Yishai Jusidman

Around the Art

of Painting

Although Jusidman thinks of himself as a very

traditional painter who deals with well- established

painterly issues and themes, he is the antithesis of
the reactionary artist. His work makes clear that

painting can absorb current technology as well as it

absorbs its own history,
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1P, 2000, Digial overlap on polyester, Diptych, Portrait
5%, x23 % in(91x67 cm). LD Card: 6"/, x B, In
(16 x 22 ¢m.). Courtesy: Galerfa OMR

MARIA LLUISA BORRAS

This visit to Barcelona, the first
chance we have had to talk leisurely
and at length, has allowed me to find
in Jusidman, alongside the excellent
painter and the prestigious art critic,
an enormously curious and learned
man who is passionate about every-
thing related to the art of painting.

He talks enthusiastically about the
Gainsborough show in London: about
the Tate's good criteria for selection and
about that most supple of painters
whose portraits, even today, emanate a
close, gentle presence, as if they were still
trying to find ways to please the viewer.

“To many, Gainsborough’s seductive
power may appear frivolous, since we
frown upon art that is created in order
to please—we are told, instead, that the
artist must confound, even attack, his
public. Come on. The relationship be-
tween artists and viewers can be under-
stood as a long-distance conversation,
but that doesn’t mean that we need to
shout at each other.”

I bring up the topic of those “antholo-
gy"” shows invented by exhibition com-
missioners, such as “Conrer 0 no comer,”
mounted in Salamanca. Protocol forces
us to bring up Marcel Duchamp in this
connection; even if he was never inter-
ested in the topic of food, we cannot ig-
nore his famous bottle-carrier. Jusidman
tells me that many of those commission-
ers are primarily engaged in anthropol-
ogy, and that he is not interested in
contemporary art as an anthropological
index, because, if it is a matter of eating,
we can affect more interesting anthro-
pology in a supermarket than in a con-
temporary art museum.

“Perhaps this is why Biennials try
more and more to look like supermar-
kets. Yes, they tell us that such an ex-
traordinary phenomenon is a result of
the critical spirit that underpins the ar-
tistic avant-garde. | wonder why it is
that the same critical spirit is not ap-
plied to the regrettable system of cro-
nyism—between the star artist, the star



curator, and the institution—that has
inflated the bubble of art-as-spectacle
over the last fifteen or twenty years.
Think of the clever artists of the mo-
ment, think of how well they have
learned to package these “critical val-
ues” that curators and institutions pro-
mote, think of the talent required to
provoke an ad-hoc public reaction.
Lately it is not even a matter of articu-
lating ideas: a mere flashy prank will
suffice. What worries me is that so
many young artists volunteer for this
game without questioning it even for
an instant, and that a public accustomed
to premature pranks will continue to
demand more and more clever stars,
whose careers will be as flashy as they
are fleeting. The confusion of immatu-
rity with innovation is, I think, an ab-
surd and self-destructive by-product of
contemporary art presented as anthro-
pological spectacle. Evidently, for the
time being the “big league” remains out
of painting's reach, since the environ-
ment being created does not favor those
intimately personal contacts—complex
and subtle—that articulate good work
in this genre.”

Yishai Jusidman tells me that he was
one of those children for whom draw-

ing comes easily. His family was not ar-
tistic, but, as any good bourgeois Jewish
family, it valued cultural achievement
and so he was enrolled in painting class-
es from an early age. His drawing teach-
er took him with her to the classes given
by Carlos Orozco Romero, a well-known
contemporary of Tamayo in Mexico,
who situated himself between muralism
and a more “Frenchified” line of surre-
alism and metaphysics.

“I learned the basics of oil painting
with Orozco, between the ages of ten
and fifteen if memory serves. Later |
was admitted to the Pasadena Art Cen-
ter College of Design, and | wenl there
with the idea of learning about video
art, performance, and all those things
that back then were seen in Mexico as
the absolute avant-garde. I created my
videos, my installations, and after all
that | realized that the reason art inter-
ests me is painting. The desire to prac-
tice painting to my heart’s content is
what drove me to Cal Arts, the fashion-
able liberal school. But I wasn't aware
of their anti-painting pedagogical phi-
losophy (which, paradoxically, pro-
duced painters like David Salle, Ross
Bleckner, and Lari Pitman). The need
to find my own place in a context in

