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JUAN CORDERO

A NINETEENTH-CENTURY MEXICAN MURALIST

JEAN CHARLOT

RITICAL estimates of Mexican art are concerned

as a rule with three standardized facets, pre-His-

panic, colonial, and modern. Thus a single coun-
try is made to shoulder three modes so contrasted as to ap-
pear unrelated spiritually, stylistically, and even as to the
choice of mediums. Indeed an expert eye is needed to ap-
preciate the thin thread of concordances that links the
menolithical Aztec Coatlicue, the Cathedral of Mexico
City, and the Marxist frescoes of the Ministry of Edu-
cation,

In a field not yet overburdened with scholarly research,
critics naturally selected the outstanding artistic morsels.
With each critic boosting his own field exclusively, the
body of Mexican art tradition was nearly severed in three
writhing slices.

The neglected periods are the transitional ones, which
are needed to understand Mexicanism as one living organ,
confined in space and spread in time, They correspond to
the emergence of Mexico out of two deathly crises. The
first follows the Conquest, when a stark psychological
surgery severed ancestral thought and attendant styles, of-
fering in exchange to confused Indian lacuiles models
from the full-blown European Renaissance.”

The second period follows upon the success of the strug-
gle for political independence that cuts Mexico from the

1. Tlacwile means painter. T use the Nihuatl word because the
role of the pre-Hispanic artist was so distinet from that of the
present-day painter, Perhaps closer to those of the tlacuile are the
funetions of the Indian sandpainters of New Mexico, whose com-
positions claim power over rains and crops. Pre-Hispanic painting
was also picture writing, indispensable to religion, literature, and
sClEnCe, .

Influences worked both ways, with Indian forms invading in
return the imported Renaissance themes. The first Christian ser-
mons in Mexico were illustrated by scts of paintings that quickly
familiarized natives with European forms. In turn, the friars
adopted, at first for the sake of clarity, Indian modes of pictorial
expression that blended rather casily with the complicated symboli-
cal constructions that were then a European fashion, The two-way
stylistic traffic has been studied in architecture more thoroughly
than in painting. A balance of both influences inspired the engrav-
ings of the Mexican Fray Diego Valadés. Consult, on this artist,
Francisco de la Maza, “Fray Diego Valadés, escritor y grabadoer
franciscano del sigle XVI? dnales del Incticuto de Investigaciones
Egtéticas, no. 13, Mexico, 1945, pp. 15-44.

apron strings of Mother Spain at the dawn of the nine-
teenth century. Independence dries up a liberal royal al-
lowanee to the Academy of San Carlos, and foments in
artists left to shift for themselves the obscure cognizance
that an unavoidable stylistic conflict with Europe i stir-
ring.?

The current eritical by-passing of the nineteenth cen-
tury knocks logical props from under Mexican modern
art, and tends to make of it a sort of unmotivated explosion
realized in a void. Any discussion of the topic would ac-
quire increased meaning if it were based on a more thor-
ough knowledge of near antecedents,

Juan Cordero (1824-84) is a trustful witness to his
century and its peculiar quandaries, Chronologically, his
life is planted at its core. He was born three years after
the political consummation of his country’s independence,
and he died when that austere muralist, José Clemente
Orozco, was a bawling two-year-old (Fig. 1).

Cordero’s ideology bridges the span between eighteenth-
century theology and Comtist positivism; his murals link,
in a nearly single-handed feat, the plentiful harvest of
colonial decoration with the new mural plenty. Another
reason to recount his life is that the aceepted official version
has been colored by the partisan interests that worked
against him in his lifetime, A corrected version malkes clear

2. Written in 1875, a passage from José Marel is typical of the
trend; in it the author uses the present tense to describe a dream-
wish rather than actval paintings, *“Vigerous painters do not turn
their eyes any more toward schools that were great only because
they reflected original epochs. . . . They copy the light in the
Ximantecat!, and pain on the features of Cuanhtemotzin, They
guess how contracted were the limbs of the doomed man stretched
on the stone of sacrifices, They snatch from their imagination the
gesture of compassion and the bitter tears that an irresistible love
for Cortez and the pity felt for the miserable lot of her brothers,
put on Marina’s face” First published in Le Revista Umiversal,
December 2g, 1875, the pasage is reprinted in José Marti, “Arte
en México 1875—1876,” Marti en Mexico (Prologo, compilacién
¥ notas de Camile Carranca y Trujillo), Mexico, 1940, 111, pp.
B3=84.

This passage confuses, as is still often done, the birth of a na-
tional style with the advent of local subject matter. But it foresees
the tragic mood that was to characterize present-day Mexican
painting.
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the debt owed him by Mexican art, and especially by Mexi-
can mural painting.*

Juan Cordere was born in Teziutlan, in the state of
Puebla, to the Mexican wife of a Spanish tradesman. He
went as an adolescent to the capital to study art at the Na-
tional Academy.

Founded in 1785 to inculcate better manners in colonial
artists who champed dangerously at the royal bit, the Acad-
emy was a proud school, second only to that of Madrid.*
Mexico does not often leave the traveler unmoved, and
we sec the Spaniards sent as crown foremen alternately
spewed forth or digested by the strong milieu. Don Cosme
de Acufia, second of the dircctors of painting, found the
Americas so disturbing that he proposed to ship to. Madrid
the Mexican Academy and its students, his alternative be-
ing suicide.® His successor, Den Rafael Ximeno y Planes,

3. The only extensive biography of Cordera to date is that writ-
ten by Manuel G, Revilla among his biographies of artists, and
included in Odras, Mexico, V. Agueros, 1908, I, pp. 251—287.

A professor at San Carles Academy, Revilla naturally sided
with Clavé in what relates to the Clavé-Cordero feud. Even more
insidiows is the silence of José Bernarde Couto concerning Cor-
dero’s mural achievements, Couto was of course an active partici-
pant on the side of Clavé, and against Cordero.

The exhibition of the work of Cordere at the Palacio de Bellas
Artes, Mexico City, in the summer of 1945, illustrates the re-
vised estimate, On this occasion, Diego Rivera pointed out in his
talk the fact that Cordero painted in Mexico the first public
mural with a lay subject matter, Rivera also gave him credit for
painting in true fresco, a claim that cannot well be sustained by
fact: Cordero®s existing murals are cither oil or tempera, and the
destroyed one is described by his contemporaries as a tempera.
Hewever, this in no way belittles Corders’s importance, either as a
muralist or as a precursor of modern murals,

4. Dogcuments found in DMadrid that concern the Mexican
Academny were published by Genare Estrada, Algesos papeles
para la fistoria de lag Bellas Artes en México, Documentor de la
Academia de Bellar Artes de Ban Fernando de Madvid relativos a ln
Aeadesmia de Bellas dries de San Carlog de México, Mexico, 1935,

The principle of subjection is stated in a letter of 1593 that de-
plores the ereation of the Mexican Academy as a political mistake,
“There is no doubt that this pelitici] body is opposed to the sys-
tem . . . that should rule the relations of the colonics with the
mother country, scrupulously keeping the narrow dependence in
which the former should be to the latter, after elemental and in-
controvertible principles. But the political error being now com-
mitted, and it being too late to repair the damage . . . relations
between both bodies should endeavor to keep the Academy of San
Carlos in a certain natural and willing dependence to the Academy
of San Fernando, mother of all these of its type, and established
where the Sovereign resides” (idem, pp. 53—354).

The importance of the school is defined by an etiguette ruling
that a director of painting of the Mexican Academy attending
meetings of the Madrid Academy was entitled to the seat next to
that of the oldest director of the Madrid Academy. Idem, pp.
57-64.

5. Don Cosme de Acufia writes to a Madrid friend and fellow
academician in 1y88, “Mucho dolor me causm en berme de esta
suerte, el que me llegariz aquitar la Vida si no fuese la esperanza
que tengo de poner el remedio que anuncie 2 Vimd, en la antecedente
aesta ge. es regresarme a Espadia, . . " Genaro Estrada, ep. cit,,
P27,

As to the transplantation of the school to Madrid, see José

thrived instead on the pungent diet, weathered the Inde-
pendence, married and died in Mexico, having added great
tempera paintings to its proud list of murals.® The prenatal
cornerstone of Cordero’s mural carcer is the decoration
that Ximeno finished in 1813 in the Chapel of Christ of
the Church of Santa Teresa, based on episodes of the
miraculous renovacién of the sixteenth-century crucifix
around which the chapel was built.”

After Independence, the school had increasing difficul-
ties in meeting expenses, paid until then by the Crown and
the wealthy silver mine trust. In the unique file of prize
student drawings preserved at the Academy, begun the
year of its foundation and kept up to 1912, a gap between
1827 and 1840 tells of difficulties that texts confirm.®

Bernardo Couto, Didlego selre lo fSistoria de la pinmtura en
Méxice, Mexico, Imprenta de I. Escalante y Cia. Bajos de San
Apustin, no, 1, 1852, p. 91, and corollary note fo, p. 122, “As
resulta de las actas de sesiones de la junta superior de gobierno de
la Academia®

6. Besides the murals of the first Santa Teresa Chapel, one
should mention the decoration of the dome of the metropolitan
cathedral, and that of the ceiling of the chapel of the Palacio de
Mineria, both painted in tempera,

7. Removacidn, renovation, was the pame given to the miracle
on which the devotion to this crucifix was based. As both Ximeno ¥
Planes and Cordero painted some of its incidents, a résumé of the
facts helps an understanding of their subject matter.

The erucifix was made of weak material, molded cardboard
and a paste of corncobs. After being exposed in a village church
from 1545 to 1613, it collapsed into shapelessness, blackened, Of
the head only the beard remained, where rats made their nest. It
was seen in this sorry state by the bishap, who condemned the
image to destruction as unfit for the cult. In 1621, with accom-
paniment of unexplainable lighes, voices, levitations, sweating and
bleeding of the statue, the Christ restored itself to perfect shape
and color,

When the archbishop ordered that the miraculous image be trans-
ferred to the capital, the neighborhood rose in arms, and the cruci-
fix was kidnapped by two thousand Indians armed with bows and
arrows. Eventually, it reached Mexico City, to be housed at first
in a Carmelite convent, then in its own chapel whose construction
lasted from 1798 to 1313, Don Manuel Tolsa was the sculptor in
charge of the decoration, and worked with the painter Ximeno ¥
Planes, as in the decoration of the chapel of the Mineria.

While Ximeno used as his theme the armed affrav incident to
the tramslation, Cordero chose for the absidal semi-dome the
levitation of the image, sustained by angels,

See Dr, I, Alfonso Alberto de Velasco, Historia de la Mila-
Frose Renovacidn de la Soberana Tmagen de Cristo Seitor Nuestro
Crucificado, que se vensra en la Iglesia del Convento de Santa Te-
rewa la Antigua, written 1698, and often reprinted. T used the 1845
edition (Reimpresa en papel Mexicano, en la calle de la Palma
num, 3.

8. The collection even antedates the creation of the Academy
in 1781, as it contains drawings from the engraving school that
preceded it, established in 1578, Jealously preserved and added to
by the present librarian, Sr. Picasefio, the file is a precious index
to the transitions of taste in Mexican art. In it are found drawings
by the first masters of the Academy, Gil, Tols, Ginés de Aguirre,
and Ximeno ¥ Planes. Some of the student drawings are by men
who became masters in turn: Patifo, Rebull, Fina, Velasco, Sa-
turning Herrdn, Zirraga, Dicgo Rivera, There are no drawings by
Cordero in the file.
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On his visit to the school in 1803, Baron de Humboldt
WIrote:

In great rooms well lighted with Argand lamps, hundreds of
adolescents gather at night, Some draw from the cast or from
nature, while others copy furniture designs, candelabras and
bronze ornaments. A striking feature, in a country where the
diserimination of the nobility against castes 15 so rooted, is that
all colors and races mix in these gatherings, Here Indian and
half-breed sit side-by-side with white, here the son of the
poor artisan may compete with those of the best families, . . .?

On her visit to the school in 1840, the Marquesa de
Calderdn de la Barca notes:

I unfortunately recollected having read Humboldt's brilliant
account . . the remains of these beautiful but mutilated
plaster-casts, the splendid engravings which still exist, would
alone make it probable; but the present disorder, the abandoned
state of the building, the non-existence of these excellent
classes of sculpture and painting, and, above all, the low state
of the fine arts in Mexico at the present day, are amongst the
sad proofy, if any were wanting, of the melanchely effects pro-
duced by years of civil war and unsettled government, . , ,1°

If we discount the undiplomatic prejudices that seeped into
the mind of the Marquesa from her hushand, the first am-
bassador sent by Spain to its runaway colony, it is true that
the Academy had not recovered from the loss of the
Crown pension.

