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Foreword

It is a great pleasure for the Alternative Museum to present the first major survey of Luis Cruz Azaceta’s
work in the New York area. 1 have known Luis for more than twenty-five years and in that time have seen
his art grow from early student work to his recent work of remarkable power. Luis immigrated to the
United States two years after the Cuban Revolution at the age of 18. He studied art at the School of Visual
Arts from 1966 to 1969, where he painted in a geometric abstract style influenced by Frank Stella and
Victor Vasarely. After a trip to Europe in 1970, Luis underwent a complete change in his art. He developed
as expressionistic style to document the lived experience of his chosen city: New York. In response to the
Vietnam War, his work increasingly came to grapple with the social and politics’ issues of our age. From
his early paintings inspired by the graffiti on the city streets, Luis reached back to his experiences as a
Cuban-American immigrant to create an intensely personal body of work that documents the continual
anxiety and fear of the urban dweller.

Luis has truly become an artist of international reputation and a strong advocate for works of art
that speak of the human condition. Luis is an artist who confronts with great power societal ills and human
injustice. His mature paintings are rendered in a manner that is both personal and provocative using sym-
bols and allegory in an expressionistic style. Luis believes in the ability of art to transform consciousness.
He is also convinced that art has a distinctly educational role in society. In a visual dialogue, Luis confronts
vital issues facing all of us such as AIDS, violent crime, homelessness and other painful issues that have
been relegated to the edges of American culture, Luis is a painter with insight, courage and the ability to
translate his vision into a vocabulary through which others can gain greater understanding of our contem-
porary society.

In this exhibition, 19 of Luis” major paintings are arranged chronologically in the Museum’s two
main galleries and there is a selection often drawings in the smaller Gandhi Gallery. Works exhibited rep-
resent a survey of Luis’ work over the last fifteen years. We are also very pleased that a number of influ-
ential critics have had the opportunity to comment on Luis’ work in this publication: John Yau has written
a major piece setting Luis’ work against the legacy of modernism (and postmodernism), and Eleanor
Heartney and Victor Zamudio-Taylor both have provocative insights into Luis’ work in the conversation
in this catalogue.

We at the Museum would like to thank the National Endowment for the Arts, which provided
major funding for this exhibition. We thank George Adams and the staff of Frumkin/Adams for their help
in all phases of this exhibition. We would also like to thank The Weatherhead Foundation, which made this
publication possible, and Isam Salah, the New York State Council on the Arts, and the New York City
Department of Cultural Affairs for their support of this project.

Geno Rodriguez Director, Alternative Museum
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IS in these paintings of the mid 1980s that Azaceta further extended the notion of
selfyportraiture into the realm of the imagination, and the relationship between
one’s interior and exterior life.

In an early self-portrait, The City Painter of Hearts (1981), Azaceta
depicts himself in the lower right hand corner of a large, horizontal composition.
He is naked and standing before an easel, painting a red heart on a blue canvas.
Before him, and dominating the composition, is a stagelike, expressionistically
painted cityscape from which bright yellow flames rise. Located in the cramped
space between the burning cityscape and the naked painter is a giant cat. Like a
Chinese puzzle, one box inside another, a rat emerges from the cat’s mouth, and
a mouse emerges from the rat’s mouth. In The City Painter of Hearts, Azaceta
defines the artist as a witness; someone who must see what is in front of him,
however disturbing and unpalatable it might be.

In another painting from the early 1980s, Shit My Head Is Burning But
My Heart Is Filled With Love (1981), Azaceta articulated an imaginative, inward
looking self-portrait in which the artist is wearing a crown of flames, suggesting
that his mind is on fire (feverish?) even while he possesses feelings of
vulnerability and tenderness (the bloody knife). By the mid 1980s, Azaceta has
fully transformed the selfportrait into an imaginative creature that is half-flyand
half-man (Homo Fly) or a gaunt legless being (Walk Man). By the late 1980s, in
paintings such as Crematorium (1988), AIDS/Count 111 (1988), and Refugee
Count (1988), Azaceta has turned his gaze back out and is once again a witness
to the world. The gallows humor evident in his earlier cartoony images is gone,
replaced by stark figures and obsessive lists of numbers, all embodied in paint
that is simultaneously ravaged and lush. Azaceta’s desire to see the world can be
measured in the way he makes his compositions, both in terms of image and
paint, which register and absorb his insights into historical and social reality.

