María Martins / Poem in Don't Forget I Come from the Tropics
Even long after my death

Long after your death

I want to torture you.

I want the thought of me

To coil around your body like a serpent of fire

Without burning you.

I want to see you lost, asphyxiated, wander

In the murky haze

Woven by my desires.

For you, I want long sleepless nights

Filled by the roaring tom-tom of storms

Far away, invisible, unknown.

Then, I want the nostalgia of my presence

To paralyze you.

María Martins (to Marcel Duchamp) c.1945

Looking into the Invisible: Self-portrait as María Martins

By Jesús Fuenmayor

Suwon Lee’s Bling! Bling! exhibition focused on a series of self-referential solutions, both on a representational level (self-portraits) and on a narrative (autobiographical) one. However, Lee’s work's insistent references to herself could be misleading. In contemporary art, female self-referentiality is marked by the work of Cindy Sherman but I consider Lee to be closer to María Martin than to Sherman because, as I see it, she refers to the identification processes that relate to the displacements of being rather than to the exploration of how identity is formed.

The wide coverage Sherman’s work has received on an international level has made it very clear that her critical examination of the female figure as the object of desire in art has been very worthy and long running endeavour. Rather than a fleeting identity, what we face in her case is the violated identity of women in which she appears always at the centre of the work. What I am interested in rescuing from this difference between Sherman and María Martins is that the former's work always features, so to speak, the “whole bodied” woman in fictions that are created to see reality in all its starkness, self-portraits in which the problem of representing the female figure is ineluctable, appearing in scenes that are both epic and disgusting, presented in ways that repress the female sex drive by the most radical means possible, in the hope that suppressing desire will reveal the pathology that turned the presence of women in art into a fetish. On the other hand, Martins is pure legend and phantasmagoria, the fragmented or blurred appearance of female identity. Whether as poet, model, artist or man-eater, Martins’ figure no longer represents the object but desire itself, just as Marcel Duchamp showed it in Étant donnés: fluctuating, intangible and transgressive.
 The insurmountable limit imposed by the big wooden door which separates the viewer from the chopped-up body of Martins, as well as the two small holes placed at eye-level that are the only contact with the “outside”, create a choreography between voyeur and fetish that has not been overcome. This is the most incisive of portraits of desire that show its dialectic life-death impulse, as it shows his lover’s naked and headless torso, devoid of pubic hair, hidden and in pieces, where the expectant subject’s interference gives rise to violence. This model is, par excellence, much closer to the labyrinth of escape routes for the gaze, which Lee transformed her exhibition space into. More than a tale, hers is a journey or mapping, which is, by its very nature, more apposite and efficient in the visual dimension, but which simultaneously turns the visualized tale into a double-edged sword that underlines identity/being but whose cartographic optic removes the individual from its panoramic view. By this I wish to stress that, just as in Étant donnés, the wandering and imprecise journey of this genre of spatialized biography is inseparable from the ultimate purpose of its approach.

