nude and the naked

As the saying goes about light, in the beginning of Lezama’s painting there was the female nude. His fleshy matrons, at once immodest and prodigal, veritable gravitational hubs for incarnations of desire and its accompanying violence, first appear under the guise of academic exercises as impossible to consummate as the erotic absolute; they later give way to their counterparts: nude boys and young men with erect penises who not only exhibit sexual incontinence, but also the urgent need of self-gratification kindled by external provocations almost as innocent and natural as their own. The naked girls and boys, mutually engaged by erotic curiosity, trespass the limits of innocence and naturalness in the proximity of the adult and the elderly that ought to be -but never are- exemplary representatives of the prevailing moral standard. 

Be it a proposed aesthetics of human bodily misery, be it an ironic take on the notions of modesty and lewdness, be it the use of erotic incorrectness as a political metaphor, or merely an amusement with light and color using bodies that may or may not ressemble the classical canons of the nude, whatever the case may be, we always find a disturbing element: erotic desire that destroys a false order but does not propose any order or alternative of its own in exchange, other than its consummation by all means and without any consequences. Yet even more disturbing is the opposite device: the use of nudity, in the manner of mythological and political allegories, as a symbol of a primordial innocence that turns equivocal when placed in contexts unbefitting such naturalness.

Casts and stages
Lezama has created enormous symbolic casts for all kinds of allegories of misery and its genital incitements. On barren plains, on mountains, towns, suburbs, and inside equally desolate homes, his work seems to confirm that only by subverting the rhetorics of the traditional Mexican imaginary will truth come forth in the form of allegory. Yet any interpretative truth, error or distortion of those allegories is equally deliberate and therefore pertinent. The titles of his individual paintings and thematic groups are a contributing factor.
Since the early consolidation of his painterly discourse, Lezama had already proposed the notion of the world as a theatre, and of nudity as a device to elicit the hidden motivations of all human conduct. The stage curtains in the foreground of Portrait of Iris Chavez, 1998, the volumetric treatment of the human figure by means of stage lights even when standing outdoors in The Valley, 1998, the magnification of the human scale and the downsized landscape reminiscent of the old-fashioned stage backdrops in The Giant, 1999, body language as a stand-in for dialogue, and even for the exchange of thoughts in The Conversation, 1999, The Mansion on the Hill, 1999, and New Year’s Eve, 1999, the suggestion of polisemic subject-matter in  Annunciation on Jew’s Mountain, 1999, and The Family Bath, 1999, and even the assertion of violence, murder, complicity, cynicism and impunity in The Guilty One, 1999, and The Death of the Santa Julia Tiger, 2000, are the constituents of a virtual traveling minstrel show whose repertoire of allegories for every-day Mexican life is played by instinct, a polymorphous entity capable of simultaneously activating all these roles, in turn representing the manifestations of a Mexican idiosyncrasy staged as an endless, tragic farce.
Perhaps The Dead Girl, 2000, that earned Lezama the X Rufino Tamayo Bienniale Award, amounts to a unique point of inflection in his career. Although his later work would not limit itself, as in this painting, to the use of only two elements of expression (the human figure, and landscape as a metaphor for desolation) to sustain his ‘theatricality’, he did eventually abandon a stylistic intent involving visual physical distortion as a dramatic incentive. His realism has since become more strict in formal terms, and the sense of latent violence and its impending explosion thereby achieves a greater impact, even in scenes of children playing. As latent content grows more complex, Lezama gains more freedom in the symbolic use of the figure to broaden his projections, and particularly, the bolder use of a large cast of characters and of compositional dynamics, even though his scenarios remains focused on internal family violence as a metaphor for national violence (and vice-versa), from the standpoint of a teenager hypersensitized by his sexuality, as in the paintings grouped under the exhibition title Birth of Love, 2000.

The concepts of nationality and identity -not unlike those a child would learn in grade school and see embodied at home by his parents, grandparents, siblings,  friends and neighbors- in The History Class, 2002, and the allegorization in National Theatre, 2006, of religious and patriotic values exaggerated to the point of fanaticism -grounded on personal research on the life and miracles of Niño Fidencio-, seem to be the two extremes between which Lezama dissects the various manifestations of a ‘nationality’ whose only chance of realization would be the exercise of a sexuality inflamed by the sublimations of the powers of heaven and earth that were supposed to regulate it.

The Republic of El Niño
The phenomenon originated by José Fidencio Constantino Síntora, better known as El Niño Fidencio, the legendary white, tall, beardless, green-eyed healer, with the brown hair and falsetto voice, born in Irámuco, Guanajuato in 1898, and that lived in Espinazo, Nuevo León from 1921 until his death of exhaustion in 1938, and whose grassroots cult has spread and grown since, in concurrence with the country’s spiritual and material deficiencies, not only provided Lezama with proof that everything he had imagined up to then was not only uncontrovertibly real, but also superior to any analytical attempt, to the point it could not be taken as tragedy but rather as farce. 

