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José Maria Velasco Lovingly Captured a
Changing Mexico

He celebrated the physical entity of Mexico in its exactness, rather than appealing to ingrained nationalistic

European sensibilities of history painting.
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José Maria Velasco, "The Valley of Mexico from the Hill of Santa Isabel" (1875), oil on canvas (all photos Olivia McEwan/Hyperaliergic)



LONDON — The National Gallery hasn’t loudly trumpeted its decade-long
strategy to introduce British audiences to art beyond Europe. Instead, it
diligently rectifies this art-historical narrow-mindedness by covering major
overlooked bases, such as with recent shows on American painter Winslow

Homer or Australian Impressionists. Now, Fos¢ Maria Velasco: A View of Mexico

is the first monographic exhibition of this major 19th-century Mexican artist in
the United Kingdom, and, staggeringly, the National’s first dedicated to a Latin-
American artist. In this sense, curators Dexter Dalwood and Daniel Sobrino

Ralston don’t need the additional justification of it being the 200th anniversary

of the establishment of British-Mexican diplomatic relations.

Velasco is not an overtly nationalistic painter in an iconographic sense. Unlike
European counterparts who would typically use landscape as a setting for

dramatic narrative scenes (a concurrent National show on Millet, for example,

which focuses on peasant characters framed by landscape), the topography,
flora, and fauna are the subject; the high-altitude volcanic land surrounding
Mexico City is the character. Velasco was a founding member of the Sociedad

Mexicana de Historia Natural, and his inclination to meticulously record details

of natural elements — as opposed to fictionally embellish them — makes his
work documentary rather than narrative. As a result, we can track the gradual
industrialization and modernization of Mexico in his work via the dotted
appearances of factory buildings or expanding cities in the topographical

distance.

The paintings are quietly grand in their monumental scale, rather than visually
bombastic. Where narrative landscapes typically construct depth via artificial
layers like scenery on a stage, Velasco’s vistas — clearly recorded in situ —
employ staggering technical draftsmanship to induce a vertiginous sense of a
precipitous drop: His epic “The Valley of Mexico (View of the Valley of Mexico
from the Hill of Santa Isabel)” (1877) seems to sweep down away from our feet.
Cloud shadows across distant mountains are a naturalistic detail few narrative
painters would think to include. As in botanical work, oil glazes are rare, lending
the colors an opacity and hardness that captures the dryness of the Mexican

scrubland.



Later works, following an accident that limited Velasco’s mobility in 1901, are
more lyrical; still, there remains that quietness and subtlety, as well as that
persistent monumentality. Most striking is “The Great Comet of 1882” (1910),
which records from memory a phenomenon he witnessed decades prior, a
singular white whoosh bisecting a softly graded but otherwise totally plain sky.
That it portends the Mexican Revolution of the same year, as the caption
suggests, however, may be wishful interpretation, a single clanger amongst

otherwise sensible exhibition text.

Critics of this show who label the painter as “proudly dull ... unromantic [and ]

objective” or “boring” miss the point. Velasco should be viewed as a technical
powerhouse celebrating the physical entity of Mexico itself, importantly
recording its history academically, rather than appealing to ingrained
nationalistic European sensibilities of history painting. More shows like this,

please.

José Maria Velasco, “The Goatherd of San Angel” (1863), oil on canvas
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Left: José Maria Velasco, “Rocks” (1894), oil on canvas; right: detail of José Maria Velasco, “The
Valley of Mexico from the Hill of Santa Isabel” (1875), oil on canvas

Installation view of José Maria Velasco: A View of Mexico

José Maria Velasco: A View of Mexico continues at the National Gallery
(Trafalgar Square) through August 17. The exhibition will travel to the
Minneapolis Institute of Art from September 27, 2025, to Fanuary 4, 2026. The
exhibition was curated by Dexter Dalwood and Daniel Sobrino Ralston.
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The Pyramids of the Sun and the Moon (1878; detail), José Maria Velasco. Private collection. Photo: © Oliver Santana

The landscapes of the 19th-century painter José Maria Velasco look serene at
first - a vast mountain vista, a monumental giant cactus, rugged hillscapes
with cloudless skies. But the artist, who primarily painted the Valley of

