EL MUNDO ESTABA EN OTRO LUGAR

I. On Paintings, Paint and Images

Victor Pimstein states that a painting is, above all, an object that fruitlessly attempts to summon a certain reality and must instead settle for a simple evocation of it. For that alone, his paintings before being seen as the support for an image, must be seen as material foundations for paint.

          The materiality of the painting process is a crucial and paradoxical element in Pimstein’s work as it focuses a great deal of its effort in effacing the very materiality that produces it. His painting begins with the support (the panels and stretchers) and in the preparations which transform a panel into a surface more akin to that of porcelain than to that of wood, and the same logic follows in the choices of media and varnishes, the relationship between transparent and opaque pigments and in the care taken not to leave any traces of gesture or paint. It is because of this strict attention to the materiality of paint that, beyond that which is represented, Pimstein’s paintings leave an imprint on our retina and memory comparable to that left by ancient musical instruments and other delicate and perfect objects. 

          Pimstein’s paintings are, before any image emerges from them, impecable supports on which paint is applied with skill and sensitivity and this must be understood as an essential fact if we intend to discover the meaning of his work. Only if we know how to see the object-like nature of his paintings will it make sense to engage with its representations, its play of references and the pleasure of interpretation. Otherwise, and unacceptably so, we run the risk of staying trapped within the paint surface, there where everything is just an image, a trick, an illusion.

II. The re-citation of painting

Pimstein states that he paints because there is something in the material process of painting which cannot be experienced in any other manner; perhaps that is why he says there are a thousand reasons why it is worthwhile to keep painting pictures nowadays, yet very few reasons why it would be worthwhile to look at them. Despite this, his paintings are not caught within the rhetoric of painting-as-process or the sterile self-referentiality of certain forms of abstract painting. In Pimstein’s paintings, images are suggested which have triumphed over their referent, images that do not reflect anything other than further images, within a game of mirrors which seems to disappear within the realm of collective memory. Naturally this re-citative quality is neither new nor exclusive to Pimstein’s work, and art criticism acknowledges it as far back as Baudelaire’s famous 1846 Salon statement to the effect that every work which aspired to greatness had the duty of evoking the memory of its great precedents. Even though Baudelaire never imagined that painting could end up quoting photography—a non-artistic medium which the poet detested—the truth is that the 20th century has seen the realization of Walter Benjamin’s prophecy and both photography and cinema have become the great shapers of collective imagery, and tus the privileged sources for re-citation within paintings.

III. Clichés

Pimstein’s studio contains thousands of images which have been gathered over the years and which are ordered in filing cabinets according to a motive and its display. There is, for example, a cabinet labeled Beaches that contains hundreds of postcards of beaches from around the world classified under labels such as Beaches with low horizon, Beaches with high horizon, Aerial views of beaches, etc. Similar cabinets contain countless reproductions and photographs whose common characteristic is their affiliation to the vast universe of anonymous images, underappreciated, kitsch: photographs of monuments and buildings, postcards of sunsets, city views, reproductions of wallpaper, printed textiles and ceramics, etc. Even though Pimstein obtains the motifs for his paintings from this collection of photographs and reproductions, his work is related to neither photorealist illusionism nor the paintings of artists who claim to use photographs so as to “paint without thinking.” In truth, Pimstein’s work begins in the very process of classifying the images into typologies, in the exploration of the universe of the aforementioned images and in the search for a meeting point between the mental album of his memories and the general archive of clichés that constitute the body of our collective imagery.

IV. Deserts and paradises

This desire to explore, to make sense out of the relationship between personal and collective memory is, unequivocally evident on the series of paintings that feature the semideserted landscape that runs on both sides of the border between Mexico and the US: it is the natural stage set of the classic Westerns, whose vast horizons and extraordinary rock formations were fixed in our imaginations by John Ford’s movies. But it is also the traversed and then abandoned landscape in which Pimstein’s childhood and youth take place. Thus, the landscapes in this series of Westerns come to symbolize a frustrated identity, in a place that needs to be revisited from an emotional and physical distance, from the safety of a place which suggests itself through the dark frames that set-off the landscapes. A car window? The limits of the screen? No matter, the desired and feared landscape remains outside, in the distance.

