Diego Velazquez

This article was written to
Pretty-Molly-Betty
who once fled El Prado Museum
she found gloomy and morose.
| agree though | am adicted to it.

The Velazquez show, you would have fled, again. udstjonably he was a representational genius but
with a freak visual brain, hit, as it were, by thgoke' of genius intelligence. The damage wasenvaatse by
his being stuck so long in the numbing corridorghed worse kind of Spanish-German-Habsburg-Pratesta
Catholic palaces. A royal family of haemophiliackty inbred power inheritors propped up on massive
gorgeous horses by acid buffoons. The exhibitimses$ with acoup-de-théatrean amazing enormous white
horse. But dreadful, really. Marcel Duchamp is acg@dant of his: deadly gentlemen. My fantasy as ploor
Diego's heart (Sevillan — he comes out of the segdrovincial “bodegon”), was ravaged when he saw
Caravaggio’s paintings: the sensuality, the daritigg pleasure, violence, transgression, the scanslal
theatricality, all of which was morally and polgity totally out of his reach, forbidden, closetédlo admire
and envy, for sure, his famowgsorzaturabrushstrokes, OK. And his amazing faces and thecdighting
atmospheres of his conceptual spatial settingsy (beat any contemporary installation). But a lottloé
portraits: incredibly well painted disasters. Ttegadful Pope! (And he called himself Innocent!)

One thing: | did spend absolutely privileged timigwthe National Gallery Mirror Venus; imagine, aéo
for ten minutes or more with her! The museum guashe and chatted me up a bit, saying this was éke b
time to come to the show — late-evening openingse: S was hesitating whether to start caressingcheres
and kissing her bum. She seems a lovely enoughiengWweetie. But, is she not actually a simple, cute
soubrette, a maid — like in Las Hilandefas which is maybe my favourite of Velazquez's paigs? Were
these girls hipéché mignoh Or hisanimafigure, as our Jungian friends would put it? | aot at all sure what

! A fellow and similarly twisted-minded painter, nbere near Velazquez's status though, took to tteiadfull prelate and his awfull
cage-like chair: Francis Bacon. Sd#p://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Study after Vel%C3%Adurez%27s_Portrait_of Pope_Innocent X
2 Seehttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Las_Hilanderas_(Velamx)
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would happen if she turned round and we saw hee. fReruvians warn: “Cuerpo de tentacion, cara de
arrepentimiento.” She is also a strange prostitute (yes: VenuRoisieig): beautiful buttocks and gorgeous
curved waist (yes: Betty Page) but no smile, nok¥a, no flower, no adornment, no perfume. It sedikes
another of Velazquez’s miraculous hazy, glowingsages". Or is there something else at play? | coatd
understand why the face in the mirror was bigganther head, since it is further away from us, okdos... Is
this another inverted, nasty, anti-mythology pectige twist of old Diego’s ? He is want to get bisn back in
this type of convoluted fashion, unable to pickthip whores and boys that Caravaggio did.... Se&drisble
genius at work irLos Borrachos' (not in the Paris show.) Or his supreme intellatyuvicious The Forge
(which is in the show): petulant Apollelipon ° posing as &loli me tangeréholier-than-thou Christ snitch,
reporting to ‘poor hard-working proletarian’ Vulaann front of all his apprentices: “your wife i8 bed with
Mars...” The bastard! The framing and every deththis painting show utter painterly intellignd&ut it's also
the most unsexy painting there is. If you entergbene’s jealousy paranoic plot (including its fwdarge-
sauna homoerotics) and tldelirium tremensthat followed (in mythology, Vulcano-Hephaistogaws the
biggest cuckold brat temper there ever was!) yoghinéven see Venus there, in that amazing whit@juthe
chimney edge, showing her behind...

Returning to the Venus mirror perspective inversismmeone must have speculated on its meaning. |
remember Octavio Paz worked something out - mingd Y@ was an admirer of Diego Duchamp. | found it
suspicious... Forbidding: that face in the mirraswd stop me on my tracks from getting into bedhwihe
girl... Why the contraption? It gives me a feelitgit a darkpicaro Velazquez might be behind the curtain
filming through a one-way mirror (somewhat like ltas Meninak There are silk sheets, granted, and the
somewhat leaded curtains (so far from Tiepolo'kF)nbut its not a very sensual, not very "venereatidoir,
with only one meagre pink ribbon. | would have ampaited a bit of twinkling lights in the style obB de
Vincennes fourgonettes.

% Body of temptation, face of repentance.

* Seehttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Triumph_of Bacchus

® Velazquez gets dangerously close, in my viewhéosimilarity of traits between this Apollo and ymublondie King Felipe (maybe
the most astonishing full-size portrait in the Batiow.)

® Tiepolo Pink the title of one of the greatest art history tmtke read, by Italy’s Roberto Calasso.
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This was probably my last exhibition ever now. Badt is also now chic-seedy: all these "great erast
exhibitions. Lots of second-rate fill-in paintew fmaybe two or three masterpieces (five or sithia show.)
And lots of very well-dressed couples kissing andiieg while sharing an audio recorded tour machihe.
wonder if my other friend, Hermes, would have saggin, as he did when Mars and Venus were caught ir
bedin flagrante it was all worth it for that prime time with Vesu.

Nota — | did find the Octavio Paz reference! (ViBaogle!) Paz belongs to the “amplification” encymedic
generation, steeped in comparative scholarshipddes not address Velazquez through critical psycho-
mythology. What he brings up, the analogy with FBla& engraving, is an erudite, erotic-grotesque
gentleman’s curiosity. Funny and somewhat scabresgecially when linked to the Spanish saying: u& Q
tiene que ver el culo con las pestafias? »

Checking this out led me to another mythologic&nmence: Perseus and the mirror. In brief, Perbads
to cut the Gorgon Medusa’s head off, but he hadat@o without catching her direct gaze which wauich
him instantaneously into stone. The Gorgon is asrotlresistible feminine figuréecus so the corridors
leading down to her... ‘boudoir’ are full of heroioyng men turned into granite statues (not unlileftbzen
ones in the palace of the Iceberg Princess, destiibAnna Griéve's book) Perseus decapitates the Gorgon
Medusa by using a mirror (an indirect gaze.) Thaldda was Freud’s ultimate castrating female synthel,
famousVagina Dentatawith vipers as pubic hair. | am sure Velazquez akdhis somewhere in his mind
while composing his apparently gentle, and evewdent-looking girl Venus. What triggered this asatban
for me was Caravaggio’'s very own Medusa. If younkhall this is a delirious paranoid sidetrack, d¢hédwe
camel on the helmet of Velazquez’'s Mars portraierf\'s’ favourite lover after all'): a broadside agai
mythology in the guise of an allegory against WaVelazquez remained a court painter all his kfeeking
advancement as a high-ranking bureaucrat. But @goa® had stolen his innocense away. The resulting
mixture can be virtiolic.

One last note. | was never actually alone with \éeauthe Grand Palais: there was someone els@in th
room. The curators of the exhibition placed the damclassical statue of the lying Hermaphroditer iea
Diego’s Venus. | question this juxtaposition. Oraild say that the likeness is there but | fountbd far-

" See the Spanish-Mexican somewhat gross referémegsarticle by Samuel Sotilltitp:/samuelsotillo.com/2013/08/24/las-
metaforas-y-las-asentaderaBhe saying translates as “what is the link betwarse and eyelashes?” There may be a furthehénd
with Duchamp planting his LHOOQ under Mona Lisa.

® The Iceberg Princesse is the Gipsy tale that ABri@ve analyses in her book : Les Trois Corbea®aur une science du mal dans
les contes merveilleux. Editions Imago, Paris, 2010

® Classic iconography is mostly ruled by historiaf® love deciphering the allegorical gossip in neyoigical paintings — and in the
protocol details of royalty portraits. Power pagj above all. Of course such information shedy ligito the choices of painters. In
Velazquez's case these layered comments are vergler; El Prado is in many ways his privaiaacoteca
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fetched, too clever for Velazquez' contextual p®joby, i.e. the suggestion that if the Sevillan @uflts
down the mirror we would see a hairy Medusa'’s \8p&hrub, or a boy’s cute sexual organs, like wlid t
Hermaphrodite. | am only suggesting here - withireclp of salt (and | think Velazquez paints with ess
alchemical salt and dangerous doses of mercurye—véry mixture that leads to the alchemical vitirio
mentioned above) — suggesting that he was deegliyrded and stirred by Caravaggio’s (bi)sexual ‘iigb |
would have preferred the juxtaposition with the WerCallipyge statue — Venus of the beautiful butsoe
because of the way she shows off, but also grat#rel challenges our gaze with her beautiful behind

Dear Diego: | hate loving you, though, probabligve hating you. (Whereas | love loving Caravagyio!

Enrique Pardo, Paris, Aprif'2015
www.enriquepardo.paris
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