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Ewplish rexis

Prince Frog: observation on the
work of Chema Cobo

Thomas lawsun

I sit woring, rhis essay with a warchful
eye on a frog pamnted by Chema Cobo. It
sqquats, part demomc, part comic, on a
geometnic lilyv-pad. The frog’s cves glare,
white beams piercing the pale blue space
the frag inhabirs. The geomerry of the hly
pad is a lirtle nonchalane, and 1s certamly
ambiguous. Might it carry rehigious
sigmificances Or mean something scienrific?
A1 top and bottom of the picrure, creating
an invisible column down the left hand side,
are rwo small sperals, httle whirdpools
disturbing the surfuce. Underneath the
bottom one Cobo has wrirten in small
kerters, “memonic device to forges™. Is this a
clue to give access 1o the collecred images,
or another sly joke, another trick to keep
me and you off balance?

This watercolour is typical of Cobo's
work, It is Alled with lighs. It is hlled with
charm. It brings a smile to the hips and joy
1o the heart. And yet, as you cujoy looking
at it, the contradictions in the picture begin
10 ensnare vou. You find vourself looking
for meaning, and all you Aind are bad jokes.
Whar seemed light begins to weigh heavily
on your spirit. What seetned chanming
begins o look ke « trap. Tn tae vou
bocome more aware of the shadows and
uncertaintivs. The frog, having nearly
convinced you it was & prince. turns out to
be a toad, The spell cast no longer scems
benign, but cruel, And in thar crueley lies a
kind of rrurh.

We all know ton well that we Iive mn a
global culture of misrepresentations.
Polstical power is wiclded by sleight of
hand, cconomic power moves by
distraction. The trade in images. beguiling
and deceitful, 15 part of the landscape we
mhabit. Stortes are told us, and we accept
them as versions of the truth, even though
we do nor believe them. We are trapped m
a net of signs, shpping between meanings.,
bought and sold with complicat case. And
somehow we Biave come to expect artises ro
show us 2 wav ro negociare this situanon,
give us back a feeling of worth. This
expectation 1s a great burden, but most
artssts this century bave felt compelled 1o
take it up.

Once upon a time arists dealt with thas
problem by refusing to take part i the
story telling and bsage making, They
claimed o find an authenticity in simple
marerial presence and the moment of is
being. Bur soon that became nothing more
than the real thing. A new. hipper group of
artists decided they could mrercupt the
spectacle by co-opring ir, using images and
signs against themselves. For a verniginous
moment it seemed that this meght work,
that a kind of black bole of dread could be
openad, a rear in the fabric of seemless
image slip. Bur in no time we came 1o
understand thar this was going to be a fairy
tale, the dread would simply become
another part of the larger story,

This was the situarion thar Chema Cobo
inherired. Arr seemed a liteless thing, and
painting definitcly dead. Happily, this
meant that to be a pamter, a ghoul m the
world of art, was 10 be particularly tree, All
the rules were pushed aside. Now a painter
could slip and slide between forms and
languages in a more dizeymg way than any
ather artist. Abstract representations of the
sublime next ta sceibbled notes from the
UNCONSEIoNS, nexr 1o profane drawings of
objects and animals in the world. Painnhng
was on the manging and so bocame the
joker m the pack, a perfect vehicke for
Chema Cobo.

Beginning in 1990 Cobo made a series of
works using the joker as a runming gag.
There are drawings, pamnngs, even a huge
mstallacons prece with life size joker
manequins. I is easy to say thar the joker,,
the wild card, stands in for the artist here,
but whar does that mean? The joker could
also be someone who looks at art, and
wants o correct its mistakes, a crinic. Or
perhaps the collector who will save the
work from the arnse, ensure it has a home
in posterity. Or maybe the joker is the
person who wanders into the gallery by
misrake, and then teels cheared by the
prerensions of art. Whatever he is, he s the
prezexe for telling stories about the nature
of representation i the moder world, and
& way 1o spin yams abour rhe imporrance
of art in thar discossion.