It was in these lean years, which lasted until 1846,
that Cordero made his first art studies, beginning with
copies from plaster casts and from engravings after Raph-
ael, Gian Bologna, and the Caracci.® Though three
centuries had elapsed since the Conquest, no Mexican art-
ist could give himself wholeheartedly to an exclusively
Eurcpean fare, With an understanding of Mexico”s split
stylistic personality, Baren de Humbeldt suggested that,
alongside the A'poalle Belvedere and the Laocoin, shown
at the Academy, should be placed

. some of those colossal statues of basalt and porphyry, -

covered with Aztec hieroglyphs, and presenting certain anal-
ogies with the Egyptian style, and also the Hindu. It would
indeed be most curious to place those monoliths that mark the
first intellectual advance of our species, these works of a semi-

g. My translation from the Spanish edition, Baron A. de Hum-
boldt, Ensayoe politico sobre la Nueva-Espafiz, Segunda edicidn
+ « o traducida al eastellane por Don Vieente Genzilez Arnae,
Paris, en casa de Jules Renovard, 1827, 1, pp. 234-235.

1o. Madame C de la B——, Life in Mexico, During a
Residence of Two Years in That Country, with a preface by W. H.
Frescott, London, Chapman and Hall, 186 Strand, 1343, p. 103,

11. Speaking in cconomic terms. Clavé started his reorganization
of the school that year. Speaking in aesthetie terms, creative art
was far from negleeted in the impoverished school, A nationalise
feeling was stronger then than it was later vnder a foreign di-
rectar,

12. Subject matter of the preserved student drawings dating
from the years when Cordero started to study art,

barbaric people living in the Mexican Andes, beside the beauti-
ful forms born under the skies of Greece and Italy.'?

The wise wish of the German Baron comes true for
each Mexican artist in one guise or another. His taste is
tried more often through live Indians than Indian statues
For Cordero the test came as a corollary to the depleted
state of his purse, that called for some additional income
besides the little his family could spare. Because he could
not combine art studies with a full-time job, he chose the
seasonal occupation of mercers, or peddler, A costumirista
serial of 1854 has preserved for us the essence of this pic-
turesque vocation (Fig. 2)."

To become a full-fledged mercero one needed a basket
and a yardstick, and merchandise neither bulky nor expen-
sive, such as cloth, scissors, thread, thimbles, needles,
baubles; also trinkets good for the soul, novenas, praises,
good-mornings, leave-takings, all assorted prayers to saints
now somewhat disused: San Atogenes, protector of preg-
nancies, Santa Polonia, mistress of toothaches, Santa Li-
brada whose concern is thieves, and the patron of spinsters,
a best seller:

Saint Francis of Paul,
Grant us thres wishes:
Salvation, money,
And a good husband.'®

Trekking from village to village, Cordero was plunged
in a rustic American mediaeval miliew. From fair to pil-
grimage, he witnessed pre-Hispanic survivals, plumed
tribes offering ritual dances to revered statues, Nihuatl-
spoken epics flung at the night skies, and the volantines,
bird impersonators rotating in space and hung from a
high pole.*®

One should not look in the work of Cordero for folk-
lare data about the scenes he witnessed, for he lacked the
tourist point of view, Most Mexicans face within them-

13. The suggestion of Humboldt had its contemporary point.
At the time, some large pizces from the main Aztec temple, among
them the Coatlicue, had been discovered fortuitously; not know-
ing what to do with the find, the discoverers buried the carved
blocks again, Humbeldt, Esayo politice . . ., 1827, p 233

14. Los Mexicanos pintades por 5i smismos. Tipos y cortumbres
nacionales por wvarios autore;, Mexico, imp. de M. Murguia y
Comp., 1354, Patterned after the earlier Lar Frampais pesnt par
enx-méme, this rare work is illustrated with lithographs by Iriarte
and Campillo, “El Mercers,” pp. 253—266, gives an idea of the
appearanee and activities of the young Cordere in his trade days.

5. Los Mexicanor . . ., p. 262

San Francisco de Paula,
Tres cozas pidae;
Salvacion y dinero

Y un buen maride!

16. One should note that such survivals were stronger at that
period than now, Paraphernalia used a hendred years ago, and
preserved today in the Museum of Anthropology and the Museum
of Folk Art of Mexico City, is even more striking than that used
today.



Fic. 1. Juan Cordero, from a Photograph in the
Possession of Juan Lionardo Cordero, Grandson
of the Artist

Fiz. 4. Self-Portrait as an Indian Slave, De-
tail of Fig. 3

Fie. 2. El Mercero, Lithograph by A, Campille,
“Los Mexicanos pintados por si mismos™ 1854 1850
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of Fig, 3 dero, Fetrato de los escultores Pérez v Valero, 1847

Fig. 3. Mexico City, Galeria de Pintura de México: Cordero, Colén ante los Reyes Catdlicos,
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Fig. & Mexico City, Collection Sr. Rafael Manzo:
Cordern, Sra. Dolores Tosta de Santa Anna, 1855
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Crez, 18357 Fic, 11, Mexico City, Santa Teresa, Chapel of Christ,
Apse: Cordero, Renovation of the Miraculous Crucifix
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Fi, 8 Hage. Faitl, Cliasits and Jvatics, Détaal o Bt as Fic, 15, Mexico City, Santa Teresa, Chapel of Christ, Panel Flanking

Central Window: Cordere, History

Fig. 12, Mexico City, Santa Teresa, Chapel of Christ,
Dome and Pendentives: Cordero, God Surrounded by
Cardinal and Theological Virtues, and Evangelists
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selves a racial conflict, and the half-Spanish Cordero solved
his own by a delicate transmutation. In his first important
picture, sent from Rome when he was twenty-six, he por-
trays himself, plumed and naked, among the Indian slaves
that Columbus exhibits to their Catholic Majesties (Figs.

3—4}.%
From the profits of his ambulant trade, this unusual

17. We know the features of Cordero at different ages through
self-portraits, portraits, photographs, and a bust from natore by
‘Tomas Pérez. Perhaps of less strict evidenee, but valid, is the face
that his two still living daughters see in one of his fifteen grand-
sons, the sculptor Juan Lionardo Cordero, a striking resemblance to
the artist.

Of Cordero in Rome there exists a self-portrait, dated 1847.
Mow in the collection of Sra. Maria Elena Cordero de Magafia, it
was lithographed in 1851 for Le Mustracidn Mexicana, 1, p. 137,
It shows him at twenty-three, wearing a small well-groomed
moustache, slightly drooping, and a goatee. This was his aspect
while painting the Celssmbus, A later portrait, painted by Miguel
Mata after Cordero’s return to Mexico, shows a bushier moustache
and a full beard.

It is family knowledge that self-portraits were included both
in the 1850 Columbur, and in the 1853 Adultera. The presumed
portraits wers pointed out to me, but both personages, one a Span-
ish knight and the other a Pharisee, wore the full beard found in
the later Mata portrait. Also both wers treated competently, but
totally lacking in the subjective intensity rarely lacking in a self-
portrait,

Keeping faith in the family tradition, but having lost confi-
dence in the present identifications, I looked apain at the 4 dultera.
At the extreme left, on the very edge of the frame, is a head in
lost profile, pecking in, rather than actually part of the picture.
Self-cffacing, dark against a lighter ground, it wears a small,
drooping, well-groomed moustache that contrasts with the river-
gods® beards of the Pharisces. Its beak nosc and thin nestrils, its
open mouth, are painted with a feathery, quivering stroke quite
unlikes the ponderous competence that marks the rest of the picture,
I pointed it out to the family and we checked the features further
against the profile of Juan Lionardo, of whom it could have been
a portrait,

The Sparnish knight, the alleged self-portrait in the Columbus,
wears also the anachronistic full beard. Using the precedent of
the Adultera, T locked instead for an unasuming posture and a
lost profile, perhaps also silhouetted against the light, These char-
acteristies correspond to the knesling Indian captive. He has the
small well-groomed moustache, the bony nose, and thin nostrils
that were Cordero’s, and that are scarcely Indian characteristics.
Caorollary evidence iz the proximity to the subjectively intense
dedication, Here also, despite the brown hue with which grand-
father had chosen to dye himself, the family agreed to the truth
of the new identification,

That both self-portraits are in profile is unusual, but not im-
probable, given the wse of multiple mirrors,

Even in colonial times, the Mexican nation was symbolized by
an Indian girl, either in genuine pre-Hispanic costume and hair-
dress, or in the plumed skirt and headdress that have been attrib-
uted to American aborigines since the sixteenth century, In his
18ar engravings of episodes in the life of the Mexican martyr, San
Felipe de Jesds, Montes de Oca represents Mexico as a pre-
Columbian maiden kneeling, holding an obsidian sword. By mid-
ecntury, she is more often shown reclining in a hammock tied to
palm trees,

A nationalistic connotation then allows even the white Mexican
to think of himself as Indian. The modern school of painting has
brought to a climax the trivmph of Indianism, understood thusas a
national badge,

peddler saved enough to pay his passage to Italy, and a gov-
ernment already kindly inclined toward artists met fur-
ther expenses with the post of attaché to its Legation to
the Holy See.’® The day before leaving, Cordero painted a
portrait of his aged father that stands out in his work for
boldness of impasto and of chiarescuro, Tradition has it
that he painted the picture in that single afternoon, at the
request of the old man seized with a premonition that he
might not live to see his son return. Perhaps it is only the
intimate content, subjective tenseness, and haste of execu-
tion that suggest an infiltration of style from the mature
Goya. Summing up his Mexican studies, the portrait never-
theless speaks well for his local teachers."

In REome, Cordero was not hampered in his cultural
search by the paternal gesture of his government in mak-
ing him in name a diplomat. If we are to believe the tradi-
. .+ he dedi-
cated fourteen hours daily to studies distributed between
Drawing, Anatomy, Perspective, and the Rules of Com-
position and of History.”*® His teacher was Natal de
Carta, or Natale Carta, known as a painter to me only
through careful copies of his work that Cordero included
in his shipments of pictures to Mexico. So competently thor-
ough is the treatment of figures and costumes as to suggest
Mengs as the master’s master, together with a faint infu-
sion of troubadour style.™

In Mexico City, on April 7, 1845, an unusually violent
earthquake wrecked the dome of the Christ Chapel of
Santa Teresa, the debris smashing the miraculous Crucifix
to bits, and destroying the greater part of the temperas
painted thirty-two years before by Ximeno y Planes. A
contemporary lithograph gives an idea of the extent of the
damage (Fig. 5. Started with pious enthusiasm, the work
of reconstruction was to cost over 100,000 pesos and to
last thirteen years.*

tion related to this moment of his career, *.

18. Original momkramicnts in the collection of Juan Lionardo
Cordera, Mexico City.

1g. The picture is still in the family, in the collection Raz
Guzindn, Mexico City. A Raz Guzmin married a dauwghter of
Cordera. Tt is unsigned and undated, a fact that strengthens rather
than weakehs the attached family tradition,

zo. Antonie Garcia Cubas, Discionarie geogrdfice, hstdrice »
Mogrdfico de los Estador Unides Mexicamor, Mexico, 1588, arti-
cle “Cordere.” Quoted from Don Francisco Zarco, "D, Juan Cor-
dero,” Le Nustracien Mexicana, 1, 1851, p. 138,

21. An Ttalian peasant girl in the collection of Sra. Dolores
Vertiz, Vda. de Orvafiancs, San Angel, is probably the picture listed
in the catalogue of the Academy show of 1350 as %38, Traje del
puehle de Neptuno en los estados pentificios, Una joven de mas de
medio cuerpo, apoyada en una rosa (roca?) con fondo de mar.
56 x g2." Signed “Juan Cordero Copié.” La Mora, on loan at the
1945 show, from the collection of Sra, Asuncidn Cordero de
Sinchez, is stylistically and physically a companion picce to the
first, and the signature is also followed by an indecisive but prob-
able *Copis.” Distinet from his other Italian works, T take these
two pictures as a clue to the style of Cordero’s master.

22. Historia de la milagrosa Renovacidn . . ., 1845, PP. 144~
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Political independence had not yet severed the conti-
nuity of a colonial art tradition lavish in murals, and new
ones were trusted to Juan Cordero for the restored build-
ing. Naturally, painting could not begin until the architec-
ture was completed, and the young artist continued his
studies in Rome for years, meanwhile working on the com-
position,

A sketchbook of minute format (434" % 3"), dating
from his Roman period, contains the expected scribblings,
trip expenses, books to read — Thomas Moore and Lord
Byron! — address of a model, resolve to stop smoking,
comparative amounts received by other art students from
their governments, top dogs being the Russians, “with no
obligation, and when they do some copies, the same acad-
emy that pensions them buys their work,”*

Besides such jottings are sketches that range from juve-
nile eharges, 2 man with a high hat and one with a beak
nose, to copies of Carpaccio, Titian, Guido Reni, Carlo
Dolei, and apparently Isabey. Current mural preoccupa-
tions drove Corders to sketch the Pantocrator of Santa
Pudenziana, to study ways of filling a lunette, and how
Raphael contrived to suspend in space the cluster of vol-
umes of his Visions of Ezekiel, paragon of the future domi-
cal decoration of the rebuilt Santa Teresa,

Between 1845 and 1850 may be dated the works of his
second shipment to the Mexican Academy, among them
two biblical subjects, Moiser en Raffidin® and an An-
nunciacion,” careful, polished compositions, nevertheless
bathed in light and tender with a spirit of youth surprised
at its own mastery, Dated 1847, the double portrait of his
fellow-pensioners, Pérez and Valero, of two copper-hued
young sculptors in gray workclothes, is more intimate, and
strongly Mexican, The scumbled chords of terre-verte,
English red, and raw sienna are toned low to match the

148 and facing p. 186, The lithograph is & rush work made just
after the earthoguake, that corresponds to today’s news photographs.
It complements an appendix, pp. 151-177, “Acta que contiene los
principales sucesos ocurridos en la destruceidn de la saprada imagen
de Cristo erucificade, conocida por ¢l Sefior de Santa Teresa”

23. Collection Sra. Asuncién Cordere de Sinchez, Mexico City.

24. Catdloge de los objetos de Bellas Aries de que consia la Se-
irsnrda Esposicién Annal de la dcademia Nacional de San Carlos de
México, Mexico, Establecimiento Tipogrifico de R. Rafael, Calle
de Cadena no. 13, January 1850, “No. 36, Moises, Aaron v Ur en
el monte Oreb. Moises, sentado en un pefiasce, tiene alzadas al ciele
las manes implorands la proteceion del altisimo, mientras sus ojos
con espresion ansiosa se dirigen al llano bajo sus ples, donde los
soldados de Tsrael pelean con sws enemigos, Aarven ¥ Ur, con sem-
blantes en los que se trasluce la esperanza v el temor, sostienen las
manos del gran legislador. 52 % 61 Signed: “Juan Cordero, Inv.
Foma, 1847 In the collection of Sr. Javier Villada Savifion,
Mexico City,

25, Catdloge . . ., 1850, “No. 39. La salutacidn angélica. El
angel en una nubc se aparece a Maria que interrompe su oracidn:
con la mane fzquierda le presenta la azucena y con la derecha acom-
pafia la salutacién. z7 x z1.” Cellection Galeria de Pintura de
México.