In the following discussion, I hope to explain why I talk about a labyrinth of escape routes for the gaze, but it would not hurt to offer a clue: even in its attempt to create a compelling autobiographical narrative by using visual resources (i.e. from works in the visual field), each piece in this exhibition may well belong to a different constellation than the one Lee assigns to it. The key question would be, what remains of this work beyond the biographical anecdote? And, therefore, what is its contribution? This is why I find the figure of Martins relevant. She had a barely marginal career in the world of art and her erased identity appears at the centre of the most canonical iconography of contemporary (or post-modern) art and, in short, hers is a scattered and elusive figure that transforms the elaborate cerebral dimension of Duchamp's work into an episode of conflicting emotions. This is ultimately the most appropriate paradigm for the kind of narrative found in Bling! Bling! because of the way the work's apparent banality forces us to find a profound meaning behind the anecdote. 
Of course, we could take the opposite route and join the chorus of voices that, for better or for worse, believe that they can find another chapter in the battle of the sexes along this route, which is also trodden by the lover of the genius Duchamp. There are many feminist approaches which have been determined to redeem Martins — the most famous of all lovers and model for the work that took two decades to complete from a small sketch that Duchamp made of her breasts and her open legs, refusing to surrender completely as was demanded from her. There are many that have claimed Martins was much more than that, that the lines that Breton dedicated to her in his sculptures were sincere, that she was a great promoter of the arts who even went to the extent of donating Mondrian’s best painting to the New York Museum of Art, before he died whilst trying to surpass it. They say her decapitated body at the heart of the most studied work of art of the 20th century (our Étant Donnés) is a ghost that must chase the phallocentrism that still persists in our modern culture. But Maria Martins had much more than that: she had Duchamp (an onanist par excellence), Mondrian (a die-hard dancer) and Bréton (homophobic like no other) all at her feet. Martins was the story behind the story, the story that is not told and that does not tell, the story that makes the obscured transpire without unhiding it. When one sees her portrait with her modern housewife's hairdo, her slightly mischievous smile, and so satisfied with herself, anyone who had ever thought of entering the ranks of feminism must feel a certain sense of regret. She could well have posed for the series of portraits that Gerard Richter made in the sixties in his response to the fascination for the celebrities of Warholian Pop art: figures that protects their identity behind the veil of the banal, daily and familiar. The landscape that Duchamp dedicated to her with his own semen, or the extremely well-known breast reproduced in three dimensions on the cover of a very famous surrealist catalogue, seem to me to be the best identity that anyone can have: an identity named desire. Neither lover, nor model, nor artist; neither a representation nor its double, it is simply desire embodied in the silence of lovers, in what is socially and culturally repressed. “He looks just like me”, people say when their love is corresponded, turning their desire into a perfect, accident-free mirror — just the theme that Martins (both through Duchamp and through her own work) made her own, and which Suwon Lee has now also made hers.
  
