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The question he asked himself daily as a child was: can | create my own
paradise? He imagined it in the faces of his sisters, dressed in skirts made out
of neckties sewn together by their mother, in the corn tortillas and chicken
soup, in rice, in the austere gesture of his ancestor that did not darken,
even in dreams. He tried to touch this paradise realizing that it lived higher
up, beyond the San Juan de Dios River, in the El Alacrdn neighborhood, and
that it seemed different from those who lived on the other side, beyond
the market. He searched for it in the keys of his father’s typewriter, in the
green shirt that he loved, in the toys that he did not have. At 12 years old
he discovered that he could paint - that he wanted to paint — and he took
it up in earnest at 13 years of age. At 15 he attended the Art School where
he stayed for six months, long enough to be convinced that there was
nothing for him in the midst of so many rules. Nevertheless, there he found
a door to Nietzsche and Jean-Paul Sartre and discovered that paradise is
named after a woman.

Ismael Vargas releases time through ideas that interweave like wind
and air. Like a Jeff Beck solo fixed in the place left by Eric Clapton in The
Yardbirds, conscious that rationality in our time is an ever-pending subject.

The cross is an eternal symbol of Western culture. It dwells in the
sweetest dreams, occupies the most divisive protests and inhabits a few
terrible ghosts. It also serves for crucifixions and for loosening the collar.
In this case, the artist imbues in it the aura of a luminous catacomb where
thoracic cages symbolize an egalitarian and fraternal collectivity to the very
end, solidly united in this emblem whose name is familiar to all. Together
with the horrifying, a certain purity is perceived, without a doubt inferring
a vengeful intention on the part of the artist. The cross of the second of
October will not be forgotten. The cross of crucified Christs conveys an
unending collective feeling. Nevertheless, the ingenious portrayal of
such unrelenting power is such that little interest in taken in multiplying
bread or refining wine, because it is more interesting to multiply Christ,
both baroque and minimalist (like any human), wrapped up in an iron
Quetzalcéat! and close to incandescence. Without a doubt, a defiant piece.

Vargas develops an esthetic of the severe, smooth and intelligent,
loaded with provocation that is hard to ignore. The elements that we live
with all our lives and that define cities, nations and certain kinds of poetry
emerge from his work like a spring of reasons gushing forth, so that many
times, we are afraid to face up to what it conveys. It is not difficult to find
emotional comfort in these ensembles that shake up our neurons and
involve feelings that create a spotlight that Vargas requlates from his place
as a painstaking artistic joker.

Ismael Vargas was born in Guadalajara, Jalisco in 1947, the year that
unease changed addresses. He wanted to paint, to be an artist, but how
can someone from El Alacran become a painter? One afternoon he visited
a friend who lived on a roof. While he waited, he noticed that dusk was
focused in his retinas, that music was a single note, and he remained still,
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perspiring like a chestnut Quarter horse. Then a voice split the light into 14
colors and filled his eyes and ears: it prompted him to dream while awake,
to be tremendously practical and to summon the artist inside of him. He
sensed a sea about to open and he stood up, trembling, and even though
night had fallen, he noticed that his shadow was long and as mysterious as
a street with no cats. Like a poem from the south.

His father had repeated|y offered him support and now he accepted
it. What role would time and chance play in his life? He would find out.
And here | sit down the same way to sing on long nights, verses that were
composed for the painter Ismael Vargas.

His sarcophagi are his accouterments for the most fundamental of
journeys, where the wardrobe could be simple, even though gold is the
most direct channel and conceals the red of impending departures. Death
is a significant theme in Mexican culture and Vargas relates it to all kinds
of distant, cosmic dreams. It is a manifest destiny where the most notable
value is unity. Together, mixed, it is not important if it is all part of a whole.
The painter glides on an enclosed esthetic where his creative idea acquires
refinement, demonstrating that life is a series of cardinal points tied to
actions that less and less seem to happen by chance. A skull looking to one
side and then the other toward the dawn. A symbol of a reality that is more
and more foreseeable and foreboding. He is a patient painter and a master
of the structure that is manifested through texture, an expert in clothing
inspiration, in investigating the sensitive side of objects. His favorite color
is yellow, the color of magical realism and of the yellow marigold fields, his
favorite flower.

In the 1970s, young and restless, Vargas travelled constantly to
Mexico City where he attended the opera, movie theaters and concerts
and spent hours at expositions. If only every year were a leap year, years of
opening to a world in movement. Vargas was self-taught and understood
that the foundation for this attitude is discipline. Every day, while he
discovered other people, he also discovered himself. He decoded elements
in art that satisfied part of his ideas about what to use in his own work
without taking an anthropological perspective. This is how his pieces came
to be filled with signs, where pure abstract ideas are self absorbed and give
way to a playful style where the obscure evolves into a line of thought and
what is astute becomes a stairway to heaven.