By the late 1980s, Azaceta’s expressionism is no longer a style but a reso-
nant metaphor for the body’s vulnerable, embattled state. In this regard, his work
can be seen in relationship to the recent sculptures of Kiki Smith and Robert Gober.
At the same time, Azaceta’s paintings of the 1980s constitute one of the few bod-
ies of work which neither succumbed to, nor offered ironic commentaries on the
materialist illusions of well-being offered to America by President Reagan and his
successor, George Bush. Unlike other artists who were defined as Neo-
Expressionists and who to some extent utilized aspects of expressionism, Azaceta




did not accommodate himself to either the art world’s desire to ignore reality or
America’s willingness to be blind to the suffering of many of its own citizens, as
well as others.

It is not altogether surprising that Azaceta, who experienced extreme dis-
placement while he was a teenager, should return to the subject of exile and voy-
age repeatedly over the course of his career. At the same time, it is quite evident
from paintings such as Refugee Count, Journey X (1991), Caught (1993), and
Peripatetic Boatman (1993) that Azaceta is not telling his story, is not tooting his
own horn about how much difficulty he has undergone, but is investigating a
larger, more pervasive phenomenon of the postmodern world, that being uproot-
ed and becoming a refugee is something many people have in common. In
Azaceta’s world there are no heroes, only survivors. The awareness that there is
no sanctuary is, perhaps, modernism’s deepest, least acknowledged legacy. It is
a legacy, both as an artist and as an individual, which Azaceta never ignores in
his work. Thus, he has worked in various styles, as well as combinations of
styles, since the mid-1970s.

One of the continuing hypocrisies of the art world is its ability to privilege one kind
of art or artist over another. While many individuals and institutions of the art
world pay lip service to such paradigms as all-over painting and the deep entangle-
ment of art and life, these same powers construct hierarchies based on notions of
aesthetics and style. Thus, in the 1950s and 1960s, an abstract artist was seen as
more radical and advanced than a figurative artist. More recently, an artist who
uses photographs and mimetic parody is judged to be both more radical and more
central than a painter who combines imagination and empathy. Each of these hier-
archical judgments is based on the belief that one of a critic’s duty is to legislate
behavior, thus deciding who is behaving correctly and who isn’t. And yet these
same critics, many of whom would claim to be socially concerned, overlook the
implicit connection between their need to legislate and the repressive, conformist
aspects of society and government. A critic should not use his power in a way that
echoes the very institutions whose legislation of power he would condemn.

In recognizing that Azaceta’s vision is devoid of heroes, and that at best
the individual is able to survive, one senses that he is an artist who is deeply
attuned to the process of reality and time, rather than to fashionable views of art




history and strategic timing. For him, art is not a vehicle by which one achieves
aesthetic satisfaction and an escape from common history and time. Rather, it is
a way of facing the world. Azaceta recognizes that change is inevitable, and that
all of us are implicated by reality and time passing. The world we inhabit is con-
tingent and changing; and chaos is an inherent part of the process. This is the
reality we all share and which we all too often ignore.

In a painting such as Rafter: 24 Hours of Horror on a Beautiful Day (1993),
Azaceta reminds us that while we may all be interconnected in this world, our
experiences of reality are finally unique. The overlays of fragmented grids, as well
as the irregular patterning of white circles and twisting pinkish-red linear bands,
underscore the fact that we do not truly see those around us. The world may be get-
ting smaller, and becoming a global village, but that does not mean the space
between us is any less cloudy. We may recognize someone as a refugee or an exile
but that does not mean we see that person as a human being.

