Landscape as Spectacle
The first time I saw the work of Pablo López Luz (1979), it attracted me because it was basically landscape photography, the landscape of the country in which I live, and yet, unknown. My familiarity with his activity since then, and the relationship I have found between his exercise of photography and pictorial language, led me to revisit the paintings of European travelers of the 19th century as the first step in writing this essay. First of all, because I was interested in the potentiality of chronological distance as well as that implied by a foreign gaze; and in the second place, because of the likely proximity imposed by the same genre in terms of formal results. 

Pablo López has mentioned among his influences Mexican painter José María Velasco (1840-1912), whose works follow those of foreign artists of the 19th century such as British Daniel Thomas Egerton (1797-1842). They say that Egerton greatly influenced Italian Eugenio Landesio (1810-1879), under whom Velasco studied at the Academia de San Carlos. Another example is that of German Johann Moritz Rugendas (1802-1858), who, inspired by the scientific spirit of his countryman Alexander von Humboldt, viewed landscapes as a tool of record, of knowledge. In them he found the representation of a hitherto unknown culture and the novelty of an exuberant geography with different species, topographies and ecosystems. This scientific and romantic interest on the part of the traveler artists produced an important legacy for Mexicans, one which archeologist Alfonso Alfaro deemed indispensable to the discovery of their own image.

In studying European painting at the Academy, sooner or later authors born in Mexico turn to what is their own as a reference, but certainly the foreigners were the first to trace the path that would lead Velasco to be crowned as the best Mexican romantic landscape artist of the 19th century. We owe to him unparalleled images of Mexican geography, such as El Valle de México tomado desde el cerro de la Magdalena, en la Villa de Guadalupe, 1875, in which we find a chromatic and compositional similarity to Libramiento Texcoco V, 2005, by Pablo López Luz, or between El Citlatépetl, 1887 and Carretera México Cuernavaca, 2007, respectively.

Another Mexican landscape artist who shared Rugendas’ fascination with science, and who also caught the attention of Pablo López, is painter, sculptor and volcanologist Gerardo Murillo (1875-1964), known as Dr. Atl, who revolutionized the landscape genre in Mexico. Paisaje en el Iztaccíhuatl, 1932 and El Popocatépetl desde un avión, 1948, seem to resonate in several of Pablo López’ photographs in terms of the configuration of the landscape and the monumentality of the elements that compose it. Another point of coincidence they share is the aerial perspective in their works. Dr. Atl used planes and helicopters to develop his work, and even published in 1958, when he was 83 years old, a manifesto: “A new genre of painting: the aerolandscape”. López Luz has also turned to airplanes to achieve many of his most accomplished photographs, such as the series Aerial Views of Mexico City, 2006, and Acapulco, 2009.  
Artists such as Dr. Atl followed, in their own individual way, the coordinates marked by predecessors such as Rugendas and Egerton, but landscape became visible to them in other dimensions, in a quest for academic perfection, as in the case of Velasco, or in the experimental inventiveness of Atl himself, who even made his own pigments, which came to be known as Atlcolors. Pablo López, on the other hand, does not resort to these esthetically self-sufficient landscapes, a great many of his references are marginalized or places where the landscape artist does not seek beauty: downtown Acapulco and a mining zone are some examples. However, the lens poses on places that are permeated by themselves, by their component parts, be they trees, water, rocks, makeshift houses or garbage. In the rural landscapes, man’s passage is manifest subtly, through an automobile, roads or highways. In the case of the aerial urban photographs or the Acapulco series, it seems as if human beings have taken possession of the tide of the earth’s mantle; there is a sense of temporary dominion that will suddenly come to an end, as if in a matter of seconds, Nature were to shake herself to break free. 
Likewise, in terms of precedents of Mexican landscapes, in 2002, Englishwoman Melanie Smith (1965) made aerial photographs of Mexico City. However, while Smith concentrated on capturing the macro level of the city’s layout, in López Luz’ images, the dominant element is a very marked topography, that seems to rebel against that massive occupation by tracks, houses, buildings and monuments.  