Indian skin, with the white of a collar and a cuff for spice
{Fig. 6).*° Placed side by side again at the Cordero show
of 1945, as they had been in 1850, the contrast between
portraits and biblical themes justifies the thesis of Baron de
Humboldt that both Apelle Belvedere and the Asztec
Coatlicue are relevant to the formation of a Mexican
artist.

In 1850, Columbus before the Catholic Sovereigns™
was painted, Tt s as enamel-smooth as the biblical themes,

26, Catdlogo . . ., 1350, “No. 37. Betratos de los dos escultores
pensicnados en Roma por esa Academia. 46 x 36.7 Collection
Galeria de Pintura de México.

The unfinished bust about which the models are grouped is
probably the one mentioned in the catalogue of the 1851 show:
“Neo, 36. D Felipe Valero, Estatua de Jupiter, copia del original
del Sr. Galli, romane,™

zy. For notices of the 1945 show at Palacio de Bellas Artes, see
the newspaper and magazine articles published during and sinee
the show, The list was given to me by Father José Antonio Cordero,

Daily newspapers: £l Nacfowal, Auwgust 5 and 12, 1945; Ef
Uspwersal, July 20, 22, 26, 29, and August 5, 1945; Novedades,
July 28, 1945 Excelsior, July 18, zo, 23, 26, 25, and September
1z, 19455 Ultimar Neticias, July 12 and z7, August 6, 23, 24, 25,
and September 11, 1945; El Universal Grdfico, June 6 and July
25y 19455 Prenie Grdfice, August 8, 1945,

Magazines: Norse, no, 963 Repina de Revistes, August 12, 1945
Nogostros, August 11, and September 1, 19455 Juever de Excelrior,
August 23, 19453 Frtampa, August 8, 1045 La Nueva Repiblica,
August 1, 19455 A5, August 25, and September 1, 19455 Hoy,
August 11, 1945 and June 1, 1946; La Nacidr, July 21, and Au-
gust 4, 1945 Imferoembio, August, 1945; Tepeyas, September,
1945; Mafswa, May 11, 1946; Universidad, orgare de la Uni
wversidad de Nueve Lednm, no. 5. OF special interest are Excelsior,
July 26, 19435, written by the artists grandson, Juan Lionardo
Cordero, and Usiversidad, by Salvador Toscano, Also my own arti-
cles, El Naciomal, August 5, 1945, and Hey, Aupgust 11, 1945,

Druring the show, two inscriptions by Diego Rivera framed the
entrance door. They sum up today’s reappraisal, "Cordero fué en
¢l Siglo x1x la primera affirmacién del muralismeo laico, civico, con
sentide social, Su obra fué destrvida por los “centificos,” pero ol
queds comao ¢l precursor de la actoal pintura mural mexicana”

“Cordero afirmé, dentro del clisico Greco-romano del México
sometido ¥ semi-colonial, el gentido profundo del clisico mexicano
del México independiente que ahora empieza a renacer.”

28, Catdloge . . ., January, 1851, “No. z25. De vuelta Coldn
del nugve munde que acababa de descubrir, presenta a los principes
catdlicos Da. Isabel ¥ Fernando, varios naturales de la nueva
tierra y ricos regalos de los productos de aquel swelo, Sentados los
reyes debajo de un rico dorsel, s¢ levanta D, Fernando para honrar
al afortunado marino, que acercéindose a los soberanoes, indica con
vna mano los presentes de la tierra descublerta: muochas damas de
honor ¥ caballeros estin presentes a esta escena gloriosa para Es-
pafia, 76 x 108 -pulgadas” Collection Galeria de Pintura de
Meéxico, The friction between Clavé and Cordere may be said to
have started with the showing of this pictere at the Academy,
Farco writes in La Tlustracidn Mexicana, 1, 1831, p. 143, Y 4
pesar de todo, ne quisiézamos decitle, pero debemos hacerlo, en
México hube empefio en ciertas gentes de ir & buscar lunares en el
cvadro de Coldn . . . y la censura que se hacia de Corders, in-
spiraba compasion hécia los que se esforzaban en eclipsar su gloria
porque era mexicano, . . . Y preciso es notar, que en la esposicidn
ne parece casual el lugar en que s han eolocado las obras de Cor-
dero. Parece que se les ha buscade la peor luz, que s¢ ha tenide
decidido empefio en que resalte ménes su mérito; ¥ esto o5 innoble,
es indigno, sobre todo de parte de un artista®
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in light Naples yellows and velvet reds. More complex
than that of previous works, the composition groups and
lights many figures with the care of a stage director. Psy-
chologically, the picture is important to prove that Cordero
was not dazzled by Rome to the point of forgetting his far-
away, war-seared, war-mutilated country. Besides the im-
plications of his self-portrait among the group of Indian
slaves,® there is an inscription modestly hidden under the
edge of the palatial carpet fringe as if it were half-swept
dust, “To the Academy of San Carlos of Mexico, this
testimonial of gratitude. J. Cordero. Roma 18507
(Fig. 7)-

This grateful caption means more to us in retrospect
than the young artist could guess. His relation to the
Academy was to fill a life-span with hopes and heart-
breaks, and the pleasantness was soon to sour. He ad-
dressed his thanks to the school as he had known it, down-
at-heel, easy-going, that managed to share its poverty with
him, but that school did not exist any more, Well-meaning
uplifters, with Don Bernardo Couto at their head, having
raised enough money for the purpose, imported in 1846 a
Catalan director, Don Pelegrin Clavé, who aptly described
himself as . . . having received an academic education,
and now professor in an academy.”™ Clavé was a superb
executive, a moral zealot, and a mediocre painter who
never recovered from a trip taken in his youth to Ger-
many. “How could I forget . . . the eminent and ven-
erable Overbeck . . . first perhaps to start the reaction
against the profanities of the Renaissance.”" Spared from
his scorn were very few painters, namely, Kaulbach and
Cornelius,™

Here was a foreign director who, unlike his Spanish
predecessors, could not be prodded to anger or lulled into

2g. There is among the “muchas damas de honor® another por-
trait, that of Maria Bonani, an Italian girl with whom the
painter was in love, which gives an even sharper edge to the racial
allvzion,

30. Couto, Didlogo . . ., 1872, pp. 8g—go. The text, dating
from 1850, was published pesthumonsly, “Lo piblica la viuda del
autor,” It purports to be a conversation between Couto as the en-
lightened amateur, Clavé as the professional painter, and the poet
Pesado, That no changes were made in the text after the earlier
date iz obvious. For example, in the dialogee relating to mural
painting, quoted later, mention is made of that of Ramon Sagredo,
painted in 1857, but none of the work that Clavé himself began
in 1861 in the Church of La Profeza, The latter work was not
even forcseen at the date of the writing, as Clavé advances instead
as a future possibility the painting of muorals in what is now the
library of the Academy, a work that was never carried out,

Though nowhere does Couto claim that the dialogue is a short-
hand transeription of actual conversations, it appears to be a care-
fully and artificially ordered composite, each phrase remaining
true to the character who delivers it. To round out a knowledge of
Clavé, see his biography in Manuel G, Revilla, Obrar, 190%, 1,
pp. 107=217.

31. Coute, #p. cit., p. 97.

32, Revilla, of. cit., p. 125,

languor by the exotic milieu. “I did not find in Mexico any
school [of art] either good or bad, and taught my disciples
along the lines I had learned in Barcelona and Rome”®
After a few years of happy-go-lucky loitering — that had
nevertheless bred a Cordero — the National Academy
bent its neek again under the Spanish yoke, as if it still were
the Repal Academy,

Cordero returned to the patris in 1853, carting with
him on a trip still hazardous a colossal canvas, The Re-
demptor and the Woman Taken in Adultery. He exhibited
it in 1854 at the remodeled Academy, to show taxpayers
what cultural profits accrued from the small sum they had
invested in him,*

To use the word in its original sense, the picture was a
masterpicce, in that it proved that the student could now
be considered a master. Cordero also practiced the equiva-
lent of modern newspaper publicity, publishing a letter
from Rome, dated July 10, 1853, written by Steffano
Ciccolini to the “Ilustrisimo y Reverendisimo Sefior D,
Carlos Borgnana, candnigo de la Patriarcal Basilica La-
terense, &, in the hope that foreign approval would in-
fluence national apinion.

Juan Cordero has recently painted an histerical picture,
twenty palms wide and fourteen high, and is leaving for
Mexico, where it will be shown at the Academy so that his
countrymen may judge of the ability, and scope, and good
orientation of the studies that have raised him high in the
most noble art of painting. . . . Good are the fruits he has
reaped, for those familiar with the sight of what is good and
beautiful say that the manner in which the work has been
imagined shows very good sense as concerns subject matter, and
that the figures are egregiously disposed, and learnedly bol-
stered by what art can and should contribute to beautify it all:

11. Coute, of. i, p. 97,

34. Exhibited at the Academy show of 1854, not in the ex-
hibition galleries, but by itself in the permanent gallery, Catdlogo

« «y 1854, P 16, “En la galeria de pintura de esta Academia estd
¢l cuadro criginal de I, Juan Cordero, artista mexicano que ha
sido pensiomado de este establecimiento en Roma, v ha vuelto
despuds de completar alli su educacién artistica: el cuadro repre-
senta a la mujer acusada de adulterio por los fariseos ante Jesu
Cristo.

“En primer termine el Salvador con apacible y majestuoso
semblante sefiala los misteriosos caracteres que ha escrito en la
tierra, los eircunstantes todes espresan el efecto que en ellos ha
producide lo escrito por el Sr.y la acusada, con un semblante
humilde e interesante, manifestz su arrepentimiento; de los acusa-
dores unes tratan con empefio de descifrar al misterioso letrero, ¥
otros abandonan el lugar de la escena, porgue han side confundidos
por el que penetra los intimos secretos del corazon, Vease al fondo
las grandiosas escaleras del templo, en cuyo vestibulo estd pasando
la escena. 4 varas x § varas 18 p Collection Cordero family,

Related to the picture is a canvas in the collection Raz Guamin,
with studies of the head of Jesus and that of the woman, actual
size, with the plain canvas for background. In the same collec-
tion 13 an claborate black and white replica, a wash drawing with
variants, probably prepared as model for a commercial engraving.
In the small Ttalian sketchbook are two jottings of the Pharisee
wha bends over the Hebrew characters, one bearded, and the other
beardless as in the final version,
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perspective, sentiments, costumes, colors, lights, shadows, with
a perfection in everything that leaves nothing to desire. . . .

The return of Cordero scarcely pleased Clavé, who
could hardly dismiss the picture in as cavalier a fashion as
he had on arrival the whole Mexican school. The hard-
est critical task is to recapture, once the trail has long since
cooled, those heated convictions that made contemporaries
clash, now when all are bedfellows, berthed within the
style of a given period. Both Cordero and Clavé were
partisans of peisture d'histoire, both told their noble stories
through the same dignified puppets — bearded, antique-
draped ancients.” Stylistic differences are today so slight
and the correspondence so close that the passions raised by
The Redemptor and the Woman Taken in ddultery sug-
gest an organized political opposition, Clavé-inspired,
rather than a genuine aesthetic passion. Clavé, however,
doubtless resented the sensuous coloring, the relative im-
petuousness in. the execution, that distinguished Cordero
from the puritan Overbeck,

La Hustracion Mexicana consoled Juan Cordero by say-
ing of his masterpiece that *. . .
nothing has been lacking to authenticate its merit, not even
the venomous darts of envy. Given that the fame of one of
our compatriots 15 in the balance, the best possible answer
to all elasses of inveetives is the estimate of Steffane Ciceo-
lini. . . %

Mow an object of scandal and admiration, Cordero
could not be overlooked by the ruling powers. The next
best thing was to absorb him within the official salaried
world, He was offered the sub-direction of the Academy.
Cordero refused the post and salary of 1,000 pesos in a let-
ter where Mexicanism runs high, “T must confess that T
did not sacrifice the best years of my life in foreign coun-

as to all works of genius,

tries, nor did I receive favors from the Academy, to come
back to my own patriz to serve under Sefior Peleprin
Clavé.”™ One must note the refreshingly chauvinistie
mention of Europe as “other countries” at a time when
enlightened Mexicans spent both efforts and money to put
a European at the head of the school, unmindful of the
implied slight to Mexican artists. Also notable is Cordern’s
continued devetion to the Academy he had known, that
impedes him from pledging his loyalty to what everyone
believed to be a much-improved Academy.