In his paintings of the 1990s, Azaceta juxtaposes figurative and abstract
elements in provocative proximity. While there is a narrative undercurrent to these
paintings, it is more open-ended than in his earlier work. The viewer does not feel
one kind of image or style is privileged over another. Not only do figurative images
have as much weight and importance as the abstract ones, but the irresolvable con-
tention between the two is what generates the narrative. At the same time, aspects
of abstraction and figuration, which can be read as emblems of order and disorder,
are conjoined in a single image. Thus, the lattice-like grids in Fisherman 1V(1993)

and Man Fixing The Sky (1993) evoke the rigorous purity of Mondrian, Joaquin

Torres Garcia, and utopian abstraction, as well as dilapidated fences and frustrat-
ing mazes. Each of us (both the viewer and the viewed) is caught in a world of nat-
ural forces, historical forces, and abstract thought. Nothing, Azaceta seems to be
telling us, is pure; and yet all of us are ultimately isolated and alone.

Azaceta’s vision of what it means to be alive (isolated, vulnerable, and
displaced) places him in the same company as Frida Kahlo, Max Beckmann, and
Philip Guston. For all of them, art is a way to make life endurable. For Azaceta,
the canvas is where he registers the dreams and realities that sear his sight, as
well as burn his nerve endings. The obsessive patterning found in his recent
paintings evoke both the spots one sees on a hot, brilliant day and the cellular
structure inhabiting our life and the lives of those around us. |
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A CONVERSATION

GENO RODRIGUEZ
ELEANOR HEARTNEY
VICTOR ZAMUDIO-TAYLOR

Geno Rodriguez: Let’s start with my initial impression of the work as | see it and
then all of us can enter the discussion. Initially what | see is “victimization”.
Victimization of displaced people, victimization of the individual in society and his
or her suffering and pain, the helplessness of that individual, the lack of power and
ability to control his or her destiny. Those are the things that I see, and victimization
may or may not be the right word. Maybe we are looking at somebody who is up on
a mountain top saying “enough is enough” or “I hurt”.

Eleanor Heartney: | think that the word “victimization” has some different conno-
tations now that you really don’t want to associate with this work because victimiza-
tion is generally about a kind of blaming and about a certain tunnel vision of the
world, a very schematic relationship between the victims and the oppressor. You
know, if Azaceta is a victim, in a sense, we are all victims. It really is about the con-
dition of being human and the kind of melancholic recognition that we are thrust here
alone and bad things do happen. It would actually be interesting to talk about this
work in terms of religion because Azaceta offers a world without God. It feels like a
world in which there is no recourse; there is no one, there is no being, there is no kind
of order that is larger than us that will set things back into place. There is no one to
appeal to, which is very different than the victim world where you have this bad guy
and you can change him and the world will be fine. I am very curious, both of you
know more than | do about him. What is his attitude in terms of religion?

Victor Zamudio-Taylor: | read in one interview that he likes Max Beckmann because
Max Beckmann deals with allegory, with myth and I think that’s why Orosco is a source
and inspiration. Both figures, Beckmann and Orosco, use allegory or religious references
in order, paradoxically, to humanize the human condition. In that respect, | think that




there is more than a religious quality, there is a very deep spiritual quality in his work in
which his own self-portrayal becomes almost a martyr-like figure, a saintlike figure, a
Christlike figure, the leper who was not invited to the banquet table; he has all these
different personas through which he is creating allegories. His work is always refer-
ring to something else. I think it is a world without God. In that sense, as you were
saying earlier, there is an essential quality to the victim. The victim is also responsi-
ble and the victim has to, the person that has suffered internally, subjectively and also
socially, exiled, being a prisoner, the one that is starving, the one that doesn’t have a
job; responsibility has to be assumed for that condition and something has to be done
about it. It is not a coincidence that a lot of his works have existential references like
for example “No Exit”. The drawing is going to be included in the show. It’s a world
about empowerment. It has to be seen in the terms of the person who suffered. The
terms can’t be set. In that sense it’s about power but it’s about presenting situations
where there are powers against you and how you can negotiate.

G.R. Let me ask you, if we are talking about a world without God, who is he address-
ing. Who is his work addressed to? | mean, there is a dialogue going on in that work
and if there is no God to make changes, and in fact, the people that buy artworks, the
people that have the kind of money that can afford to buy artworks are being
addressed, | don’t think they will be making changes, since they are probably the
cause of a lot of the problems.