Mexico, the area that surrounds Mexico City, was well aware of the march of
industry in the capital and frequently included textile mills, factories and
concrete buildings in his paintings. The National Gallery is hosting the first
major exhibition of Velasco’s work to take place outside his home country in



five decades (29 March-17 August). The show highlights the beauty of his
composistions as well as drawing attention to the way in which Velasco, a
polymath with a keen interest in botany and geology, approached painting as
an almost scientific process. Since there are no Velasco works in UK public
collections, all of the paintings shown here have been loaned specially for the
exhibition, but several contemporaneous works from the museum’s collection
that have links to Mexico - Manet’s Execution of Maximilian (c. 1867-68), for
example - will also be on show.

The Valley of Mexico from the Hill of Santa Isabel (1877), José Maria Velasco. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL, Mexico
City. Photo: © Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes y Literatura

Carddn, State of Oaxaca (1887), José Maria Velasco. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL, Mexico City.
Photo: © Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes y Literatura, 2024



The Goatherd of San Angel (1863), José Maria Velasco. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL, Mexico City. Photo: © Instituto
Nacional de Bellas Artes y Literatura, 2024
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The Pyramids of the Sun and the Moon (1878), José Maria Velasco. Private collection. Photo: © Oliver
Santana
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Borderline genius: how José Maria
Velasco'’s landscapes redefined
perceptions of Mexico

Nicholas Wroe

Mon 17 Mar 2025 04.00 EDT

0 No way, José ... The Valley of Mexico from the Hill of Santa Isabel. Photograph: Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL, Mexico City

An exhibition of works by the 19th-century artist shows his
role in creating a sense of Mexican identity - revealing that
he was more polymath than painter



ue to the longstanding political and territorial anxieties that

emanate from the border between Mexico and the US, both

countries often choose to define themselves in terms of their

relationship to the other. We mostly get to see the American side
of this ever evolving story, but a new exhibition at the National Gallery in
London gives a rare opportunity to examine a Mexican perspective on its
own terrain, and by implication on that of its neighbour.

Before Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo developed and exported their 20th-
century Mexican aesthetics, there was José Maria Velasco (1840-1912), who
produced a body of landscape paintings that was widely regarded as integral
to the creation of a Mexican identity and nationhood.

“Velasco is not as well known abroad as Rivera and Kahlo,” explains co-
curator Daniel Sobrino Ralston, who along with the Mexico-based artist and
curator Dexter Dalwood has put the show together. “But in Mexico his public
status is analogous to, say, Constable or Turner’s in the UK. And he wasn’t
just a painter. Velasco was a genuine polymath who engaged with
contemporary thinking in geology and botany and zoology and these intense
scientific studies of the local topography also come out in the paintings.”

A4 Landscape painting was a way to
understand other nations. What did a country
look like?

Velasco was born into a febrile world in which Mexico had recently ceded the
vast lands it had controlled in what is now the south-west of the US, and was
facing incursions from the north. Orphaned in childhood, he was brought up
in poverty in Mexico City but eventually made it to the country’s first school
of art, where he came under the influence of an Italian painter and teacher.
“While his early work fits into the European Romantic tradition,” explains
Ralston, “what is really impressive is how this changes. The conventional
prerequisites for landscape painting are soon abandoned to make work that
is much more stark and abstract.”

Into these spacious ancient landscapes, specific and accurate in their
geology, Velasco not only integrated signs of old and new human
interventions - a goatherd by a factory, railways linking settlements - but
also symbols of Mexican culture and history. Most notably in the foreground
of his study of The Valley of Mexico from the Hill of Santa Isabel there is a
small depiction of a nopal (prickly pear) cactus and an eagle with prey in its
mouth, the emblem at the centre of the Mexican national flag and a link to
the ancient myth that the nation’s capital city should be founded where such
a scene takes place.



It was during the autocratic military regime of Porfirio Diaz from 1876 that
Velasco’s work was adopted by the state. Although there is little evidence of
his own politics, his paintings were sent overseas - Velasco himself only left
Mexico twice - and were acquired by the government as gifts for both an
American president and a pope. “The timing was perfect,” says Ralston.
“Landscape painting was taking over from history painting as a way to
understand other nations. What did a country look like? What are its
resources? His work became the great example of what Mexico was.”