          Another series that is linked to both personal memories and to the cliché is that whose subjects are the views of perfect beaches. On the one hand they are standardized images, both in terms of form and meaning, whose limited compositional and chromatic range has been implicitly set by postcard racks around the world, giving rise to the cliché of a paradise on earth, in which interchangeable ideal beaches all embody the same dream. Yet even though the motif in these images is undoubtedly indefinite, for Pimstein they evoke specific places, almost lost in a distant past in which “the beach” stood for a joyful parenthesis within a time and space bearing the heavy imprint of the harsh landscape mentioned above. The images of beaches reveal a specific corner of his memory, a private Eden which is often evoked and almost choked by thousands of images of equivalent and indifferent paradises— Acapulco for Pimstein, any other place for each of us.

V. The world was elsewhere
“Every definition of identity centers on ideas of temporal continuity (memory, permanence, repetition, constancy) and of spatial continuity (country, religion, community, etc.). But when one has moved from place to place, from language to language, from culture to culture, for generations on end, the natural flow between social and personal identity is definitively fractured. The physical and cultural environment no longer appears as a natural, extension of the self.” (V. Pimstein in Commonplaces, The Blue Gallery, London 2003). For Pimstein, the continuity between identity and landscape, between memory and space is nothing but a vain illusion nourished by two vital sources. One of these sources is the constant presence of painting, which has accompanied him from his native Mexico on as his only uninterrupted activity in time and through space. The other source is the memory of a childhood lived in what was still then “the periphery” and to which it seemed as if everything that mattered, everything that was worthwhile, came from some other place, from a world which was, hopelessly, elsewhere.

          And that place would be the center of Western culture, perhaps Europe, where the basis of our collective imagery has been shaped. George Steiner, in “The Idea of Europe,” stated that an essential element in the formation of “European-ness” is the attainable scale of its landscapes because, “European cartography originates in the natural capacity of human feet, of what might be considered to be their horizons.” If we compared them to the vast plains of America, Africa or Australia, says Steiner, one could say that European landscapes have been to the manicurist and that even European clouds seem to have been tamed “by ancient gods clothed by Tiepolo.” This perfect European landscape has no better concrete expression than the so-called “classical landscape,” as defined at the beginning of the 17th century by Claude Lorrain.

          The series of paintings that Pimstein devotes to “the classical landscape” is, perhaps, the most complex and appealing of them all, and has as its departure point, yet again, the exploration of a visual cliché which has proven tremendously influential in the history of modern representation. Its long trajectory appeared to have ended in the 19th century yet still casts its long shadow, to this day, as the frequent backdrop against which the media frames its personifications of “power.”

          Art historians concur that the birth of the classical landscape emerged from the desire of its makers to construct a visual symbol that could represent the “modern” desire for civilization, a civilization that would be as well balanced as nature itself, the image and likeness of the idealized Greco-Roman world. Even though from the very outset it was obvious that these were idealized visions, present nowhere, the truth is that the classical landscapes eventually became the referent image of what “civilized” landscape should be like, the gentle and civilized European landscape that Steiner refers to, “traversable and modeled and humanized by feet and hands.” Pimstein’s series of classical landscape paintings has something to do with that Western yearning for a home as balanced and harmonious as a Claude Lorrain, a place peopled by gods and shepherds who never existed except in paint, within the paint which was and continues to be the only thread on which Pimstein’s migrant life advances.

VI. Objects of nostalgia

The series dedicated to English, Delft or Sèvres ceramics and the one centered on the Toiles de Jouy originate once again in an investigation of clichés, but also in a meditation on a particularity of late-modern industrial culture: the appropriation of the idea of landscape and its transformation into a form of industrially produced ornament intended for mass consumption. The themes in these two series are ambiguous: they are simultaneously both still-lives and landscapes, for the objects they represent show decorations based on bridges over streams, marshes, woodland, etc., all fruit of the inventiveness of the artisans and draftsmen who supplied models for the pottery and textile industries, and whose starting points were both the rococo landscapes, solemn heirs to the classical landscape tradition of the previous century, as well as images drawn from pastoral literature.