V.Z. O.K. | would even say world without God, yet it is a world where human activity
is the center and in that sense, | think that Azaceta’s work is complex as we were dis-
cussing earlier in that there is this inner turmoil, subjective experience, the soul and so
forth, which is characteristic of mere expressionism, but that there is also reference to
the object world, to history, to culture, to the dynamics of being within a cultural situ-
ation. So, in this sense, Azaceta’s work can speak to, can have many receptions.

G.R. Here are some ideas, some examples. For example, if someone were creating
these works of art and they were creating them for an exhibit at the United Nations,
one might say he is addressing a world body that could, theoretically at least, effect a
sociopolitial change to that drama that he enacts on those canvases. On the other hand,
he is not. The work certainly isn’t being shown in Cuba. So what are we seeing here is it
another case of an artist crying in his own soup and then selling it for money.

E.H. Well, I think you can’t really blame the artist for the nature of the art market
today and the fact that the way in which work gets distributed tends to be generally
through wealthy collectors. Clearly, he is not an activist. There are artists who are
activists who set this as their purpose. That doesn’t seem to be what he is about. But




on the other hand, I think that, as Victor was saying, the work is available. | mean, if
the system isn’t in place right now to make it available to a wide variety of people, the
work itself is accessible in its visual and formal language. “‘What you are pointing to is
really not so much a problem with his work as it is a problem in the contemporary art
system and the mechanisms that are available for art to be distributed. You really can’t
blame him for that. One of the things you are getting at, I think, is that there are politi-
cal artists who are somewhat hypocritical, particularly people who specifically target
the commodity thing and then do the commaodity thing. There is something about that
which is somewhat reprehensible, but in Azaceta’s case this is not a problem that both-
ers me. He is expressing these things and they certainly speak to me. | assume they
speak to a lot of people. But it is not his fault that the system is set up the way it is.

V.Z. For example with the “AIDS Epidemic Series,” there is a human condition in
which all of us must assume some sort of responsibility to deal with it and its cross-
class, cross-ethnic, cross-gender, cross-sexual preferences and practices. We were
discussing this earlier, Eleanor, that universal dimension or that equalizing dimension
in his work that is very polyphonic, speaks to many voices, to many experiences, and
I think that he is very much a painter, as you said, he knows the smell of paint and the
feel of the brush. I think he is also a great reader of literature and philosophy. As for
social change, I think he does believe in it, but it is grounded in the individual. I think
he is against bureaucracies involved in social change. He does believe in the individ-
ual and in experience. And in experience being the source of power or lack of it.

G.R. I’'m playing the devil’s advocate here and the thing is that | have always been
not only impressed, but influenced by his work and the work of artists that have that
kind of strength and that kind of voice that has, in the past, not been heard often
enough. And in particular, that he, as what in America might be defined as a minor-
ity person, is now having his works presented in what America calls the “real art gal-
leries” and the “real museums” and therefore, speaking on behalf of those minorities
to the audiences who, in the past, had no time and no room for this discourse. I think
this is very important. At the same time having been influenced and having influenced
others in the arena of work that purported to be socio-political in content, | now have
to ask myself how real is it, that is how effective can it be? Is there a purpose to every-
thing in life? Is there a purpose to art? Is there a purpose to this particular art? Is it
just painting to get your emotions out, or is it painting to speak and make change? |
am not sure | have the answer, so | continue to wonder about that.

E.H. I have changed my thinking somewhat on this issue in recent years. | think that
painting is a kind of language and you can do things with it that you cannot do with
other languages. To demand of a painting that it be a political tract or a piece of ver-
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bal rhetoric is a mistake and it is a mistake that has been made a lot lately. Seeing the
results of it has made me begin to be much more aware and much more grateful for
what it is that painting can do that is unique to itself. I think that the issue of beauty, an
issue that is beginning to come up a lot now, is quite apparent in Azaceta’s work. Part
of why his work is so appealing is that it does speak to us on this other level that we
can’t put into words. And | think that to deny that to painting is the same as to say that
it has to be solely a tool in the political struggle which is to lose sight of what it is.