Pablo López says that there are two fundamental influences in his career as a photographer, one is the Tableaux  series (1978-1982) by Jean Marc Bustamante (1951), and another the book “Candlestick Point” (1984) by Lewis Baltz (1945).
Tableaux  is a set of photographs taken during the seventies on the outskirts of Barcelona. Maybe this is the source for López Luz’ inclination toward the perimeters of great capitals, perhaps it is in the fringes, in the unruly and disorganized growth in which the essence of the problems and virtues of a city overflow and concentrate forming other communities, with identities, difficulties and coincidences of their own. Like the French artist, Pablo López chooses settings in which the earth has been moved by the passage of machinery, by a landslide or anonymous presences. These are territories where nothing happens, they are roads and places that, in being photographed, are and cease to be only a point of passage.
“Candlestick Point” by Lewis Baltz is a compilation of 84 photographs taken between 1984 and 1988, in which the US artist studies the desolate landscape that lies between the airport and the southern side of the San Francisco baseball stadium. What Pablo López absorbs both from Bustamante’s Tableaux  series and from Baltz’ “Candlestick Point” is a contemporary notion of photography, concretely, the reinterpretation of the landscape genre in conceptual terms over and above its formal qualities.
Pablo López Luz’ images have a presence that breathes, overflows its limits and traps the gaze. In them, reality is surprising, almost fictitious, because the morphology, quality of light and condition of the elements making up these landscapes seem to be the product of a chimera, or the testimony of a unique journey to that world we experience every day. 

Within the impossibility of defining contemporary art, there is an undeniable category of attachment to or symbiosis with the everyday, its desacralization or secularization. In this regard, while there is a convergence between the work of López Luz and the esthetics of the landscape artists of the beginning of last century, his poetics is based upon the ordinariness of the suburb or the vacuity of the parking lot. To the inhabitant of the globalized world in the first decade of the 21st century, skyscrapers are as familiar as pre-Colombian architectural mementos. What makes this artist’s discourse contemporary is the possibility of contravening the triviality of the usual into something extraordinary.
For Pablo López Luz, landscape is an accumulation of social, economic, historical and political implications, while on the esthetic level there is a certain continuity in what is sought; his predilection for monochromes, earth colors or exalted greens is apparent. Most of his photographs present spaces that can be read as a saturation or absence with regard to the rest of the composition. These may take the shape of lagoons, empty lots, pools or soccer fields. In his work, the landscape is always monumental, majestic, and that capacity remains even if the image depicted is the wasteland of the city’s edge, or the polluted heat of an Acapulco street. It is when a garbage dump, a rural area or an artificial hotel complex becomes a spectacle
, that López Luz’ work is most interesting. His landscape is one that always amazes for its beauty, arising from that which we would not ordinarily conceive as such. Although he has taken photographs of the Nevado de Toluca volcano and the Chiapas jungle, his gaze is mostly directed toward the precarious, toward the Earth without trappings.
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Mexico City, June 17, 2010 
When you move along, everything on 

the move is part of the path, as well as 

the way to another place. The path 

can only be where it is and nowhere

 else: the path is dedicated”. Roni Horn

Translated by Laura Gorham
� Only the active curiosity of others: the most foreign, the most distant –an interest such as that of travelers, as infrequent among Mexicans today as it was then –can allow people to form a sufficiently rich and complex vision of themselves and the world, to build a true national awareness upon it... The eyes of foreigners were needed, Humboldt and Rugendas and the itinerant photographers were necessary for Mexican artists to discover the landscape of the Anáhuac” in Alfonso Alfaro “Senderos de la mirada. La tierra filosofal” (The Paths of the Gaze. The Philospher’s Land) in the journal Artes de México, volume 31, bimonthly publication, Mexico City, pp. 8-10. 


� The Royal Spanish Academy defines ‘espectáculo’ (spectacle) as: Something offered to view or intellectual contemplation that attracts attention and moves the spirits infusing them with delight, amazement, pain or other more or less vivid or noble affects. 