What Lee showed in her exhibition is, beyond all the tedious multicultural complexities and issues of difference, a continuous flow of relationships in which desire and identification processes are mutually reflected. This mutual reflection is primarily revealed in the artist’s manifest intention to think of the exhibition as a journey through her life: her ancestors (in the piece Primavera de estrellas (Spring of Stars), the culture that surrounds her birth and upbringing (in Sueno de concepción (Birth Dream) and Rostro (Face)), the double immigrant (Get a life), the alter egos (in the photos with repeated characters, but also in the work that, even while part of an autobiographical journey, is not the portrait of a female figure), the spiritual beliefs (the video of a candle which poses as an offering), her family's economic dynamics (the imitation jewellery turned into vanitas — or memento mori — from the Bling! Bling! series), the landscape of the adopted country (the tropical forest) or the allegory of a couple’s love (Mood swing), trace a very precise map, almost in the tone of an intimate diary, of the apparently transcendental episodes in her life that simultaneously reveal how the artist projects her own subjective narrative, that is to say her fantasies, on her works.
 Let us agree that if this journey were, if you like, anecdotal, then it would not be interesting unless precisely converted into a issue that concerns us all: the mirror that we are shaping and which shapes us through an occult inter-subjective mechanism that pushes the being towards a permanent transformation.
If we move through the exhibition with this problem in mind, I would underline the voyeurism of the intervention on the entrance door, which is blocked to the outside world by a thick layer of black (though not insurmountable in a Duchampian way) and perforated with tiny holes that “weave” the words which gave the title to the show (Bling! Bling!), which are in turn converted into the sieve that lets the light and the snooper's gaze in. That is to say, the door becomes a veil that faintly separates the reality of the text from the reality of the context (it was impossible to see through the door and read the title of the show at the same time, and this reproduced the fracture between biography and being inside the exhibition). I would suggest viewing the foetus that is symbolized by the golden piglet not as an omen that covers with lavish pomp and beauty the horrors of what is merely a foetus, but as an ironic representation of fetishism. Likewise, instead of seeing a nocturnal landscape in which an unlikely genealogy is being studied in Primavera de Estrellas (Spring of Stars or Kyung Chun in Korean, which is the name of the artist's paternal lineage), we could see a Borgesian metaphor of the universe contained in a minimum unit, which can, in turn, be separated into different units that can dissipate in any direction. Or, we could think it, by turning the horizontal axis typical of celestial space onto the vertical axis of the wall more typical of geographic representation, as a utopian mapping à la Alighiero Boetti of a world within a world of confused and invisible borders
. I still want to review Lee’s exhibition as a moving portrait of desire, within which the series of imitation jewellery in the light box which gave the exhibition its title, features, tracing hearts and skulls, and in which photography and the light box were used to attain the polished and shiny appearance of the advertising artefact: the most perfect example of how mirrors function as desire in our societies. The exhibition also features brotherly love that disguises desire with fear, with all the others in the self with is often split, the lights in the dark — not as a vernacular landscape, but as an elusive place that vanishes before our eyes—, or the rites of any nameless religion before the candle that turns this journey into a sacramental act ('In the same way that the graves were the museums of civilizations without museums, our museums are perhaps the appropriate graves for the civilizations that do not any longer know how build graves', to recall Regis Debray); and, finally, the lovers in perfect asynchrony signalling the impossibility of recognizing themselves in the other.
We might conclude with a laconic interpretation of where her work is situated contemporary art: when it seemed that the feminine in art had been cornered by the very incitement to its ontological rupture and by its loss of meaning, we saw Andrea Frazer making love to the walls of a museum. Now, Suwon Lee’s nocturnes reconcile us with that simultaneously idyllic and ironic gaze which Duchamp, the master of appearances, used to transform his heartbreak for the most desirable of women. 
But it is not enough to look for a place for Lee within the contemporary because there is a bigger clue that is essential in taking any interpretation of this work to its final consequences. This clue is an aspect that emerges from her work to rescue, in an ethical sense, the autobiographical fallacy that I have tried to expose. I am referring to the gaze into the void, or to nowhere, that predominates in the exhibition.

The hollow eyes of the pig, the thousands of eyes in Primavera de Estrellas (Spring of Stars), the eyeless face of Rostro (Face), the lost gaze in El Extranjero (The Stranger), its absence in the portraits multiplied by the shutter, the disappearance of the "vanishing points" (perspective) in the videos made with animation (in which the object constantly changes without moving, so that our gaze wanders through something it thinks is happening — and is moving — but which is not actually happening at all) and in the light boxes, which the artist accurately describes as vanitas, what we see are compositions that mimic faces with primitive, dysfunctional or lacking organs (like a skull, no eyes to look with).
  Equally apocryphal is the cyclopean look of the lamp dedicated to the lovers (an inhuman look, which transforms seen reality into watched reality, as the panopticon does).
 The man whose back is turned and who looks through the window has neither a face nor eyes to tell us what his purpose is. Jonathan Crary analyses the change of scopic regime in the nineteenth century by talking about Manet, characterizing the modern gaze as that which internalizes and puts traumas under the dominion and control of the individual and thus hide in his face what others must not know: for example, the “enlightened” gaze of the modern passer-by we see in the streets of major western metropolis is the a gaze that avoids any friction with the stranger, the other.
  