V.Z. | agree with you. | think that painting has a specificity that only painting has in
its language. It’s a form of knowledge and pleasure in painting’s own terms. | think
that in that respect, there is a very complex pictorial language in Azaceta. Just like
one can speak of being bicultural, bilingual, there are different languages that func-
tion simultaneously in his work. When we were looking at the slides earlier, Geno,
you said that many others could have painted similar scenes of suffering, of dic-
tatorship, of numbers of victims and so forth, but I think there is a quality in his work
that you can tell that this is a person who has grown up in different cultures and
speaks different languages. There’s a putting together of things that you can only do
if you crisscross borders or cultures.

G.R. I think that the crisscross is definitely there. We see Azaceta, the young Cuban
arriving in America; Azaceta becoming an American art student; Azaceta painting at
one time as a geometric abstractionist, and then you see him moving and changing,
as he is very proud to point out, to be able to break into the mainstream, and to do
that not necessarily as a Hispanic but as an artist, as a painter. He is in one of the gal-
leries that represents very well-known artists, and | think that he’s only there because
the quality of his work is good. I don’t think this gallery would handle him for any
other reason. | think that he has broken ground through this multiplicity, having all
these facets.

E.H. The downside of this rage with multiculturalism is that people get pigeon-
holed. They are allowed to be seen but a lot of times they are allowed to be seen in a
very particular light, while as we’ve been saying Azaceta’s work transcends any par-
ticular kind of ethnic concerns. It grows out of his sense of exile, but it speaks much
more broadly. Multiculturalism can be very limiting.

G.R. I think its his sheer sense of determination not to be pigeon-holed because he
went to school with a number of artists that | know who did not move out of the lit-
tie cubicles they put themselves into and I think that that is one of his strengths that
he always refused to be pigeon-holed as an artist.




V.Z. He’s like Luis Jimenez. Like Jimenez and like Amaras were in the art scene try-
ing to make fit...

G.R. And Raphael Montanez Ortiz.

V.Z. Exactly, it’s a great example of combining a cultural specificity and difference
with an open dialogue with the currents. And you can see Azaceta flirting with Guston,
with Pop, with Stella, and with different currents. In that sense, his work is very lay-
ered and going through the images of his work, seeing the images chronologically as
we were doing, it is really interesting how in “91 he picked back up the geometric grid
that he was working with in the 80’s. He is very, how can | say, self-referential. And
he sort of gives and takes from different sources when it’s central to the project.

G.R. This is harder, the reality of his life, that he is not living in one little commu-
nity. He is very broad. His wife is an Anglo-American. He lives in New Orleans.
He is very broad in all his lifestyles and his friends so that he takes from everyone
and then gives back to everyone in a way that they can relate to what he is giving
back. So what about his formal abilities? How do we see that. | mean, we talked ear-
lier about having decorative elements, having influences that might be conceived as
Peter Saul.

E.H. It is extremely sophisticated work on a formal level. It is the kind of work that
the more you know about contemporary art, the more you will be able to read into it.
Certainly there are references to expressionism, while the numbers to me are a funny
little inversion of conceptualism, and the grids refer to geometric abstraction. It is
very sophisticated work. He has absorbed a lot of different things; but on the other
hand, it’s not like appropriation. He’s not doing it for its own sake, but because these
particular things become useful to him. You know, a number of them have those
white, layered backgrounds and those come in, I think, when he really wants to
emphasize a sense of isolation. Something is being masked or left out, and it seems
to be an important part of the overall image; at the same time you can certainly relate
it to modern currents like monochrome.

V.Z. The very important Cuban anthropologist, Fernando Ortiz, came up with the
concept not of multi-culturalism but of transculturalism. In other words, how a
culture is an action and changes by coming in contact with other cultures, within po-
wer relations. Azaceta’s work has that formally speaking. He’s not an artist who is
making art references to art history, there’s not direct sources, his work is not an
appropriation, as you said, but there’s a kind of multi-layered language where he makes
references,he quotes and, you know, you see a little bit of Goya once in a while or even




in the first works of his that we saw, there is a presence there of Pop Art and also the
Cuban poster which was also important for Rupert Garcia at that time. These solid

color shapes.