Mutalis Mulandis: M.5., 2000. Acrylic on gobelin, synthetic carpet, showcase and re-touched book
98 Y, x 108", x94 Y, in. (50 x 276 x 240 cm.). Courtesy: SMAK

which theory and ideological demands
dictated a priori what kind of art was to
be made, made me realize that, as an
aspiring painter, | had to find the ap-
propriate intellectual support for my
work, I left that school after one year,
in 1985. | went to the New York School
for Painting, Drawing, and Sculpture.
At that time, several artists who were
the apparent heirs of abstract expres-
sionism taught and worked there. A
number of months later, | realized I'd
changed a pictorially sterile dogma for
one that was past its expiration date.”
Jusidman finally decided to pursue a
Master’s degree at New York University.
He took philosophy, art history, and com-
parative literature classes, and he found
a bibliography that differed from what
was in use in art schools: an alternative
founded on authors from Panofsky and
Gombrich to Wolheim and Goodman.

Narcissus De Kooning, 2000. Electrostatic print on
synthetic fabric. 85 %, x 58 ¥, in. {217 x 148 cm.)
Courtesy: Galeria OMR.
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I ask him which painters interested
him then, and which ones interest him
now, and he tells me that he is attracted
to painting that has an inescapable vi-
sual impact, painting that not only illus-
trates anidea butarticulates it. Inschool,
he was interested primarily in De Koon-
ing, then Goya and Rembrandt, and
even Tapies. In 1984, the year of his first
exhibition, still in Los Angeles, neo-ex-
pressionism was in fashion and the deal-
er thought that young Jusidman would
sell well, In truth his painting had little
to do with Schnabel and Kiefer, being
instead a kind of expressionism coming
way too late.

“I was an immature “DeKooning-
ian,” without the critical and ironic dis-
tance of the neo-expressionists. At the
age of twenty-two, I did not possess
those attributes. Today, Veldzquez and
Vermeer are the supreme models for
me, not surprisingly. My interests de-
pend also on what it is that I am paint-
ing at any given moment; when I
painted landscapes, for instance, I con-
tinuously returned to Constable and
Monet. Lately, it seems, there has been
achange in my preferences, and it turns
out that the twentieth-century painter
I am most passionate about is Moran-
di, even above Pollock, Mondrian, and
Reinhardt. I knew little of Morandi un-
til 1992, when I came across a dozen of
his works in Verona and spent several
hours in complete awe of them. Moran-

di dazzles where others falter; his paint-
ings are not consumed in anecdote or
context. Morandi's work stands by it-
self, barely fitting within the framework
of the art of his time. [ want to believe
that, some day, my paintings will be
able to do something similar.”

Yishai Jusidman recently presented an
exhibition of his latest work in museums
in Europe and Mexico—the SMAK Mu-
seum of Contemporary Art, Ghent, the
MEIAC, Badajoz, and the Museo de Arte
Contemporaneo, Monterrey. These
shows were organized by Jan Hoet and
gather works from the series Mutatis
mutandis, 1999-2000, and Pintores traba-
Jando, 2000-2002.

Mutatis mutandis refers to the Latin
expression that signals the assumed
differences between the terms of an
analogy. Jusidman uses it as a title for
new works that return to the motifs of
the wrestlers and the psychotic pa-
tients seen in his oil series Sumo, 1993~
1995, and Bajo tratamiento, 1996-1998,
By considering the plastic potential of
technological media such as photogra-
phy, offset printing, and digital imag-
ing, Jusidman attempts to create
paintings with the very tools that, since
Walter Benjamin, have been favored by
the anti-painting militia.

In fact, painters have been forever
fascinated by “methods of mechanical
reproduction.” Between 1705 and 1720,
the German painter Jacob Cristoph Le

J.L.,2001. Actylic and oil on linen mounted on wood, synthetic carpet. 85 %/, x 90 ', x 150 in. (218 x 230 x 380 ¢m.).

Courtesy: SMAK.

Blon developed the first printing sys-
tem to use color separation, laborious-
ly engraving copper plates in half-tones
for each of the three primary colors;
superimposed on each other, these
plates produced the necessary modu-
lations of color to mass-produce “paint-
ings.” Painting had just as much to do
with art as with technology. It was not
until 1839 that, upon seeing a display
of daguerreotypes at a meeting of the
Paris Academy of Science and Fine Arts,
artist Paul Delaroche declared: “From
this day forward, Painting is dead.” As
we know, painting missed its own fu-
neral, and to this day it continues to
roam around.