If on the one hand a plump, barefoot woman dressed in a skirt striped with the colors of the national flag stands in for the Republic, and on the other a healer of the dumb, deaf, paralyzed, demented and cancer-ridden achieves official recognition in 1928 when President Plutarco Elías Calles went to his shrine to be treated for leprosy, and gains a cult status not unlike that of the Virgin of Guadalupe, then these images are those of a nation that mingled the power of the State with popular metaphysics without having overcome its superstitious roots, and still on a quest for a supernatural explanation of its existence.
Between the interpretation of fact by means of images that can only be assimilated in the form of allegories, and allegories that can only be understood as malicious misrepresentations of historical fact, Lezama has established a plane of discourse in which imagination -understood as the ability to generate images– is more meaningful than its own elements of reference. In National Theatre, a group of six paintings dedicated to the subject of El Niño Fidencio and the Fidencista cult, there are no signs of any concession whatsoever to the actual facts on which it is grounded, nor any intent to further build up his legendary fame. National Theatre tells a story of irrational horror and hope, of erotic fervor mystically transmuted into a person held to be omniscient and omnipotent despite being childlike, deluded, telepathic, clairvoyant and mentally retarded. This is an actual history class about a Mexico that is as primitive as the embodiements of its values and, about the exceptional conjunction of the androgynous and the mystical as terms of faith. The power of these images is reinforced by evidence that faith, conviction and ritual are inherent to the Mexican idiosyncrasy, rather than to an ethnic group or a specific community: the exposed roots of Lezama’s present-day Mexico are those of El Niño Fidencio, dying at night while sitting on a stone at the top of a hill, in plain view of the lights of Espinazo, Nuevo León, the hamlet where he performed his purported miracles. Attesting his own birth in front of two children, nude bodies painted like skeletons and waving green and red cloths like a wreath above the white tunic of the healer, El Niño Fidencio seems ready to pronounce his own Sermon of the Mount and establish the new faith of a nation. Or the other hand, an introspective Niño Fidencio with no more following but the embodied symbols of his life, is about to be transfigured into the Mexico of pilgrims who visit the Charco twice a year to soak their sorrows and baptize their offspring with mud beneath a great tree adorned with strips of paper, bathed by the horizontal afternoon light. Lezama’s contemporary Mexico is one where El Niño Fidencio, his head and back covered with the mantle of the Virgin of Guadalupe (worn inside out), carries himself as a newborn child in his arms, while gazing at the naked bodies of his predecessors holding hands, stretched out at his feet on the dry, stony floor. Lezama’s present-day Mexico is the paltry scheme of national power (a President of the Republic, a Governor, a General, a priest and two gay soldiers, as well as children, angels, the sick and Beckmann’s circus lion, ironically alluding to the clawless panther to which he threw the mad to be frightened back to their wits) consecrating El Niño Fidencio while healing with his hands the body of a patient consoled by a fortuneteller. And finally, Lezama’s present-day Mexico belongs in The Dressing-room, the backstage of El Niño Fidencio’s personal “theatre”, the colors of the flag slathed onto the bodies of two children and the white flowers between them, at the foot of a bed where El Niño sits in the embrace of a little, brown-skinned, potbellied angel, while Beckmann’s circus girl plays a flute and a fat naked woman caresses her, in front of two men who lovingly embrace and a mannish woman with a cigarette. This is the intimate promiscuity of the altarpiece of wonders. This is a recent past as timeless as Mexico’s passage to salvation.
Voyeurism and perception

All of this could appear to be the back of the coin of 19th Century Mexican nationalist painting, and a turn of the screw for Post-Rrevolutionary Nationalist painting, when what we actually see at work is the imagination of that which is as yet untouched. Unrestricted, transgressive and eroticized, such an imagination confronts the evasiveness of all the canons of pictorial realism. In exchange, it offers the guilty pleasures of a voyeurism capable of enriching and extending the projection of the imaginary from the vantage point of precisely-observed reality. If this elicits a morbid fascination for these images, the definition of perception as “a perverse activity with a perverse object that is reality” –as noted by Donald Kuspit regarding the painting of Eric Fischl– might defuse the description of Lezama’s work as “perverted”, and enable us to understand it as a mechanism to clarify reality, and specially as a tool to question the accepted relationship between realistic painting and objective reality. Hence, the allegorization of the behaviors observed by Lezama is made “perverse’” by the need to summarize and interconnect them in a single place that, regardless of the great diversity of his scenarios, always appears to be inside the painter’s studio.
 If this brings Real Allegory, 1855, by Courbet, and his so-called “luminous shade technique” to mind –especially in the case of The Return of the Villains II, 2003-, it is because Lezama’s muse is also Reality, just as his model is Truth in the allegorical form of a voluptuous naked woman surrounded by the embodiements of poverty, exploitation, prostitution and the circus, but also by poetry, music, literature and philosophy (that Lezama allegorizes through the  impulses of his characters), all within the walls of the painter’s studio and framed by enormous stage curtains.