But I think that one aspect to me that is very important to his work, and relates to his
aesthetic and also to the forms themselves is his self-portraying and how he constructs
himself.

G.R. Or deconstructs himself.

V.Z He is much more, he calls attention to himself, he puts himself on the spot. He
does things to himself. He really transfigures himself. And it is interesting that nowa-
days the reference is to Julio Galan, but there is also a source in Kahlo. To put togeth-
er that self-portrait, that initiation, when he looks like a martyr, the cockroach, the fly,
IS a very provocative, very ironic selffashioning.

G.R. You have to be able to do that. To be able to do that and do it in a way that is not
unpleasing to the eye. It’s not like... you look at it and say “Ah!”. But it’s also not like
an image of a holocaust somewhere, where you look at it and you say “Oh, | don’t
want to look at that!”. You look at his images and you continue to look at them even
though it may be him with his throat cut, or eaten away by animals, or his body cov-
ered in nails, or whatever, somehow it remains a painting. You know, | don’t cry for
Azaceta. | don’t feel sorry because | am too engrossed from looking at the painting.

E.H. Well, that’s one thing, the difference certainly between his work and Kahlo’s
and even, | think, Julio Galan’s, is that there is an identification, he becomes every-
man. You enter into the painting through those figures even if they are distorted or
turned into some other kind of creature. You are not looking at someone else’s life as
you are with Kahlo’s work, there is a sense of distance. And | think that is the key
because there is a lack of specificity and also because it seems to be allegorical.

V.Z. His work is allegorical and very involved in myth-making. So in that sense he
becomes the personification of all these other references and myths, and in that sense
one can constantly identify aspects of his work. Another formal aspect of his work
which | think is very important is ceremony. The canvas many times is not on a
stretcher, or a frame, but literally pushpinned or tacked up on a wall, giving it a kind
of ritual character. And something | find fascinating is how he works with common
symbols; he loads them up with meaning. Like the numbers, words, the Cuban flag,
the American flag and its not in a way... it’s not like a Jasper John flag, its a flag that
is loaded with experience, with memory.




E.H. In that sense, it is anti-modernist. It uses modernist references but instead of
emptying them, he has them filled up.

G.R. You just brought up another thing that I think is very important. His work,
unlike a lot of modernist work which is so self-referential in so many ways, is so per-
sonal and so not about art or formal issues, but the symbols that he creates himself. |
see in his work a lot of pain and a lot of anger and it makes that work that much more
interesting for me almost because the work, the painting is more about his life or what
he has experienced than about art. It’s hard for me to put it into words, but | just mean
that | am so tired of looking at art that is about art.

With his work it’s like looking at a Van Gogh. It’s got this very personal, “Damn it,
I’m hurting; damn it!”. It’s got this incredible sense of your looking at this tortured
person and yet, it doesn’t turn me away as we were saying earlier about some of the
artists who are creating work about victimization where you just say “Oh, please
I’ve heard this already. Give it up already! I’m tired of this already.” With his work |
like to look at the painting no matter how gruesome the image might be because he
is such a good painter.

I can look at the image and say “Boy, there he is standing with two little flags all ema-
ciated, holding the Cuban flag and American flag, he looks so sad” and yet | don’t
feel sorry and don’t feel bad, I just understand what he is talking about. But | can con-
tinue to look at the painting as a painting.

E.H. Yeah. Well that’s what we have been talking about, the notion of painting as a
language of its own. He is very fluent with that language.

V.Z. For example in this one here, which is a very large still work, there’s no exit.
There is this modernist play with the checkerboards and this kind of large field of just
blanks. There is this whole emphasis on gesture, but it’s not the kind of gesture that
we saw Geno express in this German painting, it has a lot of social significance, alle-
gorical significance. And it is pleasurable, the working of the lights in there. His work
is very paradoxical, there is this little red corner here that says: No.