After his death, his work fell out of fashion and it was with the unlikely help
of Rivera, an admirer who had first encountered Velasco when a precocious
12-year-old art student, that he was restored to the centre of Mexican cultural
history. The National Gallery exhibition is its first full show dedicated to a
Latin American artist and features 30 paintings and drawings that illustrate
Velasco’s artistic and scientific endeavours.

Ralston says examination of 19th-century American landscape painters is
also instructive. “Velasco is compared to them but they often show us a sort
of untouched wilderness there for the taking with no history on it, which of
course was not true. Velasco, through his plants and symbols and so much
else, gives us the sense of a long and expansive history reaching back to
ancient civilisations, perhaps in contrast to the relatively newly created
republic to its north.”

Hasta la vista: five images from the exhibition
|

O Cardon, State of Oaxaca, 1887. Photograph: Francisco Kochen/Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL,
Mexico City



Cardon, State of Oaxaca, 1887

This wondrous giant cactus is part of Velasco’s lifelong engagement with the
plant life of Mexico, but it is also something grander. The tiny human figure
not only allows the viewer to get a sense of scale, but also to contemplate the
relationship between man and nature.

The Valley of Mexico from the Hill of Santa Isabel, 1877 (main image)
Considered Velasco’s greatest artistic achievement, this huge painting subtly
brings together different historical eras in an almost imperceptibly subtle
way. It pays equal homage to both the location’s natural and human
histories.

0 The Goatherd of San Angel, 1863. Photograph: Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL, Mexico City

The Goatherd of San Angel, 1863

A scene from the south-west of the expanding Mexico City where the river
has been dammed to supply a textile factory. The contrast between the new
and old is amplified by the presence of agave plants, which have been used
for making alcohol for thousands of years up to the tequila production of the
present day.



O The Textile Mill of
La Carolina, Puebla,
1887. Photograph:
José Maria
Velasco/National
Museum of the Czech
Republic, Prague

The Textile Mill of La Carolina, Puebla, 1887

This painting, again employing botanical and industrial details to enrich
deceivingly simple grand natural vistas, was commissioned by a bohemian
pharmacist, FrantiSek Kaska. He was a confidant of emperor Maximilian I,
providing a direct link to Manet, and acted as an unofficial emissary between
the Austro-Hungarian empire and Mexico after the emperor’s execution.

O The Great Comet of 1882, 1910. Photograph: José Maria Velasco/Coleccién Museo de Arte del
Estado de Veracruz



The Great Comet of 1882

Velasco’s last great work was painted in 1910, which saw the outbreak of
revolution in Mexico as well as a sighting of Halley’s comet. He returned to
his own sighting of the 1882 comet, to evoke moments freighted in
symbolism in Mexico since Montezuma’s reported comet sighting in 1517 just
before the arrival of the Spanish in 1519, tying together long histories and
moments of great change.

José Maria Velasco: A View of Mexico is at the National Gallery, 29 March to 17
August.
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What even is English painting, anyway?
The artist Dexter Dalwood set out to find an answer—but, in the end, produced something much more
personal than it is national

By David McAllister November 19, 2024

“English Painting” (2023) by Dexter
Dalwood. Image: Dexter Dalwood,
courtesy Lisson Gallery

One of the most insightful things the painter Dexter Dalwood ever learnt about
English painting came from an American. He recalls to me a time he was curating a
show of works with the artist Alex Katz at Tate St Ives: “There was a painting by
Thomas Lawrence, it was like a 19th-century British painting. And Katz said the
thing about Lawrence is that he has this inherent thing that English painting has:
elegance. I've never heard an American artist ever speak about Englishness or
English painting. And I thought that was really kind of cool.”

Now himself at a step removed from “the culture”—having lived in Mexico City
since 2020—Dalwood has found himself spending a lot of time thinking once again
about what Englishness means, at least when it comes to painting. “You start
thinking about the idea of, you know, what isit? What isthat thing?” he says. “What
is the idea, if you had to define something by what was English about it?”