          The value of these series is twofold. On the one hand they are an observation of the traces that idealized landscapes have left in European pre-industrial culture. They also constitute an interesting reflection on the confusion of two tradicional genres as they merge into a singular image, which evades the spectator, who is tus forced to jump from one perceptual domain to another: he sees the landscape or the objects without quite being able to see both simultaneously.

          On the other hand, these images point to the disappearance of a certain domestic lifestyle linked to the urban bourgeoisie: a cliché transformed into an object which echoes certain contemporary forms of nostalgia, kindred to that felt by the culture of that period in which the landscape was drained of meaning and became a mere ornamental motif in the hands of industry.

VII. Horizons

Pimstein’s most recent series originates in a “work in progress” consisting of hundreds of cutouts from postcards of beaches, lighthouses, ports, etc. from which a new kind of “universal horizon” is composed. Taking these cutouts as a model, Pimstein initially painted small panels and then moved onto a large canvas format in an attempt to understand what happened to those images when they were displaced from the photographic medium to the pictorial one, as well as from the radical modification of their scale. The result was surprising: on the one hand, the change in scale implied an approximation of the perceptual experience of a painting to that of the perceptual experience of the “real” reference in the photographs, that is, the horizon. On the other hand, the displacement from one medium to the other rid the images of their references and allowed the painting to be seen as an almost abstract color field.

          The horizon paintings signal an investigation into contemporary perceptual schemes. Cultural context plays a fundamental role in the adaptation of perceptive schemes to actual surroundings. In our particular context, we have been taught to “look correctly” both at paintings and at photographs. What Pimstein’s horizons manage to do is to alter the relationship between scale and our usual perceptual schemes in such a way as to make an “abstract” painting provoke a strong impresión of “reality.” What we ultimately understand is that the difference between an abstract image and one which is not, lies in the way in which we gaze and this allows us to slip back and forth between different forms of perception until we reach the very origin of the process as a whole: that is the moment in which we see the painting as an object in itself.

         Pimstein’s references in this series also include the 19thcentury panoramas, those celebrated paintings of vast size that represented city views or illusionistic landscapes in spaces installed with that end in mind, paintings that are at the very origin of mass culture and its confusion of art and spectacle. With the popularization of photography first, and the appearance of large-format abstract painting later, panoramic paintings lost their illusionist capacity: our perceptive patterns had learned to see “reality” only in photographs and “abstraction” in large paintings, simply composed: that is why it is impossible for us to see those panoramas as they were seen in the 19th century, and these no longer “trick” us into a perceptual illusion. And yet strangely, Pimstein’s large canvases do give us a strong sense of reality and we can almost say that we are looking at them as we would at “real” horizons, despite the fact that the blue and turquoise horizontal bands are not at all the same tone as the “real” sea and sky, but rather the saturated colors of holiday postcards which we end up remembering more vividly through collective memory than we do the actual colors of the sea and sky.

          Although apparently remote from the rest of the works, because of its explicit flirtation with abstraction, this series of paintings reclaims a central concern in the other series: the horizon itself. If we forget where each of these horizons makes itself manifest— whether it is in a desert in Arizona, amidst the vegetation in a classical landscape or at the bottom of a ceramic bowl from Delft—it seems obvious that every landscape, whether it be classical or Romantic, loses itself in the distant horizon. That Pimstein should have stripped his landscapes of every element other than that imaginary line in which sky and earth World seem to touch might signal that Pimstein’s landscape cycle has reached a climax afterwhich there is nothing left to be said. However, every horizon has always been a symbol of promise and hope, whether it be in the burnt-out gaze of a settler of the vast American plains, in the tired eyes of a wandering sailor or in the depths of a traveler’s gaze as he confronts a sea of mist.
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