35. “El Redentor v La Mujer Adultera. Cuadro del Pintor
Mexicano Don Juan Cordere,” La Hustracion Mexizana, 1v, 1854,
PR 5—10.

36, The similarities are limited to those between biblical pictures
that Cordero painted in his early period and the whole hiblical
output of Clavé and Clavé’s students, Pictures like the Roman por-
trait of Pérez and Valero are far beyond the scope of Clavé in
sheer beauty of paint, Cordero’s mural boldness remmains un-
matched.

17. Ihid.

38. Revilla, Obray . . ., p. 260,

Cordero had refused the sub-directorship with the hope
of replacing Clavé, whose contract expired at the end of
1855.%* The man who could get him the job was the cur-
rent dictator, His Excellency General Antonio Ldpez de
Santa-Anna.*® The best way for a painter to invade the
intimacy of the great was to paint their portraits. Rubens
had already blended the portraiture of influential per-
sonages with diplomatic pursuits rows le manteau, and
Cordero did the same. Both the ageing Dictator and his
young second wife, Sefiora Dolores Tosta de Santa-Anna,
posed for him.

These easel pictures are the first to announce Cordern’s
ample mural style, They are the least constricted of offi-
cial portraits, done with the freedom and intimate delight
with which a still-life can be approached. Unlike the care-
ful, respectable biblical machines, the portraits are of a
blunt mastery that matches that of a sign painter, of a
gross taste that proposes a Mexican aesthetic poles apart
from the Germanizing one of Clavé. The General strides
a fiery stallion impassively, his uniform blending with sad-
dle and trappings in a glow of blue, red, and gold, his sin-
gle leg spurred and booted., Chapultepec Castle looms in
the background, and gaudily attired hussars gallop and
drill on the lawn below.*

Given to her by the gallant General on her birthday, the
portrait of Dolores represents her standing in a room of the
Presidential Palace, beside a view of the Cathedral towers,
which act as a gray foil. Her resplendent white Sunday
best is strewn with loops of pearls braided among bouquets
of Jaurel leaves, in allusion to beauty wed to glory, Long
suede gloves, an ostrich fan, and retroussis of gold brocade
complete the regal ensemble (Fig. §).*

Santa-Anna’s sturdy taste was as one with that of his
lady in matters of fashion, and that of his painter in mat-
ters aesthetic. As expected, the Dictator commanded that,
at the end of Clavé’s second term the following year, Cor-
dero should become Director of the Academy.* Bernardo
Couto was head trustee of the institution, the same man

39. Besides the patriotic motive, level-headed people could point
to the difference in salaries, The director received 3,000 pesos an-
nually,

40. Onee a national hero and self-proclaimed Perpetual Dictator,
Santa-Anna was soon held responsible for the dismemberment of
the Republic after the American war, and remains to this date a
bite noire of Mexican history. In 1945, though the location of his
portrait by Cordero was known, it was considered politically pru-
dent to refrain from including it in the government-sponsored
show,

a1. Collection Sra. Aurelia Busto, Mexico City.

42. By modern standards, the best Cordero easel picture, to-
gether with the portrait of his father already described, Collection
Sr. Rafael Manzo, Mexico City,

43. Clav#s first three contracts were for four years ecach,
1846=50, 1851—55, and the term that Cordero meant to fill,
1856—60, I doubt if regular contracts were signed in the troubled
years of the Empire and the Reform, When Clavé returned to Eu-
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who had worked hard to bring Clavé from overseas, and
his personal judgment was on trizl. As happens in fact,
where paradox is as plentiful as reason, we find Couto, a
well-informed art amateur, on the side of the mediocre
Clavé, while General Santa-Anna, moved by a mere in-
stinct of military bluntness, champions the greater Cor-
dero.

As a further paradox, Couto showed such civie courage
as to appose the wish of the Dictator, alleging the ancient
fueros or exemptions that protected the autonomy of the
school. Santa-Anna did not doubt his own power, but must
have doubted his own taste, and bowed to the opinion of the
cultured Coute, thus pestponing by decades the coming of
the Mexican school of art into its own. This failure, which
was a failure in worldly opinion, foreed Cordero forever
out of a bureaucratic, horizontal plenty into a path of hard
work and great achievements,

His first mural, Jesus among the Doctors, a large lu-
nette in the Church of Jesis Marfa, is a transition work
of a technique still close to that of easel painting. Though
difficult to approach nowadays, high up on a dark wall, in a
church transformed into a storage hall for the national
military archives, it appears to be painted in desiccated oil
(Fig. 9).** Its personages also bring to mind the Woman
Taken in Adultery: the young Jesus is encircled by the
same Pharisees, with soupy beards and zine drapes. But the
sheen laboriously sought for in the easel picture is re-
placed in the mural by isolated areas of local color, deep
green, loud violet, metallic blue, minium red, saffron,
all condensed chroma intensities that contrast with the
diluted tints reserved for the drapes of the Holy Child. The
geometrical construction is defined by the horizontals and
verticals of a severe architecture that is but the pretext for a
mathematical partitioning of the plane. The effect is of
color stencils superimposed upon a geometrical diagram.
The subject dated at least from Italian days. The sketch-
book already referred to contains a scribble for a Christ
amonyg the Doctors, composed however in an upright rec-
tangle instead of the final half-circle.

A job long in the making was that of the Chapel of
Christ of the Church of Santa Teresa, commissioned in
1845. By 1853, the building had been restored, the giant

rope in 1868, he left his job safely in the hands of his students,
Rebull and Pina.

44. The photograph fails to give a true idea of size. The con-
sciously simple treatment, the heroie scale, and very heavy frame
make the picture appear smaller than its actual size. It was photo-
graphed with flash bulb at & distance, from the only spot where the
piles of archives permitted a centered stand, The electric cord that
hangs midway through the picture makes clear the geometric care
of Cordero, who bases this picture on an empty center, suggested
perhaps by the School of 4thens stanza of Raphacl,

Desiceated oil is the medium implied by the mat, dry surface,
but this may also be due to an application of mat varnish,

dome was raised again on its high ring of stone, and Cor-
dero started work,

Santa Teresa is definitely mural in technique and in
conception. Jesis Maria was a single wall, its problems
confined to the harmonic division of a flat area, differing
from the average easel picture only in that it was a half-
circle. Santa Teresa offered, instead, complex spatial rela-
tionships between the hemisphere of the central dome, the
quarter sphere of the absidal half-dome, the spherical seg-
ments of the pendentives, and the vaulted arches and verti-
cal walls. The artist understood and solved this purely
mural problem by increasing the figure scale and chroma
intensity in the ratio that the point of view recedes, in an
effort to equalize optical areas seen from widely differing
ranges and under diverse light conditions. Though scat-
tered all over the nave, the subject matter is one, as is the
architecture. For example, the zenithal God trespasses the
limits of the dome to bless the labors of the Evangelists
that dwell in the four pendentives.

Unlike that of Jesls Maria, the decoration is painted
directly on the wall in a tempera that resembles the glue
tempera, or distemper, of stage painters, but has lasted well
under trying conditions.*® Although they were mutilated
by revolutions and whitewashed in part after the secu-
larization of the chapel, a description of 1857 records the
total scheme:

The paintings are in the shell, or top part of the niche made
to receive the altarpiece, representing an episode of the mi-
raculons renovation of the Lord; in the cupola, where God the
Father is sarrounded by Virtues; in three of the pendentives,
where appear the Evangelists Saint John, Saint Luke, and Saint
Mark. At the sides of the central windows are four allegorical
figures, Astronomy, History, Poetry and Music, In the spaces
between pilasters are seen the four Apestles, Peter, Paul, James
the Major and James the Minor, In the panels and vault of the
choir are seven allegories of the Passion of Our Lord Jesus
Christ; over the door of the sacristy is the Purification in the
Temple, and facing it at the same height, the Birth of the Most
Holy Virgisn, Furthermore, centered over the two main lateral
altars are two large oil paintings, copies of the Tramsfiguration
of Our Lord, by Raphael, and of the duumeption, by Titian 5

45. Though far from factual, we quote what Lépez Lépez
wrote concerning the technique of Santa Teresa, May 11, 1858, as
quoted in Antonio Maria de Padua, La Madre de Dios en México,
Mexico, J. Ballesca y compafiia, 4 Amor de Dios, 1882, Ch, vi:
“Beeause of our ignorance, we felt ungualified to state if the works
considered were in oil, in fresco, or in tempera. They show the
body and vigor associated with oil, as do the effect and impasto,
and the light veiling. But their opacity shows that they are not in
oil, Neither do they scem painted in fresco or tempera. . . . No
doubt, Sr. Cordere uses a special method that has the advantages of
oil as concerns handling, and in effect the opacity of tempera.
Maybe this rare method presents other difficulties, requires per-
haps quickness, security, and conclusiveness. We should keep in
mind what difficulties were attendant upon the work, and against
which the artist has fought with great herolsm, . . .»

46, La Crus, v, 12, p. 404. That the work was bepun years be-
fare is suggested by a mention in the catalogue of the Academy
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Of the 100,000 pesos spent for the reconstruction of
the chapel, 11,500, or over ten per cent, was originally
carmarked for murals, The only other expense for decora-
tion that exceeds painting is that of the elaborate neo-
classic marble altarpiece, made to receive the miraculous
Crucifix, and imported from Italy.*’

A lithograph records the decoration in its original state
{Fig. 10). Since then, the murals of the apse have dark-
ened with decades of candle smoke and have partly peeled
off (Fig. 11). The Apostles, the Birth of the Virgin and
the Presentation at the Temple are whitewashed.”® The
two oils have disappeared, apparently at the time that
Zapatista troops occupied the city. The upper half of the
A ssummption was found by the grandson of the artist, Father
José Antonio Cordero, in a private collection in San
Angel.® The fragment is badly preserved, and shows
parallel creases that prove that it was kept for a while rolled
and under a weight, probably in some hiding place.

The dome is intact, except for the central scar left by
the removal of a chandelier (Figs. 12-13).*" Raised on a
show of 1852, where Cordero himself did not exhibit, “No. 24.
D, Manuel Brito. Un angel con los tres claves del Se. Copin de
Cordero.” The subject is the same as that of one of the “scven

allegories of the Passion of Our Lord Jesus Christ,” in the choir of
Santa Teresa,

47. Of interest is the complete list of decorative expenses quoted

by La Cruz, pp. 401—402, naming the artists who collaborated with
Caordero on the ensemble:

2,590 pesos Escultura ornamental
9,117 Daorado v estuco, por el artista mexicang D, José
Alvirez
13,700 El templete de marmol, confiado a los Sres, Tan-
fassi
11,500 Pinturas, encargadas al artista mexicane D, Joan
Cordero
415 Vitrieras de ventanag, por I, Miguel Terrazas
200 Reposicion de coatro angeles de madera, que son

obra del eelebre escultor mexicano Patifio,

48. T take the two latter to have been mural panels, But they
may have been easel pictures. Lopez Lapez’ description is ambigu-
ous: “Right and left of the threshold are two original paintings,
the onc the Birth of the Virgin, and the other the Presentation of
the Savior at the Temple, Though they are close to the spectator
who enters the sanctuary, it scems that their author wished to give
them the character of sketches, not to distract from the main ob-
jeet, Because of their place, they are treated as accessories of such
minor importance that not even a frame has been added as yet”
La Madre de Dios . . ., Ch, V1,

‘The mention of a frame does not imply that they are casel pic-
tures, as each of the mural panels is limited by a frame-like mold-
ing. If easel paintings on canvas, they would be more probably
painted in ofl, and no mention is made of such a departure,

29, Of the copy of Raphael on the facing wall, there is in ex-
istence a #maller, earlier version that Cordero brought with him
from Ttaly, and that was exhibited at the Academy show of 1854,
together with La Adultera. Catalogue reference, “No, 1, Copia
del celebre cuadro de Rafzel que representa la Transfiguracidn del
Sefior, DLV, 59 % 30 p."

Though a catalogue note informs us that DLV, means De Venta,
there was no sale. The picture is still in the possession of the fam-
ily, collection Raz Guzmdin.

so. The chandelier was put up long after the mural was com-

ring of stone deeply coffered in a pattern reminiscent of
that of the Roman Pantheon, the painted hemisphere ac-
quires in illusion more robustness than its huge frame,
From its zenith, God the Father appears, swaddled in
Mars violet drapes, silhouetted against a dazzling egp-
yellow dawn. One can only with difficulty credit the deli-
cate Vision of Ezekiel for being its first inspiration. A
coarse vigor animates (God, weight makes His levitation
dubious, and the Hand blessing seems equally ready to
cushion an expected fall.