Just as with the portrait of the figure whose back faces the viewer, the diversion or redirection of the spectator's gaze away from the observed object means that vision is uninterrupted by any obstacles. That is to say, if the object pretends it is not being observed then it offers the possibility of a form of contemplation that is absolute and obsessive in equal measures — in line with to the modern duty of disinterested contemplation. This occurs with the gazes of the characters who are represented without us being able to guess them. Sherman is a very treacherous example of these triangulations: even though she never looks into the camera, her eyes, through an oblique effect seem to be watching us and seems to catch us at the moment when our optical unconscious betrays us. But, what happens when the gaze is so elusive that we can hardly even identify it as lost or gone, as occurs in the works by Lee that I have just described? In an environment that is as black as a box with hardly any holes to let the light in, where do we shift our gaze if there is nothing around to look at? We cannot even look at ourselves looking us while we are looking. Is it possible that such a place of pure contemplation can exist, without complicities or negotiations, in which the “black box” replaces the “white box” in Bling! Bling! and tries to make us believe it exists? Is a brush past another spectator, who is looking at another work, sufficient for all the magic of undisturbed otherness to be interrupted? 
Perhaps there is only one answer: the invisibilization of the visible. All those lost looks, all those hollow eyes that do not incite those who are looking into an encounter with “something”, and eyes that move over the bodies as if they did not exist, thus preventing the uncovering of truth in what is visible, exacerbate the anxiety to find the precise coordinates of the journey proposed by Lee, who turns into the true reflection of that elusive identity of the foreigner, “distant, invisible, unknown”, which cannot be (nor do we want it to be) grasped (or abducted) by the work or its creator.
� It perhaps suffices to recall it as the most enigmatic work of the twentieth century, but Étant Donnés is full of details: its author, Marcel Duchamp, North American (born in France), 1887-1968; its complete title is Étant Donnés: 1. La chute d’eau, 2. Le gaz d’éclairage (i.e. 1. The Waterfall, 2. The illuminating Gas). The date is an infinite spanning 1946 to 1966. Its technique is assemblage of mixed media. Its materials are (exterior) wooden door, steel nails, bricks and plaster; (interior) bricks, velvet, wood, parchment over lead armour, steel, bronze, synthetic mastic and adhesives, aluminium plates, screen made with steel wire and wood; Peg-Board (hair, oil painting, plastic, steel hooks, plastic clothespins, branches, leaves, glass, composite wood, bronze, bronze piano hinges, nails, screws, cotton, calotypes, acrylic varnish, chalk, graphite, paper, cardboard, tape, ink, electrical illumination installations, gas lamps (Bec Auer type), foam, cork, electric motor, cookie can and linoleum. Exterior dimensions: 242.6 x 177.8 cm. Interior dimensions are not indicated. 


� Let us remember that in a very famous series of Surrealist sculptures by Martins, which were made before the Duchampian Étant Donnés, the female body appears mutilated and it is no coincidence that the most notorious mutilation is a product of decapitation. 


� See Suwon Lee’s text on pages x to x, in this catalogue.


� “It’s only a question of knowing the rules of the game: if you don’t know them, you will never see the order that prevails in things, just as when looking at a starry sky, if you don’t know the order of the stars, you’ll see only confusion where an astronomer, instead, will have a very clear vision of it all”. The 1988 statement appeared in Sandro Lombardi (ed.) Alighiero Boetti, Dall'oggi al domani (Brescia: Edizioni L’Obliquo, 1988), and is cited by Mariastella Margozzi in Alighiero e Boetti: l'opera ultima (Venezia: SACS, 1996), p. 25. Author's translation.





� Vanitas is a type of symbol with a very rich presence in the genre of sixteenth century still life, which represented, particularly through skulls, the insignificance and the fleeting passage of humans on earth.


� I suppose I am not the first to compare the panopticon with a cyclopse and thus hope that the metaphor is clear. Furthermore, I would like to briefly remember that cyclopses made weapons for the gods — Zeus’s bolt, Poseidon’s trident —, and because they worked with fire they covered one eye so as not to go blind in both eyes when forging… in this sense, they were beings whose vision was mutilated and who acted blindly at their masters' behest… 


� See Chapter Two, '1879: Liberar la visión', in Jonathon Crary, Suspensiones de la percepción / Atención, espectáculo y cultura moderna, (Madrid: Akal, Visual Studies, 2008). 