Vargas achieves figurations with defined elements such as tiny
objects created by artisans from all over the country. They are cells in
his hands that take on new energy and whose significance is open to
interpretation. When he received his first series consignment, he joined
Judith Gutiérrez Moscoso and accompanied by the music of Pink Floyd
travelled the country in a pearl colored Volkswagen looking for handcrafted
art and getting to know a nation that drinks, eats and paints alone. What
a great time he had, having read Pedro Paramo at 17 and discovering that
everyone is in search of their Comala.
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Pistols were invented by the Sex Pistols the year that Ismael Vargas
returned from Ecuador to be reunited with his roots. Target shooting is an
Olympic sport. But targeting the pianist is a departure from the norm. In
his six-year stay in that country he discovered painting again, given that he
could not weave textures and structures due to the lack of handcrafted art
that fit into the dynamic of his projects. Pistols had also found him in his
home, acting as if nothing had happened and had come in, uninvited.

Weapons are unmentionable temptations. The way that Vargas
turns them into pieces of art is a celebration, a daring vengeance. They are
petrified objects, particularly useful for stimulating humanistic thoughts in
an age that should not be so stained with black. Whoever has brandished
a pistol knows of this power, it is hard to explain, but whoever has had a
canon between their eyes knows that saying a few prayers is a good idea.
The painter whispers, says, screams with his stilted voice that a pistol and a
coffin are the same thing. That in effect, life is not worth anything unless it
is the most valuable thing for everyone.

One night | found Ismael Vargas in the cupola of an immense
house, a sort of house-museum situated on a sacred mountain. | knew
it was him because he breathed freedom and it was impossible not to
have your sights drawn to that wall that so resembled the ceiling of his
childhood, when he listened to Edith Piaff on a short wave Zenit radio, and
was intrigued a little by the virtuoso’s voice. El Alacran is a neighborhood
where all sounds and smells are born. He grew, and his art demanded other
views and thus he became captivated by the charming smile and strong
arms that knew about paintbrushes and how to hold them. Judith filled
his life with harmony with all the time in the world for creativity and love,
and if that weren't enough, he became entranced with Silvana Mangano,
Sophia Loren and Brigitte Bardot, all of whom contributed to his definition
of beauty. This binding force that is David risen from the dead, can pick up
a myth and impose the energy for perfection, but its strength is beauty.
Michelangelo and Ismael toast once a week at the Gato Verde bar in
Guadalajara. They talk of transitions and chaste lips, and pass the time by
the Arc de Triomphe. Art is the fertility of the world, and to say otherwise
would not be true.

The sarcophagus of the dispirited Christs, whose top is a structure
with the same figure multiplied, is the incarnation of anguish. The artist
beams a signal to the spectator’s subconscious that, at least in my case,
remained blurred for seventy years. Christ is immortal because he is
epic. All the humiliation that he suffered, along with what he overcame,
impresses us. Forty days of fasting and a lack of understanding. He is a
central figure and it hurts to see him inside a sarcophagus that could be the
coffer of obscurity where society has put him, saying all sorts of atrocities
in his name. Vargas messages a brief judgment to religions that have been
weakened, and to Sunday believers who profess a strange faith, the same
as the blind, inconsistent ecclesiastical hierarchies.

Classical Greco-Latin culture is part of a syncretism that presents
two columns to us where intervention is on both sides. The classic column
turns out to be endowed with a repentant warmth, as if part of its body were
a page taken out of the lliad, snatched by the sea. A being that has travelled
for centuries and has a supreme impact. The other column makes us think
of Nefertiti, in her perfect body that knew no other God but beauty. Ismael
Vargas is an artist with an overflowing imagination and skillful hands; an
inventor of meaning. In his workshop butterflies of all colors fly about and
elves wear dark masks to offset the color white. It is possible to see his eyes
and feel the magical influence and strength of the man that conceived
them. It is a hallucinogenic experience.

I met Ismael Vargas on a day when he caught a salmon in the
river of his dreams. It was prepared and served with a salsa that evoked
Saturnino Herran and Wassily Kandinsky. After we scaled the mountain of
humor, we found a feast where Guy Cardenas was singing, “Your eyes have
a rare charm,” and we talked about the many techniques for reinventing
yourself when you have lost your way. Light your fire, baby.

Ismael Vargas is an extraordinary artist, a painter who has given
himself over, who does not accept silence or emptiness, a painter who has
painted for everyone. His daily life revolves around a dream: an esthetic of
awareness. His art is not an innocent pastime that ignores the environment
around it. It is not an art to fall asleep to. It is social art, an emphatic desire
to amplify. Each piece is a text that the spectator must conclude with their
own pain or joy and their most intimate revelations. Vargas knows that we
live in a time and a country where we are our own propitiatory victims,
where injustice has its own name and despair seems to have penetrated
every opening. The art of Ismael Vargas is for reconquering pride, for
overcoming terrible times, doubt from the media, mediocrity. It is for
thinking that it is possible to design a future that is more just and more
habitable, above all for the possibility of being together and in harmony.
These days, Ismael Vargas has stopped to observe the luminous blue ocean
of Mazatlan, where rippling waves illuminate names in the water and where
his own is the only one floating at ease, is it not?



