Framed
Univision

Two Hispanic artists bridge
that ugly gap between “us”
and “them,” and not because
they're trying

By Christina Rees

The two young artists on display at 500X,
Stewe Crae anid Rosemasy Meza, wear their
heritage on thelr paint-and-wag-encrasted
skeves, Their two-persan show is titled The
Passians of Samtas, the Ecstasy of Malinche, ami
while plesty of people in my
East Dallas seigltbochood
waonld know prect=oly who
Sandees aend Malinche are, the
majority of the viewers wha
step imfo (he lofied art sace
o Exposition may nol hivee a
choe, White bread Texas edu
cation—hath the school aml
street Kisd—doesnt exactly
overflow with Latie dioms
and mythnlogy, despite our
prmamity to Medacn, Unless
you've spend <ome lime in
Spanish language classes
with a particularly 1horeugh
instructor ar spead hours in
front of Telemumdo, vou're
likely wandering arnund
kindn numb and happy in
yourr ignnranoce.,

The characler Santos,
recognizible with his rotesd
naked torso and comscally
menacing wrestling mask,
may resonale with a few
more of the uninstiated than
ot Malinche, a Madonna-
whore ffpure whao loams
with coutionary delight
over countless Mexican-
Americans.  Like the
Marlbora Man or Marilyn
Monroe in the Anglo world,
the Gher male and femate
syntbuls in Cruz and Mem's
wurkd are ripe for inlerpredation

The dlanger in this exercise comis mol fom
the suliject matier, but from the artists’ cur-
reit audience: It's ane thing to showease
inerelibly sharp and instinctive vishons of
Latin fcons ot a comavumity cultursl cemer or
during a lecture om etheic art, yet another to
bring il into the parrow, Eurncentric gallery
werlil. There's a resison mest anl entbuisiasts
wonld rather gaze upon a David Hockney
paintimg than & (Cobambian-barn) (Melis
Botlrigoez sculpture, Unlike Rodedgoez and
ler symbolfilled boxes, Hockney "spesks”
tlirectly to anr ethnocentricity, or at beast we
like tox think he does. Unchallenped, we “ped”®
Hockney and his suburban Los Angeles
lrewrs,

On the ather hand, there's a reason Pahln
Ficasso -~ painter of minotaurs and Spanish
wars—is consitlervil by many of these same
whilew art entbusizasts (o be the Gnest artist
of the century, il not all time, Put plainky, it's
resseprmgliny that geis Pieasse in thpgegh that
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These two Latino artists use the human form
and expression in the most universal way.
We may not get the subtext, but we

damn sure get the visceral gist.

guarded door, Univerzality and a senze of
entitlerment. While so many arlist< pel mired
in (heir own cliosen or gssipsed ghetto—
gender, ethnlcity, polites, whatever-they
astnmalically alicnade themselves from any-
ome who doesm't share their concerns,
Picasso, however, amdl every other recog-
nhoed genles sidesteps that quagmire of
threatening prejudice. He never ignored
what be was (Spanish), bt be embeaced it
only when it suited him snd searly ignored
it whwen it bored hine And after 84 that, the
kighly ethno Guersiea is considersd his
crowming achievement. Sure, it's abowt the
crippling horror of the bombing of 2 Basque
village during the Spanish Civil War, Bul it
telates the gut-wrenching imgact of not 20
mwrch a specific war as war itself: We see the
kent and tertured victims, the wide whiles of

Steve Cruz's comicaly sexual Santos; o detail from Rosenary Maea's snbigoous Malir:bas,

their eves, aml Disg! He calls 1 odl on can-
wars; e world calls it Masterpleoe

Cruz aml Meza, o, transcend the specl-
ficity of their charscbers; Sangos fsn't just
crazy Mexlean wrestlin' puy with 2 testos.
ferote overlow], sed Mainche certaindy &n't
pest snme bnad stroke of dual Latiso sexual
#y. These two artists dose their ard wilh gen-
ermus allusons fo that cerain beritage, but
s the bnoman form sl expeession in the
et untiversal way, We may pot get the sul-
test, bt we damn sure get the viscoml gise

In Cruz's rather comie-strip manner,
power-myih Santos fs nedwced o Everypuy,
sutleriog Everguy's Identity crisis: how 1o be
lger-than-life and virile s a real, streetJewel
warld, The npetime actor-athbete hero is
shirunk to series Boe panels, bis erect pencil
penis pushing throagh his wrestling briefs,
while the neighborhood girls swish by with
E. Cramb-like arrogance, Crue's visusal
effects are intentionally simplistic anil

“chinrming.the bright: rgumiled colops and

wallpapery backdrops, the vacuows, cavalier
looks on the girls' faces. the white-hot sparks
coming off kew bady parts of Santos am
company (hutts, boobs, hips).