The outcome of this line of questioning is a new series of paintings currently on
display at London’s Lisson Gallery. At first glance, it might seem as though Dalwood
has dropped the scenes of liminal non-places for which he made a name for himself
—the insides of taxis and airplanes, the carefully constructed interiors representing
specific, often niche, moments in history—in favour of something more tangible.
We find a nod to David Bowie, whom Dalwood sees as the textbook English flaneur;
we see allusions to the occultist Aleister Crowley; to the Pre-Raphaelites; to key
dates and years such as 1066 and Bloody Sunday. Very soon, however, you realise
that the non-place and the nation state are not quite as diametrically opposed as
mightbe assumed. National identity, too, is something slippery and ill-defined; it
too is a carefully constructed fiction.

Dalwood is keen to stress that he is not attempting to make any definitive comment
on what “Englishness” is with these works, at least not insofar as such a definition
might create a checklist by which other things—or other people—can be said to pass
or fail. As a consequence, he has stayed, mostly, on more subjective terrain: the
specific places he remembers from his youth, the music he listened to, the kind of
English painting he himself admires. “The biggest influence on my painting hasn’t
justbeen English painting or other paintings, it’s been the music I've grown up
with,” he says. “It’s what’s also influenced what I feel is the culture.”

Standing before Punk is Dead, a large canvas of the famous London punk venue
Roxy Club seen obliquely from a dark puddle—mirrored and upside down, its red
neon sign giving out an eerie hue—Dalwood tells me of the strangeness of watching
this crucial period he lived through become “solidified” into something completely
unrelatable. “What is now becoming the history of punk isn’t quite what I
recognise,” he says. “I did always think, okay, punk isn’t dead. The spirit of it is
maybe still a possibility, but actually the thing reallyis finished.”

End of an era: “Punk Is Dead” (2023) by Dexter Dalwood. Image: Dexter Dalwood, courtesy Lisson Gallery



Dalwood’s paintings are always fascinating, and these works are no different; here,
the added symbolism and allusions make them almost like puzzle boxes waiting to
be solved. Though I can’t help but feel that the answer to that puzzle tells us less
about Englishness than it does about Dalwood’s own life. And who is it for anyone to
question how somebody defines the signifiers and markers of their own identity?
Thus national identity once again passes us by, as elusive as ever.

But by failing to say much about Englishness or the tradition of English painting,
Dalwood perhaps inadvertently gets closer to how most of us actually experience
our national identity: as a vague collection of personal experiences, ideas, attitudes
and cultural reference points that only form a coherent sense of self when they
aren’t interrogated too closely—because it’s only when they areinterrogated that we
notice all the contradictions and essential arbitrariness that hold them together. If
national identity is any lens with which to view the world, it is one that makes most
sense when out of focus.

Dalwood has, likewise, only been able to come at his national identity obliquely:
through the reflections in puddles; in images refracted through fragments of broken
glass; a figure slumped off to one side, as if slinking off camera. Maybe none of this
feels close enough to heart of the matter—but it might be about as close as any of us
can get.

Dexter Dalwood: English Painting is on display at Lisson Gallery until 14th
December
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Dexter Dalwood: English Painting

Lisson Gallery, London, 27 September to 9 November

Dexter Dalwood’s ambitious, witty show of new works,
his first at Lisson Gallery, samples and channels
history, art history and music memory in an attempt
to define ‘English’ painting. His composite methods
have developed out of a distinctive use of collage and
fragments, but here the visual architecture feels more
personal and internal in mood. Did the stylistic and
conceptual roots of this show start with his residency
in Oaxaca in 2017 or 40 years earlier in 1977, when
Dalwood headlined London’s legendary Roxy Club
playing bass in the short-lived Bristol-based punk band
The Cortinas? It is evident that the artist’s subsequent
move to Mexico provided vital distance for him to make
sense of what he left with and what he left behind. In

a recent series called ‘This Does Not Belong to Me’,
2021-22, Dalwood tried to understand a painted history
of Mexico, from ancient Mixtec Codices to specially
commissioned 20th-century murals; he was particu-
larly drawn to David Alfaro Siqueiros’ mural Mexican
History or the Right for Culture, 1952-56, which high-
lights the dates that shaped the country’s independ-
ence. This prompted Dalwood to create a contemporary
timeline that included a massacre in 1968 and the

Dexter Dalwood, Bloody Sunday, 2023

30

disappearance of 43 students in 1994. At a moment
of increased violent nationalism and the decolonising
of images, could he apply a similar method to interro-
gating a painted history of England?