In Mutatis mutandis a group of dig-
ital photographs depict the charac-
ters from Bajo tratamiento. For these
images, Jusidman has digitally com-
bined the original photograph used
in the creation of the painting and the
image from the finished painting it-
self. The resulting optical effect is
very peculiar. As Richard Kalina
writes in the show’s catalog: “The
paintings in Bajo tratamiento transmit
a certain disconnectedness as well as
an air of autumnal melancholy... In
contrast, the juxtapositions in Muta-
tis mutandis are at the same time more
literal and more prosaic (as photo-
graphs tend to be), and even then
they are considerably weirder.”

“The series Mutatis mutandis is an
exercise in contrasts, where pre-exist-
ing contents from my own work are
processed into new forms, which in
turn articulate new contents. The pur-
pose of those digital juxtapositions is
to contrast certain characteristics of the
original photograph (the graininess,
the general diffuse quality, the cold
light) with the brushstroke, the outlin-
ing, and the warmth captured in the
painting. Such contrast brings these
qualities to the fore, animating the
plastic meaning of the work in the
same way in which a painter exploits
the contrast between a given color and
its complement, between background
and figure, between image and mat-
ter,” according to Jusidman.

In the same series, Narcisos incorpo-
rates the paintings selected by the pa-
tients themselves in “Bajo tratantiento,”



and with which they were portrayed
in that series: the selection of a
Veldzquez, a Morandi, and a De
Kooning go without saying. On the
top section we see a digital treatment
of the painting, and in the bottom
section we see its “reflection” taken
from Jusidman’s version in Bajo trata-
miento. Narcisos takes on the chal-
lenge of managing the impression in
large-format plotter. Jusidman used
an electrostatic printer with an off-
set pattern. By highlighting the con-
trast between the effect of the rosette
and that of the pure color surfaces,
as well as between image and geo-
metric pattern, the artist gives the
medium a new, surprising spatial
quality. Although the tale of Narcis-
sus points towards a useless love for
the virtual, this painting, which
brings to mind Op Art, activates a
range of reflexes and reflections
around the material dependence of
pictorial effect, in other words, its
mode of production.

An interest in articulating the quali-
ties of space and art-historical referenc-
es is already found in the Astrdénomo
series of 1987-1990, when the artist
painted—on spheres—landscapes tak-
en from the history of naturalism by
artists from the seventeenth-century
Dutch masters to Monet. To paint land-
scapes on an spherical surface already
implies, of course, highlighting the re-
lationship between pictorial and phys-
ical space. This transition is resolved
more ambiguously than in a work on a
flat surface: in the first place, the paint-
ing's surface is physically curved but
the subject is taken from a flat picture
plane; and in the second, a pedestal
supports the sphere rather than a frame
to separate the physical from the virtu-
al space. The issue of framing would
reappear in Mutatis mutandiss in a se-
ries of tapestries produced at the Taller
Mexicano de Gobelinos, Guadalajara.

A similar enterprise of weaving cop-
ies of paintings into tapestries had
been established in London in 1727,
with the previously-mentioned Jacob
Cristoph Le Blon. He used a method
that only employed threads in three
primary colors and thus reduced a
maximum amount of information to a

e

Display of ClownSpheres during the exhibition " Yishai Jusidman: Pictorial Investigations” at Otis College,

Los Angeles. January-March, 1997.

The Astronomer sefies at Jack Shainman Gallery, New York, 1990

minimum code—a kind of primitive
digitalization. Significantly, Jusidman
echoes the same impulse.

“The weaving of a tapestry relies on
a process that is similar to digitaliza-
tion: a specific number of colors is cho-
sen for the worsted and, restricting
himself to just that range of colors, the
weaver mixes the yarn until achieving
the closest resemblance to the original.
By transfering the low-resolution dig-
ital image of the patients’ faces to a tap-
estry, | wanted to highlight the tactile
quality and the material presence that
tapestries share with paintings. Once
the tapestries were created, I decided
to paint on them in order to introduce
the contrast between the surface of
acrylic color and the dyed textile back-

ground, in this way both adjusting and
enriching the work’s spatial effect.”
The analytical emphasis in the char-
acter of plastic and psychological ef-
fects of these large-scale portraits
reminds me of the 1990-1991 series
"Payasos,” with its overly painted and
overly expressive faces. For Jusidman,
the complement for the strategy of
painting on a tapestry was to introduce
alength of colorless carpet on the floor.
This carpet, he says, functions as a
frame that establishes the border sep-
arating the pictorial space (color) from
the physical space (colorlessness). The
viewer becomes assimilated to the
space of the carpet and his or her phys-
icality is highlighted. The mounting of
these tapestries ends in a display case
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Installation view af «Yishai Jusidman: Pictorial Investigations» at the San Diego State University, September-
November, 1996. From left to right: LA, 1991-92; 4.8, 1991; LY, 1991-92.

that contains the same book the char-
acter held in his or her hands for the
portrait. Each book has been altered by
the artist in order to incorporate infor-
mation relevant to the Bajo tratamiento
project, thus articulating the work’s
contextual framework.