This seems the vissal equivalent of degoct-
ing Superman or Troy Aiknsan as regular
mays trying 1o get laid, hoping 1o convinee
themsehes and everynne who passes by that
tbwey e superior, whibe their fame s power
is mocked by the complexity of current gen-
der twisds and role expectations, The self-
doubt that comes with couriship s the great
democratizer of prople (in barrew a phrase
from nowvelist Nick Hornby): What do we
really deserve, and in the end, do we wast il
anyway? The way Cruz interchanges and
superimposes Santos' parts with girl parts
brimgs wp just how confiusing desire and
apgression can be, wha's in charge here?

amil for sane pod's cake, bodies aren't past
hodies and Cheist isnt just a messiah.

Well beyond Meza's envelope-pashing
inlergretabons, it's ber visual siyle that should
stan the unwashed and the snprepared.
Gestura! is too weak a word for ber Ggure-
drawing ways, especially since the wonl's
bern warmed over in college art dasses Try
“explcit,” “haregoe,” “grotesque,” “unflinch-
ing* David Cromenbery meets Lucan Freod
meets Leonardo's figure studies. Meza's
comte-crayon-and pencil womnen have bodies
that breathe and squirm on thelr own; their
sl distend fom their torses with animal
like determination: thelr eyes gaze out al you
with jarring swareness and seresity. Her men
{yes, there are men, ant hakies) have penises
that churn and rodl toward some unnamed
oiminous ol Rakies tske the milk from their
muthers’ nipples with vora
clous mowths, and vou can
2pe it flow down thelr tiny
thrnats,

Meza employs layers of
information, esch burked
winder the next and none
less important thas the
last. Her nuasnces are a2
graceh] u= they are over-
whelming. Light hounoes
off every fleshy sarface
wilh the ire and precsiog
of Cubisen, past sod future
movenent is alluded to
throngh spontancoss lines
and guesses. You van e
everything, every dedsd of
her characters” physsque;
toes and toenalis, teeth
and purss—and vet all of #
seeitis merely dwpdind The
Body Electric as lowly
organism, with the eyes
the only sgn of sumellssg
heyvond Besh and seins sed
W,

Some of her coloreid-
cravon drawingd are a2 aity
amitl delicate &5 watercolor,
with the striation of muscl:
and bone pcting as fragile
anchars; some of her dark
anil sepinscratched works

The comicstrip acsthetic nuakes the point
cwen without Crue's deft sexual insight: No
ane gets 1o he toe conl gnymore, There's
always seeneone curt thene ready 1n take you
and your egoe down a few notches. Role
mnidel® Popculture king? Despile his blus.
fery, mamly facirle, il sure ain Sanlos, one-
time Hero of Millions,

Rosemary Meza is one of these rarities—
yout sy ool hive soen 189 crossover artist's
work hefiore, hut it"s been spattered through:
out Dallas for a while now, Onee yon finally
ertch up, vou won't forget 3. Her subject
mzse, Mafinelie, has heen ducking and dedg
ing and living with a questionahle reputation
for vears. The press release simply describes
the original character as a Madonnawhore
dedined by male lust, respect, aml disap-
pronil. Messa, in tlse strobe of inarguable gift-
vilneas, gbaolitely refuses that posit and pro-
ceedls 1o brain-scrape anyone who ever
beliewed it in the first place. Malnche the
nryth i) Fest Malinche the suspect Sl

are s asserthve il dense

as any smokechoked reli-
pimis petifact. Her showstopper, Lisf Sviper,
is a wall-covering monumest on Canvas
depicting Jesus and his 12 disciph= as aop-
genderspecific MaBaches. each staring sl
groping and affecling the podes of ather
painters varistions on the theme. The figures
are wise and dirty, knowing and repulsive
Iristenl of ever feelng amused nr resential of
Meza's unconvenptional angle, vom Jest acoepl
# e a new kind of questioning reaily.

These mon-holy femmes seem about as
real sl vabid a2 any Bibde-painted vishon of
ethereal martyrs, so why not? Why bedher
struppling over sublext and sub-sub-refer-
ences when you absolutely “get” the work e
brgin with? You couldn’t miss the gut
it il you tried. @

The Postion of Santos, the Eestasy of
Matineke: Steve Cruz and Kocemary Mezg,
Ox display af 500X through May 2 500
FExpasition Avewne, Duilas Oprs nepbinds
For anf, coll 2I4-828-1171
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