Ome painting in this series s called An
Conneng Asetbernionty. It s Lage, near
square in format, mostly painted in geey. In
it we see a rendirion of a coin, a freakish
rendition of the Amencan quarter dollar as
if seen in a distorting nurror The words
“Liberty™ and “In God W Trust™ are
backwards, and instead of the sober face of
George Washingron, a goohly grinning
clown stares out. He in turn has a hole in s

ear through whech an anm des
motley huas ceached o scribble
This is also written in reverse, &
“This is nor forgeny™. Maybe m
its skewed references to Magrs
pamting s frante 1o et us
not what it seems, It is this hons
thar gives it strengrh. The coin i
painring is dated 1992, but the pass
self 15 said to have been made
The entire work is built on quic
cannoc rest, bur slips between
mispercepnions and misu
title plays with the kind of bad pr
signals its mtention to unsertle ¢
Do vou laugh it oft, or shoug i
annoved or Jet it go? Why is the we
the painting in reverse? Becanse a0t B
up a marror teo life? But the which &%
truc picture, the grisaille coin, or o
colourtul arm and its cheeky g
possible to create an authenec
And of so. what would 1t be woah
quusrter? 4
But money is only part of the ssoes
arrist must also consider sex. deach,
laughter, and tears. And how is that
possible? In the suite of watercoloss
“On the Stage, OFf the Stare”, Goh'
PIOPOSES AN CPIC NATATIVE, 3 Confesss
diary rhar refuses 1o reveal Anythl‘,
piece includes 150 separate parts,
myths and jokes, languages and
suggest 3 story thar mighe dtrclop'
self-portrait, or mighs simply collag
the weighr of self-referencial pamdy.
terrors coexist with humous, philosop!
with scatology. Fairy tales were once ths
strange -magical invocarions of dess
dread, Bur they have been captured
Disney and other such “imagineers™, toms
safe for bedume, turned sweetly infag
blandly curporate. Cobeo resurrects oh
reanimares rhe dead in a frenzy of k
rext and image without beginning or endl
Sa Coba’s fry tales might better be |
called tades from the coypes they are homes
storics of a zombie life, The joker was
alwavs a figure of fear as well as fun, b
now he returns as the waking dead. In
the Beyoororg he lurks as a shade of § .
former deld. sliced in half by the impe
hand of the arrist reclaiming a moment. ,é’
the real. The painting is split m cwo. hghs
and dark. Grinmng comedy with s
sparkling green cve begs for l‘«ogmnm‘:
while red-eved rragedy bums the candles ¢
despair. In the meantime hoth egn and ezg
roerer in the halance between chaos and
reconciliation, Pact Freudian dream-ing ‘
part carnival, the painting glowers at s,



challenging us to make ourselves whale
agam, while recogmsing the impossibility of
that challenge.

Cobhao's waork is exemplary. It
acknowledges a desire that are make the
world a better place. but 15 fully aware that
this wish can never be. Instead Cobo makes
art from the recognition of that
disappointmens, and gives us pleasure by
the way. He sets out to rell us grave and
important things, bat finds he must firss tell
a joke. And this joke engenders another,
and so on, until the whole process of joke
relling becomes obviously mare important
than the important things he meant to tell
us. And then the jokes turn sour, and breed
masunderstandings, and thar becomes more
important, And so the process continnes
until Cobo has arrived ar a way of telling us
the important things he always meant to tell
us, things about vur conotsonal Bives, He
drcsses up as the joker o plav a game of
anthenriciry, thinking ro queer the pirch.
Buz in the end he tells us the truth. So who
has the Last Laugh, the prince or the frog?

Six Ribs

Six commentaries on Chema Cobo and
Neither Living nor Dead

Pedeo G, Rowtera

Sixth left true rib

He was a culrassier In Cronvwell’s guard and many
lives ware lost az his hanas A skilied swoedsman, his
leading physscal feature was his powerfully made
hands. with fists of stesd and krockles ke nails He
was capable of crushing the head of a youth with
his massive paws, and B his victim was a child he
could squeeze the chest to 3 pulp. As 3 torturer he
excelled at teanng the sufferer limb from mb
without spiling s single drop of blood He could
Derwl & swvedd as easdy as ollwr man draw bhack the
string of a crossbow. He outlived his chief and went
on soldienng until the age of seventy.