G.R. You’re talking about the painting “No Exit,”1988.

E.H. It’s a very human work. The way in which the paint is applied is very much
about human touch.

G.R. It’s got a decorative quality. Maybe that is why you continue to look at it what
ever the subject matter may be, but its got all the formal qualities that you look for in
painting. This guy knows paint, he knows the feel of paint, | would image that at a




d i fferent time he would be making his own paint, he would find his own colors.

V.Z. It’s also a painting as you were saying earlier, and this goes back to the question
we are talking about, his audience or the reception of his work, it’s a painting of the
result of lived experience. It’s not appropriation.

G.R. Or a talked thing.

V.Z. Or a talked thing, or narcissistic, showing your experience over and over again,
but it’s horizons expand, it’s being put in a painterly language that is very seductive,
that arouses.

G.R. You know, maybe you are hitting on something that is called truth. Truth in art.
Maybe it’s truth in art. You know, when you look at Luis’ work, you are looking at
something that you feel is about truth. Unlike so many works that are the result of
what is happening now, that are au courant. And that is their existence, because they
are au courant, because they can be shown at this time. But with Luis’ work | don’t
care what style he chooses, whether it is the bright color period or whether it is the
white background period. It doesn’t really matter because the work is always about
the same truth, the same issue, the same pain, the same complaint. It is always the
same presented in a different format so that it is like telling the truth over and over
again. I mean the last thing you would want to do is get bored with Luis’ work.
Sometimes it gets a little hammy, it gets a little cheesy, but I think that this is what
gives the other pieces a particular strength, that he is not afraid to do a painting like
a monument to the power of love where he has got a hillside and it just has the word
“love” written all over it. And it is a little corny, I think, for me. But at the same time,
the bravery it takes to create that painting allows him to create a painting like “Hell
Act” which is totally different. It frees him to speak the way he wants to speak in
whatever language he may want to speak.

V.Z. We are looking at part of a series called “Abrigando Esperanza”, caressing hope,
the whole idea is that it is very utopian, talking about truth, beauty, and painting. All
those words which were not ok to utter, you know, ten years ago. And that is that there
is a tempting character in this work, something very positive, a belief in some way
that there is still hope because it is a series of work that is about suffering extreme
conditions, isolation, dislocation, exile, alienation, and it has a power that is commu-
nicated and uplifts you.

E.H. It is because he believes in the individual, in our basic humanity. You could
imagine work that deals with these same issues that was so cynical and so despairing




that it gave you an image of a world in which there was no hope. But Luis” work
acknowledges all the pain and the suffering, but it is almost due to pain and suffering
that you become more human. It is not saying that these things will be alleviated, but
the true thing is that you should come to is a deepening of your soul or your spirit and
there is a value in that.

G.R. Actually, that is the one thing that | probably won’t agree with you guys for a
while and that is the aspect of hope. I don’t see that in his work. I don’t see hope. |
just see someone on the mountaintop saying “basta ya,” it’s enough. Maybe that can
be perceived as the beginning of hope in that in order to get that toothache fixed you
have to admit that you’ve got a bad tooth. And say: “That is enough with that tooth”,
and then the next step is doing something about it. But looking at the work itself and
the subjectmatter, it is just for me all too pessimistic about what is either happening
or what he feels is happening. But nowhere do | see a glimmer of hope in any of the
work.

E.H. You know maybe the hope is the beauty.
V.Z. Yeah, complain, Eleanor.

E.H. That is the thing, otherwise if they were as bleak as you say, you wouldn’t want
to look at them.

V.Z. Like for example, it’s when you look at Goya’s Disasters of War or these judg-
ment day medieval paintings, you know, or also those series on the Mexican revolu-
tion, those very gruesome realities, very extreme realities being portrayed, but the
way in which it is done and that dimension which you call beauty or truth or | don’t
know what it is the painting has, it is a mastering, it is an individual coming to terms
with arrogance, with pain, on canvas, portraying these extreme experiences, but yet
not indulging in the gruesomeness of it, but in the spirituality of it. And I think that
is for me where the hope lies. [ ]
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