Seated around the ledge of the circumference as if upon
the mouth of a well, Cardinal and Theological Virtues
appear as giantesses transformed by the steep ceiling per-
spective and the epic strength of the brush into heaps of
granite-hard draperies. They cradle in their fleshy arms
holy attributes: an anchor, a cross, a palm, and other ac-
cessories carpentered for just such a celestial opera, The
unflagging chromas and contrasts reserved by the painter
for this higher level, failing to smooth into the projected
unity with distance, daze even an eye keyed to Van Gogh.™

The pendentives are milder, more cautiously brushed,
and yet the painted volume of the drapes still holds its own
beside clouds gessoed in true relief. Foreshortenings in-
tended to suggest height disclose footsoles in striking remi-
niscence of the ghostly footprints that trod the trails painted
in pre-Hispanic codices (Fig. 14).*

Mildest of all and closest to a museum palette are the
triangular panels that flank the central lateral windows,
Raphaelesque, but replacing the optical lllusions that make
air circulate in the Parsassus, by iron-cast sculpturesque
definitions (Fig. 15).

Tempera is a heroic medium, inasmuch as values and
colors change in drying as they do in fresco, and Cordero
banked perhaps too much en dim light and long optical
range to melt certain discordant tones into harmony, This
brusqueness, bracing to the modern eye, must have seemed
hardly bearable to most contemporaries, all the more when
the decoration was in its pristine strength, A writer of
1857 remarked with pious reserve, “if we may speak quite
frankly, the paintings in fresco [#ic] failed to please a ma-
jority among intellipent persons, either as to composition,

pleted. Says Revilla, op. cir., p. 186, “El actual capéllan de Santa
Teresa mando suspender de la cupula una cuerda para limpara
que arranca del torse del Padre Eterno v que afea, corta y divide
toda la decoracion, ¥ a causade desperfectos a la pintura.,” Probably
ea. 1915, when the oil paintings were removed, the chandelier dis-
appeared. In its place there remains the ugly scar that disembowels
the firure of God the Father,

s1. Lipez Lipes, as a friend of Cordero, has an ingenious ex-
planation for the unusual vividness, “The Glory is painted to be
seen at one glance, for who eould stay a leng time with head lifeed
up to the zenith, In consequence, all is decisive and frank, all is
brilliant and meant for a violent effect as is needed for a rapid
impression, soul-photographic, if T may be permitted the term.™
Anime-fotogrdfica is indeed a daring term to be coined in 1855,

52. Remark made by Diego Rivera in his lecture on Cordero.
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or drawing, or color, especially those of the cupola and the
quarter dome., The three Evangelists scem harsh in ex-
treme, as are also the four Apostles, . . 7™

The reference to three Evangelists when four dwell in
the four pendentives is not an error. Of the four Evan-
gelists, one is the original Saint Matthew painted in 1813
by Ximeno y Planes, with a minor mystery attached to its
preservation (Fig. 16). The drawing lithographed in
1847, directly after the earthquake, illustrates the pen-
dentives in place, with the corresponding panels by Ximeno
y Planes seemingly untouched by debris.”* The accom-
panying text explains, “That day, at three fifty p.m. a very
intense earthquake brought down the dome, leaving only
its base and pedestal, sparing the enframing arches and

their pendentives, whose good pictures remain intact.
MED

+ 8 8

It appears that, when Cordero started painting in the
reconstructed building, only one of the Ximeno Evan-
gelists remained, According to El Diarie de Avises, in an
article published while the decoration was in course, . . .
the fourth figure is that of Saint Matthew, When the ter-
rible accident of the destruction of the cupela cccurred, it
scems that in its fall it wished to respect this sacred Evan-
gelist, and Cordero has decided to preserve the only one
that remained intact.”* Lz Cruz quotes the passage and
comments somewhat heatedly:

For many years intelligent people have known that the figure
of Saint Matthew was quite defective because of the position
of one of its legs, and one is led to believe that Sr. Cordera,
when he respected said figure, thought that the spectators would
use its shortcomings as the basis for a comparison favorable to
the new paintings. . . . When we keep in mind that after the
destruction, the four frescoes of the pendentives remained in
goad state, we have to do ourselves violence indeed to attribute
to an aceident the preservation of the only defective figure.
Mevertheless, this one shows by its color intonation a perfect
grasp on the part of the artist of the effect that works of this
type should produce, and we are even prone to believe that,
from this point of view, the comparison is unfavorable to the
new Evangelists.™

Moved by the cold critical reception of the work the spon-
sors, disregarding the terms or the contract, paid the artist
only 8,000 pesos, or 3,500 less than the agreed price.”®

§3. La Craz, v, 12, p. 404

£4. The lithograph shows two of the pendentives completely,
and encugh of a third to suggest that it is also intact. We know
that the fourth, not visible in the print, was spared, as it is the Saint
Matthew that is still in place. See note zz.

g5, Historia de la Milagrosa Renovacién . . ., 1845, pp. 152—
15%.

56, April 8, 1857, I quote from the passage reprinted in La
Cruz, ¥, 12, because this copy of El Disric de Awisos is mising
from the files of the National Hemeroteca of Mexico.

57- La Cras, v, 12, pp. 404—305.

58. Payment mentioned in Revilla, op. cit, p. 266,

We may believe that Cordero was not approached to do
the next mural, that of the Church of San Fernande, but
that he asked for the job, eager to justify himself, or else
for no other reason but that he was a born muralist. We
know that the work was done without pay, and there i
ground to believe that the artist even had to pay for the
colors he used.™

The circumstances were strangely parallel to those that
resulted in the decoration of Santa Teresa. The earth-
quake of June 19, 1858, badly wrecked San Fernando,
opening wall cracks from dome to floor. Repairs costing
up to 80,000 pesos were begun. This time, Cordero’s pa-
trons were the Barefoot Franciscans of the Reformed Ob-
servance, At the time, the church was midway between
city and country. The convent grounds included gardens
and orchards, and a famed cemetery. Burials were ro-
mantically solemn, the whele community sallying forth
from church to grave, with flaming torches wavering in
the wind,*™

Only the cupola and its four pendentives are the work
of Cordero. The remaining matching decorations were
painted by Don Santiago Villanueva, then famous for his
perspective illusions.®* One feels here that boldness has
been replaced by caution, that the artist does not only fol-
low his inspiration, but makes a bid for popularity, The
dome of San Fernando is an attempted mes culpa for the
originality of that of Santa Teresa (Figs. 17-18).

The Immactdate Conception, oyster gray in a dark blue
mantle, ascends a heaven of changing hues, ranging from
golden ocher to flesh shade, to a kind of blueing blue. A
dance of small cherubs in green, red, and purple scarves
rings the shaft of the lantern, a motif already essayed in
the dome of the Cathedral by Ximeno y Planes. Adoles-
cent angelical musicians fill the dome, plucking harps,
blowing trumpets, and playing cellos, while other spirits
raise banners and display mottoes on streamers. Fortu-

59. Ihd., p. 272, on the lack of payment. That Cordero paid
for colors from his own pocket is implied by the fact that he sed
very cheap ones, This does not mean that it was unsound practice,
or that he did not give consciously the preference to colors made
in his own country,

Go. Manuel Rivera Cambas, México pintoresco, artistice y
monumental, Mexico, 1880, 1, p. 376,

Such a burial, lithographed three years before Cordero started
painting, is illustrated in Lo Crus, 111, facing p. 531.

&1. Besides the mention in Diario de dwisos, July 18, 1360,
thers i a reference to Villanueva in Lipez Lépez, in his Juicie
Critico quoted later, that gives an idea of the forte of this painter.
Speaking of perspective defects in a make-believe piece of architec-
ture painted by Clavé, Lopez Lépez remarks, “The artist could
have neutralized this effect by lowering substantially the capitals
of the two columns seen in third and last plane, by [increasing]
the obliqueness of the lateral cornices, showing more of the inside
plane of the temple ceiling, This would straighten the prism, cor-
rect the perspective, and complete the illusion. To paint this little
temple, it would have been wise to invite the famous Mexican art-
ist Don Santiage Villanueva.”
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nately, Cordero could meet the taste of his period in re-
gard to color without appreciably lowering his blatant
taste, for it was the time when solferinos and magentas
became fashionable, The tunics of the heavenly musicians
and courtiers are either painted all of a piece from a single
pot of paint, or display theatrical sheens: a leaf preen warms
up to salmon pink, a magenta turns baby-blue. A tem-
peramental bluntness adds strident notes of its own. Among
well-behaved drapes, one angular vermilion scarf resem-
bles cast iron. Harps and cellos approximate the weight of
the accessories painted in Santa Teresa, solid enough to
give a sense of unease when in suspension at such a height,

Another factor besides that of public justification plays a
réle in the making of this mural. It is one that helps ex-
plain the striking change of mood between the virile
strength found in Santa Teresa and the feminine grace
that pervades San Fernando: Sefiorita Angela Osio, who
became in 1860 Mrs. Juan Cerdera, lived in the neighbor-
hood of the church, and courtship and mural painting pro-
ceeded simultanecusly.

The Sefiorita was no longer young by the standards of a
time when girls married at thirteen, and took their dolls
with them to the nuptial couch. She was all of twenty-four
years old, just emerging from an unhappy love affair that
ended when her widowed mother won over the daughter’s
beau in marriage.”® This, and for Cordero the lull that
comes as the aftermath of an indecisive love affair, brought
them together. The comparative mildness of San Fer-
nando’s aesthetic may be a gallant gesture to meet Dofia
Angela’s spinsterish taste.

The painter reaped the public applause he had sought.
It became fashionable to go see the Cordero mural as an al-
ternative to a picnic, a concert, or a dance. El Diario de
Awisos has preserved a conversation on the topic by young
men about town, spattered with a wealth of exclamation
signs, and larded with Enplish, French, and Italian ex-
pressions that add slickness to the simplest statement:*

The afterncon was beantiful, clear our conscience. . . . The
sonl made ready to savor the distractions that work well done
deserves.

— To Tacubaya — To San Cosme! — To the Tivoli gar-

dens!®

6z. A well-documented family tradition, Angela Osio lived at
the time at 10 Calle de Guerrero, in front of the church. Cordero
painted her portrait, signed and dated in that same year, 1860;
now in the collection Raz Guzman., The versatile gallant whom
her mother married was the musician Bruno Flores,

63, "Variedades: El Convento de San Fernando v las pinturas de
un artista mexicano,” ! Diarfo de Awises, July 13, 14, 13 and 19,
1850, T keep the foreign words italicized, including English ones,
as ueed in the original Spanish texe.

64. To understand what the other attractions were that com-
peted with Cordero’s work, let us remember that “in the tivelis, the
fare lists such rare names as purée aux moutons, . . . Fashion
makes of the tivolis well attended places, . . . There rendezvous

— No, my lads: No! T'o S8an Fernando! said a certain dandy,
a certain sympathetic farhionable, whose brove gargon manner
and good breeding stamped him as the leader of our little
chapel.

— Ta 8an Fernando!! And what for! To some burial! —
Thanks, [ am against funeral meeetings. . . .

— Mothing like that for sure.

— Agresd then, and to San Fernande, . . .

Once inside the severe temple, our friend said, “Gaze at
this dome and pendentives, and say sincerely if . . . the beanti-
ful inspiration of famed Cordero cannot afford delights for a
whole afterncon.” :

For a while we kept oor heads raised; we remained a long
while in suspense, impressed by the splendid decoration,

— This is good enough to delight an expert — said a fellow,
shortsighted for sure — . . . However it pleases me, as [ find
in it I know not what that is surprising and celestial,

— It must be becanse of the many little angels, my lad, or
because you look at a sky and clouds,

— No, rather because it is a job well done, . . . I find this
figure somewhat elumsy, [however] 1 know that such figures
are as & rule colossal in scale to produce a properly natural effect
at the distance from which they are seen, . . . Dis dons mon
cher, what i3 over the Saint Bonaventure, that I just perceive,
without knowing what it is?

— Those are four somtatrice most beautiful,

— . . . What rainced on these singing figures, and why are
they so washed out?

— Rather than rain, it scems that Cordera wished to vary
the tonality in this group, either for perspective effect, or be-
cause he has been accused of harshness. . . .

— Well, then, | am for harshness. . . . It seems to me that-
courage is needed to solve problems in this style, for there is
no place left to waver about what it is that one sought to ex-
press—. This method is doubtless connected with a type of
nerve and of energy that is both incisive and aggresive, . . .
Canario! To be harsh one needs good anatomical knowledge,
for nothing remains hidden of the work, . . .