To stare, like Juan Baurisra Amords, thar
it was Silverio 1anza who entrusted him
with the posthumous publcation of his
complete works 1s not just to reaffirm the
litceary will of the author, who has
endowed his hereronym with a suthciently
well defined and self-suffcient personality,
but to deem his writing worthy to be read
as Literature, and not as a mere event o be
recorded for the hisrorical record, a sevlisric
anecdore or a lirerary curiosity, Beyond any
hagiography —and | take it that nobody
who has read the character sketch m the rile
printed above would dream of writing one-
when the identiry of a hereronvm is
revealed, the effect produced is always a
falsification of everything it stressed. Even
na case hke Antomo Machado's Juan de
Mairena, with the shadow of Lanza
hovering above, and in which the splirting
of the personality remains always in
evidence, it 1s important to retan the
distiction between the authors whose
names appear on ¢ach work, And when
we're reading Pessna, for inszance, it’s more
important to be clearly aware of who
Alvaro de Campos 15 than 1o know whose
hand is behind the writing. This heroics of
impersonality is a crucial cleavage across
which to confrant any work of art. And
though ats chief value is the affismaton of
the autonomous status of the work, irs urrer
independence of the author and irs
dependence on language, it enables us to
approach the author's sdentity with the
same autosomy without forcing us 1o tarm

L)

it into the hife of a sant. These prefatory
remarks were an essennal introduction to
the lines on Chema Cobo which toflow, the
reason being thar our business now is noe
to discuss somebady in parucularn not even
a seres of charactee-names dressed i a
specific costume, The only incursion we can
make below the surtace of his works will
praduce merely a caleidoscopsc interplay
back and forth between vanous selves. Ths

yo-vo game, which the personaliss school of

Frglish rexes

psvchology derives trom the popular
children’s toy [and from the Spanish first-
person pronoun ye-yo = <7 s
cenblematic enough for it 1o be worth our
while 10 tev and define is here and ro race
its development in the climical pracrice of
psvchology. Is will be best to focus on the
mmage of the toy wsell m action <though U'm
not auming 1o hyvpootse anvbody, The
continuous spiralling movements it makes
as it spans up and down conjure a sharply
focussed 1mage of the characters as the
object they are, the vo-vo, the I-1, and the
aumber of occurrences of the personal
pronoun could be increased ro add to the
expressivencss of the phrase. That said. s
casier for me to shp Chema Cobo's name
o the text, as a watermark identifving the
ocavre as a whole, And firss, 2 coneradic
ton, a parenthetscal comment of a personal
kind, a gesture of pure frendship. When |
firse began to visit Chema Cobo at his home
in the Late cighries, the experience, for
someone aspinng to Being in the role of an
arnst-characrer, was distinctly Herdeggeran,
and the joke 15 noe without point here. |
recall that when o group of us =Abralsam
Lacalie, Juan del Campo and myself-
arrived in Tanfa, we were working againss
the clock because all the peces 1'd been
working on for an exhibition i the Focares
Gallery i Madrid had been destroved in a
fire, and with only a2 month ro go Norherto
Dogor, a youngster who directed his own
gallery, and who was keen to provide an
altcrnative, gave us the unconditional run
of his premises and a dare tor my show.
Chema Cobo was a friend, bus also, in our
eyes, a complete artist-character. He agreed.
without rassing any objoctions and with
distincr enchusiasm, 1o do 3 piece for us. I
was included in the show, and Juan not
only provided the stle for i, but recerved
all the honour as well, The dayvs we spent i
Chema Cobo's house were far less rich from
the creative point of view than n terms of
other more ordinary experiences. Needless
to say, we abandoned our onginal
assumption that an artst-character could
ever be complese. | leamed enongh about