Dalwood’s first painting sets up a satirical tone:
English Painting, 2023, simply offers these two white
cursive words on a black ground. It’s a wry introduc-
tion to an exhibition that channels David Bowie as
Lytton Strachey (as painted by Henry Lamb in 1914)
and samples King Arthur (modelled on William Morris)
from Edward Burne-Jones’s epic painting The Last
Sleep of Arthur at Avalon, 1881-98. Landscape, 2023,
presents an English pastoral scene, a la Thomas
Gainsborough, into which pokes a leg wearing a period
white stocking and a pointy black buckled shoe.
Portrait, 2023, shows a man hefting a shotgun, wearing
a black neckerchief and a touch of menace, all rendered
in a Frank Auerbach-like impasto. But the apex of
colonial, aristocratic power comes crashing down in
Bloody Sunday, 2023. Here, against a ground of pale
orange, a bunch of dark green numbers appear on a
zebra crossing. There’s a flash of Abbey Road, until you
realise that the numbers are piling up, their edges
softened to make them seem more human. Provoked by
the 50th anniversary of the killings of 13 civilians in
Derry by the British Army, Dalwood’s tricolour image
radiates illegibility: it’s hard to read, because few want
to read it. It emits a similar, stark painfulness as his
Death of David Kelly painting from 2008 (Interview
AMALS5).

Numbers coalesce and float free of coherent dates in
several other paintings. In The Blitz, 2024, the black-
and-red numerals 4-1-9-0 march horizontally and
inexorably across a green ground over ghosted rectan-
gles of grey. Two framed paintings lean partially
out of sight. Although inspired by the emptying of
the National Gallery during the Second World War,
Dalwood suggestively questions who decides which
works are treasured and displayed; the precariousness
of taste, aesthetic values and material accumulation;
and the digital threat to painting. In another typical
Dalwoodian layer, I discover that the elegant 1930s font
was once used by Lyons’ coffeehouses and later taken
up by the National Socialists - who certainly knew how
to make numbers vanish.

Dalwood also remixes his musical past in Punk is
Dead, 2023, where the red Roxy sign slides somewhere
between a black window and a green mirror, into
evaporation. Northern Pop, 2023, salutes Jasper Johns’s
grisaille checkerboard where abbreviations of northern
counties are embossed in black oil and twilight puddles
on a grey wintry street. These paintings are too

Art Monthly no. 481, November 2024



generative, however, to be nostalgic. There’s too much
irony and stealing for that. These are determinedly
anti-sentimental remnants.

Is there a place for the dandy in geometric grid
painting? In Languid Ziggy, 2023, Dalwood believes so.
Bowie may be slightly off stage, but his presence
radiates out and upwards. This is an exquisite portrait
made of the soft danger brought by something new,
an encounter that pulls you in like a sound wave, a
dream or a trip.

Then there is what could be dubbed future channel-
ling in White Out, 2024. Reminiscent of Dalwood’s
earlier paintings set in cars and aeroplanes, a sleek
white car door opens onto a white plain where
Stonehenge merges with mist, In our drive-by culture,
we don’t need to leave the ear to snap the monument.
How can things move us if we are always moving?
Dalwood conveys the speed of the evolution of looking,
in which we care less and less what the gaze absorbs.
We skim. We scan. Stonehenge will become a hologram.

This show could have been called ‘English Belonging”.
Or ‘Belongings’. Or ‘Longing’, but it could only have
been conceived from far away.

Cherry Smyth is a poet and art writer.
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10 London art exhibitions we can’t wait to
see in September 2024

The best art to wave goodbye to summer with, from Van Gogh to Tracey Emin
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