More than influences, some outstanding works by Courbet, Velázquez, Ingres, Titian and especially the Goya of Los Disparates among others, to whom Lezama has paid explicit tribute, are actually his models. However, the coarseness of his female and male nudes is more connected to the work of Lucian Freud in regard to its suggestion of the human body as a gauge of social tension and decoder of its wellsprings, yet without disregarding the festive, obscene mood of popular Mexican painting, particularly the extinct ‘muralism’ of pulque stands and bars, some of whose frankness still carries on in the work of billboard painters. For while Freud’s nudes tend to lie down as if crushed by huge psychic burdens, Lezama’s figures tend to activity even in repose, and to fullness and expansiveness as if unaware of their actions and the historic burden they bear. The consistency of Freud’s devotion to his subject matter, sustained regardless of fashionable 20th Century art trends, surely has as much to do with Lezama’s pictorial decisions, as with the implicit backing of the emergence of painters such as Eric Fischl, David Salle and Jenny Saville, who asserted the strength of narrative painting in the eighties, simultaneously sending conceptual theory into turmoil. However, the sarcastic questioning of historical reincidence in the behavior of the lower social strata in contemporary Mexico, as well as the use of apotheotic excess to focus the audience on irksome subject-matter, are also features that heavy-handedly singularize Lezama’s painting. His real challenge then, is not to overcome the stigma of potential anachronism when engaging issues that have been buried alive, nor the reformulation of painterly models that were already stale in their own time, but to sustain the conviction -already confirmed by the current critical acclaim and widespread acceptance of his work- with which he overturns and reconfigures the subjects and motives of a painting that once idealized facts, myths and legends in an attempt to falsify Mexico’s historic image and cultural identity. 
New Xóchitl, new pulque

Observing the deliberate use Lezama makes of one of the most emblematic Mexican paintings of the 19th Century, The Discovery of Pulque, 1869, by José Obregón, suffices to understand that his reversal and transfiguration by far exceed the paraphrasing, appropriation or subservient citation of a famous painting. Whereas Obregón offers us the figure of Queen Xóchitl as a Vestal in the highly solemn and unlikely act of offering a bowl of pulque to an Emperor whose figure and clothing are similar to those of a classical Apollo, Lezama disregards all formal reference and transfers its solemnity to the title itself in his New Discovery of Pulque, 2002, in order to describe the most brazen of all his images. The whitish, viscous liquid that has inebriated the Mexican people from pre-Columbian times up to the present day might not be what the men gathered there are drinking, but rather what this new, ragged Xóchitl could stumble upon while masturbating a young boy.

Lezama is as perverse a painter as the object of his perception –reality- and as much as a story-teller who uses suspense to entrance his audience, or hides the key to a riddle to the very last. If the religious symbols and figures in his paintings could appear to be moral references, they are actually mere punctuations of his indifference to them and of his symbiosis with domestic paraphernalia, taken as a reflection of its national counterpart. His true moral references will always be those contributed by the viewer who delightedly takes the judge’s seat. But that Peeping Tom in awe of the others, is not unlike Lezama’s children and youths who express their sexuality without punishment, or like the old women and men who have not been able to forget it. On the other hand, the notion that the liberation of instinctive life can only occur in the lowest social strata is probably favored the most by that audience for whom the poor will always be “the others” and whom, like the characters in Jean-Paul Sartre’s No Exit, shall embody hell.

Lezama himself has confessed that, “rather than a builder of meaning, the painter is a vehicle of meaning”, but in truth, we enjoy his paintings, in the first place, for the way they validate the craft of painting by going beyond a mere technical skill and achieving the infallibility of instinct; second, because his “theatricality” sharpens our vision of reality and takes it to many different levels; third, because his merging of the private and public spheres sanctions poetic inspiration as the highest form of critical effort; and finally, because the physical dimensions of his paintings, akin not only to 19th Century religious painting but also to those of Mexican Muralists, suggest that transcendence can only be achieved through subversion. And the subversion of Daniel Lezama is to keep on ‘being’ in his work, and once again turning painting into a revolutionary tool that becomes sharper each and every time it is declared extinct.

