VISUAL ART

Symbols Grappling for Hope

TEXT STEPHEN BRACCO PHOTOGRAPHY ALEXANDER RICHTER

RADL MANZANC'S FAINTINGS MAKE USE OF FAMILIAR SYMBOLS SUCH AS THE AMERICAN FLAG AND THE STATUE OF
Libbarty 1o diaw attention 1o lssues Hie immigration. moterialism. treedom. and terrorism. His provoccrive works
gronw out of o strong South Armnertcon tradition of using the visual arts to engender social change. and chiallenge
us 1o examine the politics of our electad leaders and 1he assumptions we may iake for granted

In cxdcition to his work s an artis!, Rodl conducts onsite art classes at select NYC museums and 15 director of the
Sctoal af Visual Arts” summer travel program, "Palnting in Barcelonca.” A lormer presicent of the West Side Arts Coali-
tioiry, e s pecelved cowernds for Cutstonding Servioe and his contribution to Hispanic culhare from Rairleigh Dickin:
son University ond Empire Siate College. as well o the Medal of the City of Ashkesion. ksrael, for servioe to the arts.

TE www LICHRGATINE COM Ins&Outs Magazine, May 2009



Ins&Outs: What made you decide to paint
icons instead of something monre represenia-
tional, ke londscapes?

Rol Manzano: Being from Colombia, | have
abways locked closely at social infustics in
the politiond arena. When [ came here o Amer-
ica. [ saw some of the some problems, ing
cauntry that 1 supposed 1o be about equal
opportunities for everybody, Pacial problems.
womenis rights, gay rghts, Jabor issues. [ iy fo
adcress those subjects using (he Statue of Lib-
arty and the American flag. The llag s the
st SyTnbolc koon wWe hinee 10 relome 10 cur orl-
gins and our notionality, so it represents a
special place whare you belong. Everybody
nas a cerioin respect far heir ag

180 You were painting the American flag
and the Statue of Liberty before Seplember
11, 2001, but in your paintings atter the ter-
rorist attacks, the Amerlcan [lag and espe-
clally the Statue of Liberty (ke on more ur-
gency. for example in "Dis-Integration” and
“Liberty Will Alworys Pravel,”

RM: Yas, the Stahue of Liberty represents unifi-
oation. 5o that this particular painting [(Dis-
Integration”) represents it in the opposie way.
Her tablet commemonates the signing of the
Deciaration of Independence, but i he point-
ing. the fablet is breaking apart. [l raises the
questlon: What happened 1o the pacts by,
which cur lorelathers created thiz country?
Are they belng ignored? Do we no longer ook
af them as a basis for how our counlry was
Tounded?

In "Lilerty Will Alwonys Prevall” the fool of the
Staue of Liberty is siepping onta ihe White
House, meaning that no maiter what, libarty
will abworys prevail. At the time that T painbed
It, our lelephones were being apped, and
the President was Hke Big Brother. The While
Hiose wos tryng o control whal we wene doing.
bt freedom com never be iaken awany fnomm us

182 Yourre saying thot bearty 15 universal, not
specific o any one country.

RM: Right. People come here looking at the
Statue of Liberty and see it as a symiol of
hope. not of constraint by the rules of any
governmenl.

180 Your triptych “To a '‘Wise Person” has the
St of Liberty In the classic poses of ‘see
o el Dt o evil. speak no evil.” Whit wios
th inspiration tor that?

RM: That the governiment doesn't wani & do
aryibning about immigration. They talk about
it. bt no one wanis o make o commdtment
alout irmrmdgration issues. Taor woamd 1o fear.
1 donit want 1o know, s not my problem, leave

e alone. People see the Statue of Liberty as
a syrnbol of opportunity. bul demosrcy seams
10 be disgppearing in some ways

[&D: Ungent social ideas have long inspired
wour work. Whera do you see things going for
Arreerboa i e future? Whol BSues Ao you see
yoursall warking on’?

RM: The economy will be an ssue Fd want
1o wark on and how that plays oul and af-
fects everybody. As | read the news. that's
how 1 explore the concepis and arrange the
fdeas lor my paintings. My ideas are used to
ralsE worensss in people, whatever those
issues are, and aboul whatever topic I am
painting.
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T80 With the Obama admindstration, do you see
@ hopee for change and a shift in priorities?
RM: President Obama i5 playing an impaor-
tant rele, and he's lormulated his gdminis-
fration with people trom all different back-
grounds, which [ think will be imporiant
beomise we dont know whet's gotng to hap-
pen. He s an important player. espaciaily In
how other countries ane going o see us a3
Isadersof the reg world. The [act that we
norwr e O INGICK: president 1s something thal
everyone notices around the world

180 The gap betwean [he ldeda of America
as kand of opportunity and the harsh reclity
has widaned, Do you think that the gap can
chose a bit wilh President Obama. or has the
damage been done?

M The damage ts done, and now | needs o
be repaired. That will be the key role lor the
naw presidant

[8:0: Thare's o despalr in your paintings
There's always hope of Ihings changing. One
doesnt get a senge in your work that you're
saying this is the end of the road and thera's
no possibllity for change.

RM: Hopetully when paople [ook al my work.
they can ask themsalves: Whal are we do-
Ingr? The dea is 1o make you think about a
particular ssue 5o you con ask that question
What do we need o do 1o moke things beat-
ter?We need to change. Libarhy will always pre-
wol. We cannod lel our government contred
whiol we do. We cannol have our [reedoms
takan cnway
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