On all parts, one heard praises and admiring exclamations,
for other spectators had joined vs. . . . Suddenly they all
stopped talking. . . . Their silence coincided with the arrival
of a certain artist, of open manner, with a beard thick, long
and spectacular, aman . . . respected, more than for his grave
demeanor, for his intelligenee and judicions application,"

The well-known artist was immediately surrounded and
interpelled, and eagerly heard. The expert master weighed
with ease and reason the select compesition of $r. Cordero,
his drawing frank and to the point, his spontanecus handling,

take place, novelesque adventures with for protagonist a lady
whase features are veiled; there is the indispensable place for the
repasts of the wealthy. . . . None equals the Tiveli of San Cosme
for agrecable sojourn, well groomed arbors, and the beautiful as-
pect of the dining places” Rivera Cambas, Mdxice pimtoresce

- oy I e 3400

65, This unnamed expert, an open admirer of Cordero, may be
the painter Miguel Mata. While teaching at the Academy, he
headed the opposition to the director®s policies. He published in
La Rewolucidm, October g0, 1855, an article that taunted Clavé:
“Diez afios hace que vinieron csos sefiores ¥ que artistas nos pre-
sentan? Be dira como se ha diche, que &5 termine muy corto para
formarse un artista? Y a tardade mas para formarss el Sr. Cor-
dero!™ Quated by Revilla, op. oft,, pp. 144145,
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the harmonious color, the reasoned chiaroscuro, the glorious in-
terpretation, the good show of drapes, the freshness of flesh-
tones, the variety of intonations, and how the groups wove
into each other, and the luminosity of the whole.

After a short silence, one of the late comers exclaimed, with
transport half artistic and half religiows: — How magnificent
this oil of Sr. Cordera! . . .

Our artist turned his head with distaste, a5 if he had been
bitten, but seeing from whence came the stone, politely an-
swered a candid oldster; — I know what you mean, but let
me caution you: The work you admire is not an ail.

— What he! And where then may be the merit you speak
of? And what will foreigners think if they find ont that it is
not an oil? And how could the community agree that such a
work to be done otherwise than in oil? . . %

— To paint in oils, my dear sir, is to paint with oil, and the
material used in painting does not affect correction and beaoty,
but durability. This is known to foreigners, and they will not
disdain the work because it isnot anml. . . .

— As you say, if not for quality, then at least for per-
manency, it should have been done inail. . . .

— This type of decoration iz better done in tempera or in
fresco for a number of reasons. Firet because of size. Second
ag regards handling and economy. Third, for lack of glos and
a better appearance, Painting it in oil means that the prepara-
tion would be hazardous and unequal, slow, difficule and ex-
pensive in execution, the effect heavy in parts, null in others
becauze of the shine, and in the end less permanent becauwse
the paint would peel more easily when attacked by intemperate-
nes. . . .

Asked another — Where did Cordero paint this magnificent
Gloria?

— How where, answered the amazed areist, . .
in the cupola iself,

— Oh na, sir, this cannet be, for besides the difficaldies in-
herent to the concavity of the site, what fascination would not
result from the abyss gaping at onc’s feet! Insecurity would
imp:de ‘the calm and tranquility of soul needed, would kill in
the doer all inspiration and ability. 1 believe this decoration
waz done on canvas, and put on the dome with a minimum &f
inconvenience, once painted.

— You have properly hit on the obstacles that plague paint-
ings of this kind, but they are not insuperable . . . and the
artist need not become an upholsterer. I may be wrong — added
the intelligent painter —but a work done that way, rather
than delightful, would be ruined before its unveiling, for
how conld it be made to adhere to the curvature of a cupola?
« + « There iz also another inconvenience, The calculations that
enter in the composition include the vanishing effect from
eertain visual points, to be corrected by means of a certain
dizgram based on what allowance is to be made for not draw-
ing on a flat surface. You may rest amured that, in more than
one figure, Cordero did away with the rules of good drawing
to ebtain a correct effect once the work be seen in perspective.

. Of course

&66. The s:ame remark was made when modern Mexican mural-
ists started painting in fresco. So real was the concern over what
foreigners would think that, to allay these fears, a group of non-
Mexican residents printed and posted in 1924 an open letter to
public Mexican opinion that praised the murals and affirmed their
international worth. This gesture helped save the early frescoes of

Qur cicerone praised high . .
sion and firmness of coloring.

Hearing color mentioned, someone said it did not merit
praise, given that Sr. Cordero had been to Europe and re-
turned with exquisite colors from Paris, most lovely, mast
brilliant, and above sll most expensive. Otherwise, how could a
Mexican artist emerge so well from the test,

Our appreciable instructor lost here some of his equanimity,
and answered: Dear Sir, beauty and swavity of coloring do
not depend on little tints as do toilet preparations, but in Jo
fuerze del mango, the strength used in handling the brush.
Murillo did marvels with mud . . . and the sccret is & mango,
not gamboge and patchouli. . . . There is and there has been
no lack of Mexicans who did good work withowr wing for
crutches little colors from overseas. There are many pictures
of the Mexican school that are of very pood color. Cordero
himself, even though he keeps in his studio a collection of fine
colorz, wses in works of this category only commen pigments,
such a5 one may find in any corner hardware store, wrapped in
newspaper, at six cents a bagful . . .19

. the originality of expres-

Cordero’s repeated accomplishments and the success
that greeted his latest mural grated upon the sufficiency of
his foe, Clavé. The Director of the Academy was not a
steady worker, being more of an executive than an artist.
Already in 1850, when he was renewing his first five-year
contract, a needed prod had been given his artistic creative-
ness by his friends, A clause had been added that specified
he was to paint two original compositions in the course of
the next five years. He painted one, exhibited at the Acad-
emy show of 1856. The Early Youth of Isabella la Cato-
lica at the Side of Her Sick Mother was received with re-
lief by his supporters.®® But it still remained to answer Cor-
dero on his chosen ground, mural painting. Clavé began
that year a duel by proxy; the galleries of the school were
being remodeled and the best room was reserved for the
works of his faverite students, “The School of Clavé”
Rich moldings of gold and chocolate brown were made
richer by “murals,” a series of medallions commissioned to
a favorite, Ramon Sagredo, representing the heads of fa-
mous artists sithouetted against a gold ground, They were
copied from details of the hemicycle in the Ecole des

Orozco and Siqueiros at a time when there was official talk of
whitewashing them,

67, *. . . que se compran en cealquicr tlapaleria, en eartuchos
de a medio ¢l manojo.” Tlapaleria is an exclusively Mexican
term, made from slapale, Nihuatl for pigment, and the Spanish
guffix erdz. It is a combination hardware and color stare. Cartuchos
are folded paper wrappings, such as are used for medicinal pow-
ders, and sarafo, a bundle of thess, A smedio was worth six Mexi-
can cents,

68, Catdloge . . ., 1855, “Estudio del Director de Pintura,
Don Pelegrin Clavé, La primera juventud de Isabel la Catolica al
lade de su enferma madre.

“. . . La reina madre en un sillon de alto respaldo, en que
estin bordadas las armas de Castilla, sufre uno de los ataques de
emagenacidn mental, que a menudoe la aguejaban, con el rostro
livido y la mirada fija en el suelo, como si viera levantarse algun
objeto aterrador, que sefiala con la mano derecha. . . .7
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Beaux-Arts, by Paul Delaroche.® A mural was also
planned for the library, but never realized.

Bernardo Couto, the same who had successfully fought
Cordero’s nomination to the directorship, wrote in 1860 a
basic Dialogue on the History of Painting in Mexico, De-
spite the apparent equanimity of style, the human thirst for
self-justification results in a gross underestimate of Cor-
dera’s value that tinges, or rather dyes, later appraisals, for
example that of Revilla,

We detect partisanship at work in the part of the trea-
tise that refers to mural painting in Mexico, in the form of
a dialogue between Couto and Clavé about Santa Teresa:

Couto: “Another mural of Ximeno has disappeared: The
beautiful eupola of Our Lord in Santa Teresa, a cupeola that
has never had its equal in this city for its courage. . . . It all
ended with the earthquake of April 7, 1845, thirty-two years
after its inanguration.”

Clavé: “I did not come in time to see the frescoes [s¢] that
my predecessor painted in this chapel . . . as I arrived in the
}rcar Df ?4.6“”70

The two gentlemen obviously consider the subject of Cor-
dero’s murals taboo, though finished in the same church in
1857, three years before this dialogue takes place.

The conversation then takes a practical turn, to the com-
missions young painters may expect in the modern waorld.
In spite of the black outlook, Couto has a cautious idea:

There is nevertheless one genre at which perhaps they could
find employment — mural painting, Perhaps the habit may be
introduced, to decorate with it public buildings or the drawing
rooms of the wealthy. To show this path, the gallery newly
opened in our Academy has been dressed up in the new fashion,
and, God helping, we will do the same with more scope on the
walls and eeiling of the great hall built on the fagade.™

The dialogue takes on added piquancy, knowing as we
do that at the time Cordero’s three great decorations, Jests
Maria, Santa Teresa, and San Fernando, stared Couto and
Clavé in the face, with San Fernando the favorite public
topic in art.

Couto and Clavé fail to show in words and in acts the
deep sense of mural fitness that Cordero shows in his
works. To “dress up the new gallery in the new fashion”
and to covet “the drawing rooms of the wealthy” reveal
little grasp of the essential relations of mural to architec-
ture, or of its responsibilities for speaking publicly in paint.

The medallions of Sagredo were obviously not a suffi-
cient answer to the indefatizable Cordero, and the cor-
nered Director decided at last to paint a mural of his own,

69, The medallions painted by Sagredo are still in place, Paul
Delaroche and Overbeck were the masters chesen to represent mod-
ern art. Most of the pictures proudly shown in the gallery in
Clavé's time are now kept in storage.

ro. Coute, ep. b, P 94.

71. k4., pp. 99=100,

as substantial in size and place as those of his rival. Clavé
rolled up his pedogogical sleeves, and acting as foreman to
a choice phalanx of five art students, started to decorate the
dome of the Church of the Profesa in 1861 in oil.

The site was unmatched for fashionableness. While
Cordero’s San Fernando was situated halfway between
town and country, Clavé’s choice was at the capital’s mun-
dane hub. “Center of elegances and buen fomo is the
Church of La Profesa. . . . There is great and general
anticipation to make ready for the feasts of La Profesa,
and there is throughout the city much traffic and agitation
to this purpose, especially in the streets of Plateros and San
Francisco. Clothes shops are full, tailors and dressmakers
overwhelmed with work., Unbelievable is the eagerness to
show off one’s new clothes. . . . Plateros Street is espe-
cially crowded with ladies who go to La Profesa in man-
tillas and dresses of silk and velvet, while lower class
women go there in multiple skirts and fine rebozos.”™

To capture inspiration, Clavé did what he advised his
students to do — he copied engravings after the German
Overbeck.™ His architectural setting was somewhat dif-
ferent from those of Cordero, for while Santa Teresa and
San Fernando were hemispherical, the dome of La Pro-
fesa was divided in eight triangular segments, scparated by
raised moldings. The division suggested for a subject mat-
ter the seven sacraments, with the extra portion receiving
an Adoration of the Cros.™

Soon after the dome was begun, the reform laws of
Juirez disbanded monastic congregations, not sparing
Clavé’s collective patron, the Congregation of the Ora-
tory. Its mother-house was occupied by federal troops, and
work in the church had to stop after only two of the cight
panels had been started. Clavé was in fact a political sus-
pect while Judrez was in power, Using his privilege as a
f::}reigner, he had refused to sign a denunciation of the
French intervention. The same gesture gained him favor
with Maximilian, and work on the dome was resumed, It
was finished in the besieged capital of the tottering Em-
pire, while Judrez bullets whizzed by the uprights of the
high scaffold. The dome was uncovered in 1867 to a dis-
tracted Republic — and it became the privilege of critics
friendly to Cordero to belittle the work,

A life-long friend of Cordero, Felipe Lépez Lipez was
one of them. He must have champed at the bit while ad-
verse opinion attacked the repeated accomplishments of
his friend, and now the elaborate report he published is in

7z, Cambas, Méxice pintorerco . .

73. Revilla, op. cit,, p. 206,

74. A photograph of the murals has been recently reproduced,
together with the eriticism of Lépez Lipez. Justine Fernindesz,
“Critiea de Arte en México. La eritica de Felipe Lépez Lopez a
las pinturas de la cupula del templo de la Profesa, actualmente
desaparecidas”® Amaler del instituto de investigaciones estéticas,
new 13, 1945 PP 61-84.

oy Iy P. o211
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its turn unfavorable to Clavé's dome. The implied rivalry
between the two is its gist: Clavé’s talent is not denied, but
he makes clear that genius is the exclusive claim of Cor-
dero.

The title is of itself partisan, “Critical judgment of the
painting of the dome of the Temple of La Profesy; di-
rected by Don Pelegrin Clavé, and executed in most of its
parts by students of the Academy of Fine Arts of San
Carlos.”™

Time and application are required to see great works to their
conclusion. . . . Only genius may triumph quickly over what
obstacles appear as these works proceed . . . because genius
zlone conceives them spontanecusly, and elaborates what is
sublime . . . with means of surprising simplicity.

We should not wonder then that eight years were required
to finish the mural painting that decorates today the temple
of La Profesa. . . .

On the intellectnal plane, the direction of the work was
8r. Clavé’s due, as the master. It is of public domain that the
translation of his inventions and the material presentation of
his compositions were left to the care of young Mexicans, his
disciples. . . .