“Ever since the Renaissance, the kind
of frame we are used to—around the
painting’s edge—has been a conven-
tion with a very specific optical pur-
pose: to establish the painting’s virtual
space. As modern painting emphasiz-
es its own material quality, that kind
of frame has become more problemat-
ic, its size has diminished, and it has
tended to disappear. And as art be-
comes more “conceptual,” we have
gotten used to a different kind of
frame: the explanatory text that cir-
cumscribes the conceptual perimeter.
The carpets, display cases, and books
that accompany the tapestries in Mu-
tatis mutandis are there to frame the
work optically and conceptually. Con-
trary to appearance, these works are
not installations; they are strictly pic-
torial works, and they require a par-
ticular frame in order to articulate their
particular pictorial character.”

Similar lengths of carpet and display
cases frame Mutatis mutandis: Sumo, a
series of large format abstract geomet-
ric paintings, very formalist and very
elegant, which in truth have a figura-
tive foundation. Each composition is
nothing more and nothing less than a
background from Sumo, the series
about wrestlers. The photograph that
motivated the previous work is now
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presented in a display case, facing the
new painting, so that our appreciation
of the latter is supplemented and al-
tered by the footnote in the bottom part
of our visual field.

“Alarge segment of twentieth-centu-
ry abstract art shared the Romantic idea
of an aesthetic immediacy, the assump-
tion that the painting would be revealed
whole under the spectator’s static, con-
templative gaze. In Mutatis mutandis:
Sumo, 1 wanted to emphasize the fact
that the spectator’s gaze, like the paint-
er’'s, must be dynamic, inquisitive. 1
tried to provoke this way of looking at
art earlier in Esferas-payaso, 1991-1992,
and the almost-monochromes of Gei-
shas, 1992-1993. A work of art entertains
us insofar as it activates our eyes and
our mind, our judgment, and our
knowledge. Contemplation is best left
fora TV screen.”

It is precisely the painter’s gaze that
interests Jusidman—and us—in his
most recent work, Pintores trabajando.
Jusidman quips that, after painting
clowns, geishas, and psychotic patients,
taking on painters was only a matter of
time. He tells us that his intention was
to capture the moment in which a paint-
er steps back from a work in progress,
pauses, and examines the results so far.

“I wanted to capture that moment
from the point of view of the work in
progress, and to achieve that | pointed
cameras at the artist from each side of
the painting. Both cameras took a pic-
ture just as the painter stepped back. I
used each pair of photographs to cre-
ate a double, life-size portrait with the

purpose of readapting, in the exhibition
space, the relationship between the
painter, his work, and the cameras. In
Pintores trabajando the length of carpet
invites us to stand on a line drawn at
the precise distance that separated the
portrait's subject from his work. In turn,
the distance between the portraits is the
same as the distance between the cam-
eras; the space that opens between the
two portraits is exactly the space occu-
pied by the work in progress.”

Confronted with an unfinished
painting, viewer and subject enter into
a kind of communion. He cannot see
us, but he sees his work; we can see
him, but not his painting. He wonders
what do we see when we look at him;
we wonder what is in his mind.

“I remember an Australian ritual Isaw
a long time ago depicted in a magazine:
a nude aborigine knelt in front of a
mound of mud raised to his height as a
kind of totem. The mound was covered
with geometric patterns in ochre and red
sands and the pigments continued on the
ground, forming an optical bridge to the
man’s body, which was also covered with
the markings. I was impressed by the in-
tensity of that man’s physical and spiri-
tual involvement with his painting, [
believe there is nothing like that in the
Western tradition. Without expecting us
to be suddenly free of our cultural con-
text, I realize that in Pintores trabajando I've
tried to motivate the viewer to become
involved in the work, in our tradition but
with a similar intensity.”

Although Jusidman thinks of him-
self as a very traditional painter who
deals with well-established painterly
issues and themes, he is the antithesis
of the reactionary artist. His work
makes clear that painting can absorb
current technology as well as it absorbs
its own history and that as long as it
continues to make use of new materi-
als and executes new strategies to
grow, it will remain in good shape. In
the end, the obvious answer to the
question of “to eat or not to eat” is,
without a doubt, “to eat.” To the ques-
tion of “to paint or not to paint,” the
answer is equally obvious.

MARIA LLUISA BORRAS
Art critic.