As the spectator . . . raises his eyes to the zenith of a cupola,
as his sight leaves the earth that supports him and the horizon
that sarrounds him, what does he look for in this immensityi
Do not those luminous spaces represent the celestial domef . . .
Would he rationally expect to find mortals in the element re-
served for birds? Could he, without fright, see overhead a
ground, vegetation and mountains? Does it make sense to repre-
sent on a concave surface the vertical surface of a fagade! Can
art admit of heavy chunks of material architecture in the
diaphanous celestial spheres? . . .

When he raises his eyes, what should he look for? — Well
said: Ideal beings, spirit mesengers of his prayers, and if his
Faith be strong he will look for the Supreme Being in all His
Majesty.

S0 that no subject may fit the cupola of a church that is not
God in Majesty or some Apotheosis, one single subject, one
single grandiose thought . . . Ximeno cbserved this rule in the
dome of the Cathedral, and Cordero followed the model of
European cupolas when he painted those of Santa Teresa and
of San Fernando. . . . To introduce novelty in such a type of
decoration is a temerity that reflects on the artist’s credit. . . .

A rigorous analysis compels us to add that the compositor
should have foreseen how a multiplicity of themes entailed
diversified backgrounds and contrasting intonations: though we
admit that such a contrast may be pleasant in a picture gallery,
in a dome it breaks the shape, the harmony and the function.

Having concluded our critical estimate of the ideal part of
the composition, and cxpressed soith regref™ what reasons are
born by reflection . . . we pass eagerly to an examination of
-each one of the oil paintings that constitute in practice the work.

75, Juicio Critice tobre lar pinturas de la cupula del Templo de
la Frofesa, divigidas por D, Pelegrin Clavé y efecotadar en su
mayor parte por los alumnos de la Academia de Bellas Arte; de San
Carlos, Publicado en Junio de 1867 por Felipe Lépez Lépes,
Mexico, Imprenta de La Constitucidn Sccial, 4a calle de la Provi-
dencia, num. §, 1865 Probably a separate reprint from a news-
paper article, from the aspect of the typography, and the imprint,

76. Italics in original text.

First, let us remark that oil painting is out of place here,
given its preparation, its cffect and expense. None of these
drawbacks is unsurmountable. . . . And an abundance of cash
removes other inconveniences. . . . As far as execution iz con-
cerned, oil is mweh eader™ than tempera: He who paints in
oil sees what he is doing; he who paints in tempera works blind,
guesses, and what bad luck if he loses tone and values. A paint-
ing in oil is beautiful, rich In magic and agreeable: If it does not
stain, if it escapes what alterations are incipient to its nature,
the work we are concerned with will gain in esteem with time,

Be resigned then to an analysis of eight distinct subjects, . . .

In describing the execution of the work, opposing it
sharply to its ideation, Ldpez Ldpez tucks his nails gently
in, not to hurt the five young Mexican helpers.

Then, “To bind the slices that constitute the half
sphere, there is an octagon, through which appears the
Father of all Creation. We understand that this picture is
the work of Sr. Clavé exclusively. Eager to pay tribute to
his ambitious undertaking, we look eagerly for something
to praise . . . but, ah! we find with profound sadness
that, despite his cultured brush, Sr. Clavé erred as far as
art iconology is concerned.”

Lépez Lépez notes that the Father is too young, repre-
sented with a black beard, and concludes:

If we have expressed publicly our opinion of this work, it is
only to make clear the fact that in Mexico, there are many
people . . . capable of judging with some criteria the com-
plexity of fine art compositions, It is also in the hope of stimu-
lating the self pride of Sr, Clavé, to the end that he may leave
us in some other dome . . . an unforgettable memorial of what
sublimity may come out of his intelligence and the fecundity
of his palette.

One important point made by Lépez Lépez is that
Clavé was not a born mural painter, that despite the place
they were in, the panels were enlarged easel pictures.
Clavé seemed unmindful of what mural drawing should
be, while Cordero . . . did away with the rules of good
drawing to obtain a correct effect once the work be seen
in perspective.” Perhaps impelled by pedagogical noblesse
oblige, more probably because he had not reflected on the
optical deformations inherent to paintings done on concave
surfaces, Clavé drew his personages impeccably, The re-
sult is noted with puzzlement by Revilla, otherwise his
admirer and biographer, “Some figures are seen as too
long, when the curvature of the cupola fails to foreshorten
them, or as very short when it does.”™ Lépez Ldpez notes
the same effect in the painted architecture. In the Matri-
mony panel, “. . . the little temple is of a sound architec-
tonic structure, but falls forwards, owing to the effect re-
sulting from the concave surface on which it is painted.”"

On the credit side, however, the possibilities of an il

77, Italics in original text,
78. Rewvilla, op. &it., p. 101.

7. Lopez Lapez, Juicio critico . . ., P 9.
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palette, far wider than the tempera one, had been ex-
ploited in full. Revilla praises ““. . . the intense blues and
scarlets, the golden ochers and sea green of the drapes,
how they play and mix with the light background tints and
the diaphanous ones of far-off planes and skies, and with
the metallic glow of the gold border that frames the pic-
tures.”™ In 1914, a fire that seared the church wrecked
the decoration. Today it is hard to distinguish what was a
classical drape from what is a plaster scar or a saltpeter
stain.

While Maximilian was in power, Juan Ceordero had
made another bid for the directorship of the school. The
Emperor was invited to see a one-man show of his easel
works, especially hung for the purpose. Appraised of what
were Cordero’s hopes, Clavé set up a rival exhibition by his
favorite disciple, Salomé Pina, that won the approval of
the sovereign and for Pina a promise of the post of Clavé,
when the Catalan master had returned to Spain.™

Lépez Lépez, in his criticism of La Profesa, had dared
Clavé to paint another, better cupola, but the ageing Di-
rector failed to rise to the bait, Since his landing in 1846,
he had witnessed a succession of governments that ranged
from a “Perpetual Dictator” to an Indian President, with
an Austrian Emperor thrown in. He had passed through
two wars and foreign invasions, discounting civil war.
Tired, he left Mexico for his native Catalonia in February
1868, having first made sure that his departure would not
bring to an end the long dictatorship of taste exerted on
official Mexican art. Paradoxically, the Republic kept the
promise Maximilian had made, and long-lived Salomé
Pina kept Clavé’s aesthetic tenets alive into the twentieth
century.™

As far as murals are concerned, Cordero was to have
the last say. Last of the colonial church decorators, he was
also to be the first to attempt lay decoration, non-religious
murals to fit the rationalistic mood of the Reform period.
His family doctor was Gabino Barreda who, besides the
practice of medicine, was the Director of the great Pre-
paratoria School, once the Royal College of San Tldefonso,
San Pedro and San Pablo, A Comtist enthusiast, he meant
to implant lay education in Cathelic Mexico, to match the
tendencies of the social reforms sponsored by the govern-
ment of Lerdo de Tejada. Barreda spoke of “. . . the
fine arts that in our country agonize for lack of a subject
matter,”® and meant to restore them to health. He
fo. Revilla, op, cif, p. 188,

81. Ibid, pp. 203-204.

%2, Ancther Clavé favorite, Don Santingo Rebull, was for a
while in charge of the painting clases. Aesthetically a sound
Ingrist, his influence transcended the tenets of the Catalan master.

$13. In the coronation speech. As Barreda®s speech iz mising in
part from the pamphlet of the Biblioteca Nacienal, I quote from
the reprint in Beoletin de [a Escuela Nacional Preparatoria, Feb.
19, 1§a4.

thought of religious painting as a thing of the past, and be-
lieved that religion should give way to science as the in-
spiration of the fine arts. To help him on the job he ap-
proached his famous patient Juan Cordero,* and com-
missioned from him a first sample of the new style, a
. . . delectable ode to the immortal glory of Franklin,
Fulton, and Morse.*®

After a lapse of fourteen years, the Mexican muralist
returned to mural painting. It is frem the faithful Lépez
Lépez that we copy a description of the picture (Fig. 19},
destroyed in 1900

A painting in tempera, work of the distinguished Mexican
artist, Juan Cordero, executed in the wall panel of the top
landing that opens on the main corridors of the National
Preparatory School.

Minerva, goddess of wisdom, of majestic appearance, is
seated on a substantial throne that symbolizes architecture, Its
back is a fagade of the primitive Tuscan order [s¢]; its pedi-
ment is surmounted by two small genii seated on the diagonal
slopes; they offer honorific crowns of laurel and of oak, em-
blems of genius and of strength.

On a lower level are seated . . . two young deities symboliz-
ing two powerful forces: Electricity and Steam, with their
respective attributes.

To the right of the protagonist . . . a number of sailors
unload on the pier close to the Parthenon a cargo from boats
that fill a third plane. . . . To the left, Cleo, Muse of History,
writes zealously her annals that compete in speed with time.
And Envy, of a ferocious countenanee, 3s put to flight, unable to
bear the sight of progress.

A third plane on the same side shows a landscape crossed by
rails that lead toward farflung nations the speedy lbcomotive
dragging its cars, . . .

The upper part of the picture ends in a splendid sky spotted
with golden clouds. The glow of light on the horizon chases
the night from the dark firmanent, substituting at its zenith a
lively sapphire blue that closes the celestial dome.®

Cordero had painted his last religious mural, that of San
Fernando, without pay. His Comtist venture brought him

$4. The artist suffered from a lung ailment attributed to over-
wark,

$35. Lipez Lépez, “Pintura al temple ejecutada por el distin-
guido artista mexicane Juan Cordero en el cuadro mural de la
meseta superior que da paso a los corredores principales de la
Escuela Nacional Preparatoria,” El Federalista, no. 1347. Re-
printed as an appendix to Possias 3 Discursos leidos en la festividad
en gue la Escuela Nocional Preparatoria laureando al eminente ar-
tista Don Juaw Cordera le dio un testimonto publice de gratitnd ¥
admiracién, por el cuadro mural con que ka embellicido su edifici,
Mexico, Imprenta del Comercio de N, Chivez, calle de Cordobanes
Num. 8, 1874, P. 42.

86, Poesias y Discursos o . ., Ppe 31—34.

87, After the destruction of the panel, José Terrez, Director of
the Preparatoria Scheol, commissioned Juan M. Pacheco in 1904
to copy the original oil study that Cordero painted in preparation
for the mural.

Now that the mural is destroyed and the original Cordero study
lost, our best visual knowledge of the mural comes from the
Pacheco copy, in the collection of Licenciade Alfonse Toro.
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little more. Contemporaries imply as much, calling the
picture “. . . a most valuable gift,”** adding, “Justice
asks from us some compensation, may it be gratitude,”®”
This last suggestion was duly followed, and in somewhat
flamboyant fashion. A booklet records the events of No-
vember 29, 1874, that form a mundane apotheosis to the
carcer of the painter: Poem and speeches read in the Na-
tional Preparatory School on the occasion of the crowning
with laurels of the eminent artist Juan Cordero. Professor
Rafael Angel de la Pefia spoke in the name of the faculty,
praising

. the brush of Sr. Cordere, whose strokes express . . .
the thoughe that has presided over the formation of the present
curriculum. . . . Two of the most beautiful figures conjured
by his magic brush observe in relaxed pestures and with deep
attention, the first, the initial transformation of steam, and
the second a magnetic compass. They doubtless personify the
sciences that flourish today through the practice of observation,
the experimental method, and a well sustained logic, sciences
that have given birth to Industry with its prodigious inventions.
.+ . Immarcescible laurels to knowledge and to genius, and

to dark ignorance and black envy, what chastisement is their
due.®

Student Salvador Castellot spoke in the name of his
schoolmates, and Poet Guillermo Prieto read an inspired
composition. Then came the crowning act of the cere-
mony. Director and Doctor Don Gabino Barreda ad-
dressed himself to his friend and patient:™

It is the gloriows lot of the Preparatory School to blaze a
new trail for Mexican aesthetics. We feel proud of having in-
spired to the genius of a true artist a compesition meant to im-
mortalize the Spirits of Seience and of Industry that stand for
the pacific activities of man. . . .

This creation of genivs is linked in an indissoluble way to a
wall of our school. . . . As a token of this indisoluble union,
the Preparatory School places today by my hand on the brow of
this sublime artist the symbel of immortality,

At this juncture the artist was crowned with a laurel
wreath of solid gold, weighing 360 grams, treasured by his
family to this day.*® Barreda concluded:

This glorification of art that science achieves in its own
temple, this frank and loyal acknowledgment that heart rates
over intelligence, this noble subordination of science to love, are
an immense moral progress of which our school gives today the
pioneer example, Glory to art! Glory to genius!®

88, Poesias y Discursos o . ., p. 16,

fg9. Ihid.

go. Ihid., pp. 1—11.

g1. Boletin de la Escuela . . ., Feb, 19, 1009,

g2. Now in the collection of Sra. Asuncidn Cordero de Sdnches.
The crown was weighed and photographed at my request while
exhibifed at the Palacio de Bellas Artes in 1945, Tt is inscribed %Al
regio artista mexicano Juan Cordero//La Escuela Nacional Prepa-
ratoria en testimonio de gratitud, Noviembre de 1874,

93. Boletin, Feb. 19, 1900,

The crowned Cordero answered somewhat lamely:

May these brush strokes . . . reveal my love of country and
my desire for the progress of a studious youth, With this un-
derstanding, sefiores, 1 accept joyfully the laurel with which
you garland my humble work. The best leaf in my artist’s
crown, this wreath will have a conspicuous place in my studio

and seeing it there, Inspiration will descend on my palette,
i

The students of the school had a well-earned reputa-
tion for restlessness and ebulliency. The master knew that
his message was addressed to none-too-placid hearers. To
placate them, he had recourse to a plastic stratagem, that
of painting in the foreground “. . . a childish genic with a
finger raised to his lips to impose quiet and to invite con-
templation,”™®

As a teacher, De la Pefia well knew the mischievous-
ness of his wards, He comments, “The child urges order
and silence, surely not from grownups who need no such
admonition, but from children and adolescents — to be
blunt, from the students of the Preparatoria.”™®

The following speaker was the young Castellot, who
knew students from inside. He insists, ““This picture is . . .
the most exalted jewel to be cared for jealously . . . keep
it eternally.”"

And Guillermo Prieto, in soothing verse,

. . Artist, enjoy your work. What treasures
Of magical talent you gave us
Will be kept here . . .

Lépez Lépez summed up in prose, “Will the National
Preparatory School . . . obtain that its students show
toward this beautiful painting all the care, respect and love
that it deserves, through the series of successive generations
the school awaits? . We hope 50" Neither elo-
quence nor the naive recourse to a painted prefect could
keep the youngsters in check. In 1900, the mutilated pic-
ture was replaced by a gaudy stained-glass window made
in Switzerland "

This mural, The Triumph of Science and Labor over
lgnorasnce and Sloth, is the last that Cordero painted.
What taboo Couto and Clavé had imposed in official eir-
cles as concerned his murals also extended to his easel

04. Poestar 9 Discursor |
95. Thid, p. 34.
9. Ihid., p. 7.
g7. IBd., p. 16,
98, Ibid, p. 23.

99. Ibid., pp. 43-44.

1oo. Also representing Minerva as the goddess of wisdom, The
original slogan “Saber para prever: Prever para obrar!™ is re-
placed by a less searching one, "Amor, Orden y Progreso,” Rivera
suggests that the picture was destroyed partly because the old slogan
had acquired a revolutionary meaning, once the dictatorship of
Diaz was well established.

. -2 PP 2930
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paintings. Cordero had not shown at the Academy exhibi-
tions since 1854, the date of the scandal attendant upon
the showing of The Redemptor and the Woman Taken in
Adultery, and the beginning of his feud with Pelegrin
Clavé. Since then, a discreet boycott had been extended to
his means of living; portrait painting in the capital was
capitalized by the Director of the School, being the one
genre in which his sluggish brush remained proficient. To
pay for the care of a rapidly increasing family, and to al-
low himself the luxury of painting murals for nething,
Cordero had to work in a seasonal schedule reminiscent of
that of his mercere days. One market untapped by Clavé
was far-off Yucatin, a tropical state whose land commu-
nications with central Mexico were nonexistent. Year after
year, Cordero would make the trip by sca, having perfected
a procedure that Revilla brands as “semi-industrial,” to
beat the official monopoly. From Yucatin he brought back
reams of photographs of would-be sitters to be returned the
next season as portraits in oil. In the capital, he painted
a la prima and without further benefit of model one por-
trait per day.'""

After his coronation, Cordero felt that the old feud with
the school had collapsed with the departure of Clavé and
the public recognition of his worth. In 1875, he staged a
comeback at the Academy show after thirty years of ab-
sence, sending that year an Ifmmaculate Conception and a
Family Portrait (Fig. 20).*** His work still kept the

to1, This paper is concerned more exclusively with Cordero as
g muralist, His portraits are interesting perhaps because they were
painted without benefit of model. They gain in purity what they
lose in animation. His way of reaching the truth was rational
rather than realistic. One of the portraits exhibited in 1945, dat-
ing from 1874, was painted after the death of the model, Cordero
asked the brother of the dead man to pose for color and complex-
ion, while wsing a photograph for the drawing, The sme man
who posed for him is still alive, and told me the story,

1oz, Catdloge . . ., 1875, “No. 38, Juan Cordero: Una Puri-
sima, Perteneciente al Licenciado Martinez de la Torre,

“No. 48 Cuadro de familia. Del Sr. Licenciado Manuel Cor-
dero™

This last picture is responsible in part for the writing of this
paper, A distinguished art scholar from the United States visited the
display of works of the master staged in the Palacio de Bellas
Artes, Before this picture she remarked, “And to think that in the
same year Degas was in New Orleans!™

Meant as an unfavorable comment on Cordero™ art, the ex-
clamation implies that art is created in a void, rather than melded
by continental, racial, and local conditiens. It parallels the one
that Louis XIV spat at a Le Nain, “Eloignez de moi ces magots [*

MNaturally, the Frenchman rates far abowve Cordero in the quali-
ties that his native Paris bred, in finesse, in Japonaiserie, in cyni-
cism, and also in an intellectual sifng of means that i3 a hall-
mark of all France, But in his short trip to Cordero®s continent, the
European Degas was ill at ease, While in New Orleans, his let-
ters mention creole beauty, and black mammies with bandana
kerchiefs. But to paint he preferred a cotton counter, business men,
cashiers, vendors and customers, everyone dressed like sofadres; in
picturesque Louisiana all that resembled most a world observed
from the top seat of the Parisian emnibus. He longed for hiz Paris
studic where he had left unfinished a set of studies of laundresses

power to shock, as it had for so long, Twenty-two-year-
old José Marti, the future Cuban hero, who eked a living
as a newspaper reporter, criticized the latter for its “Dan-
tesque combinations of color.” And he says of a detail of the
former, “This strong armed angel, draped in green, is
illuminated by a light more adequate to Hell than to the
pure celestial spaces.”™**

Cordero died in Popotla May 28, 1884, His life and
his work acquire increased meaning in the light of the re-
cent flowering of a national school with its accent on mural
painting. The present justifies his conviction that Mexican
art would soon tread its own way in aesthetics as it already
did in politics. Hence Cordero’s impatience with what re-
tarded such a transformation, his impetuous talk of I did
not sacrifice the best years of my life in foreign countries
. . . to come back to my own patria to serve under Sr.
Clavé.,” He not only painted walls, but understood the
technical and optical problems that make of murals some-
thing radically different from enlarged oil pictures, A re-
markable analysis of his mural style by Lopez Ldpez op-
poses his method to that of his contemporaries, “Without
nature, without model, even without a sketch, all is born of
fantasy, results of caleulations, fruit of the artist’s schoal.
This is not an easel picture, a study, or a work made with
academic resources.””" Optically, Cordero anticipated the
practice of modern muralists when he *. . . did away with
the rules of good drawing to obtain a correct effect once
the work is seen in perspective,””'™ A premonition of post-
cubism permeates such sayings as, “The calculations that
enter into the composition include the vanishing effect from
certain visual points, to be corrected by means of a certain
diagram based on what allowance is to be made for not
drawing on a flat surface.”"

starching full-dress shirts and cuffs, Consciously, he closes his eyes
and mind to the enormity of the New World, ends a letter with a
wistful, elliptical *Vive le fin!” and scon returns to Paris and
blanchissenses.

Granted that Degas is a greater artist than Cordero, Cordero is
more vital to the history of American art.

103, José Marti, “Una visita 2 la exposicién de Bellas Artes,”
La Rewista Universal, December 29, 1875, Reprinted in Marti en
Méxica, m1, p. 82,

104. Poerias y Discarsos . . ., P 41,

1o5. At least he understood as they do that the drawing made
on a spherical surface is not identical to its optical images. When
José Clemente Orozeo was in the flush of painting his first cupola
in Guadalajara, he told me, “It is grand. I can draw it correctly
and the wall queers it all by itself.”

106, The allowance for more than one point from where to
view a mural implied in this passage is at the base of what post-
cubist muralists call a fourth dimension, Compare for example
what Rivera said in 1921 of his first mural in Folotie de [z
Secretaria de Educacidn, 1, no. 3, p. 368: “The painting of the
seemarium that covers an area of more than ninety square meters,
and whese personages measure over twelve feet in height, is only
the focus from which the corollary compositions of lateral walls
and vault will isue, . . . The total work is one single composi-
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1860 dero, Nicolaws a Lira

Fig. 19. Mexico City, Collection Licienciado Alfonso Toro: Fig. 20, Mexico City, Collection Cordero y Coda-
Juan M. Pacheco, Copy of a Study by Cordero for Triumph llos: Cordero, The Four Daughters of Don Manuel
of Science and Labor over Ignorance and Sloth Cordero, 1875
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Cordero’s sponsorship of tempera, as being a true mural
medium, was little short of heroic in a place and period
where suavity of effects and the gradations inherent to
glazes and lakes were considered a sine qua non of the fine
art. Four years after the painter’s death, Garcia Cubas
still notes of his work, “The paintings in tempera .
are noticeably inferior to these executed in 0il."** To ap-
preciate the temperas properly, an cye attuned to the more
recent frescoes was needed.

Cordero believed that the Mexican artist need no more
rely on imported pigments than on imported aesthetics. His
sponsoring of cheap local pigments used by house painters
in preference to what Paris offered has champions today
among Mexican fresco painters.® Cordero™ accurate

tion and the cluster of paintings, once identified with the three-
dimensional architecture and the changing aspects of its diverse
parts, will create in the mind of the spectator an additional di-
mengion ™

107. Cubas, Dicciomario geogrdfice . .
dero,”

1of. A notable inroad of nationalism in the field of technique
was the so-called Mexican fresco. The medium, evolved by the
painter Xavier Guerrero after a study of pre-Hispanic murals and

., 188%, article *“Cor-

foresight anticipated that government patronage should be
at the hub of any extensive mural program. It was put into
words by his friend Lépez Lopez in 1874, “. . . recom-
mending to the good taste and culture of the administra-
tion the convenient beautification of public buildings with
mural paintings. . . . The schools of medicine, law, min-
ing, agriculture, and commerce . . . the palaces of the
Government, of justice, city halls and others that house the
administrative sovereignty, all need distinctive marks and
wait for the brush and chisel of Mexican artists, dedicated
to the study of the fine arts to the end that such places be
spared the trite appearance of private dwellings.”** It was
not the lot of Cordero’s generation to see the realization
of a clearly defined national style, but his merit lies in that
he foresaw its coming, and eased the transition with his
works,

MEXICO CITY

the folk habits of houss painters, included the use of nopal sap as
an agglutinant. Rivera’s early murals in the Ministry of Educa-
tion, Mexico City, were painted in this way.

10g. Poesias y Ditcurses o . ., P 41,
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1053, June 30. O'Brien of Peris queriea the

school board regarding the expence of Gwmll

peburmi ﬁﬂ.m NAFRVI=5.18534)

1893, Jetobor 31, . 0'Brisn mkuaﬂadmus m#ipt of

2500 franes te finence Corderots mtum.
=i dels, %Hipi signed by Corders, end origin-

Iu.ll:r m&lunad uiﬂh t.ha lattur 1la.  (Both Qnmanta

KAVIDA0835)
;Q&._{w Ggardat-n e eonsidered for t.h.a

. subdirvectorship of tho schooly, (Actas By p. 167.)

13a,

13bs

i

1085, June 27. Letter feom the Hinistry of the
Interior to Bermardo Couto. That Corderc is o

. suceeed Clavé as direstor of the sehools
Same cate, Ehvelupa of smmo, with a seribbled

fivet draft of Couto's engwer, (Both doouments

185~0,folder cantioned, "Docunentos sobre la

golleltud de ims Juen Cordero para la plaza de
,}imtﬂr de Pintura,"]

1058, Aumask 8, Viles testifios &6 c:lwéta f1tnoss
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&8 dlroctor, and attacks thab of Comdero,
(165l~84)

1055, Septonber 2 - The inellent is digoussed in
boord meetings (Actas B, PDe 185-186,)

1068, October 20. ‘e newly fé—s.w govermacnd
adviscs Coute tiia‘l; the directorship is to be
glven in an apm.mntﬁat. {1135;.-5;}

1855, Hovembor 36, Ietter 16 is read to the

board. (lctas 13, Ps 195)

1055, Degember 9 Clavéts comtract La renoweds
(Actas B, pps 196+197.)

1059, December 164 Second board mesting on the

subject, to insure a quorum, (Actas B, pps 199-200,)
neds probebly 1858, Couto 1ists veasons why the
directorship should be loft in the hands of Claves
(Box 1861-1063, folder 1858.)

pafle Dabes.of the Acedemy secholavships, including

that of Cordero, (Box XXI, 18131869, folder 1)
106L, December 18, Cordere asks pemaission to
hold & one men show ot Sen Carlos. His plea ia

- grented by Den Upbeno qun. Deceiber 20,
14t of works exhibited, |

-{m documents Bn:r. 186, i'oldw Hos Py labelled

" 50bre la nul:luitud de Dt J‘uan Cordoro que pide ge

1o facilite ung gaieria (39.1“ del HDstableelniento

‘pava hacer wna Sxposioion de sus cbras de

pintura,™) TP
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-Revilla,Obras p. 203. s
Qfordero,que tagia pintados algunos buenocs retratos a
la Tamllia Escandon,solicito y obtuvo de D. Vicente y D.
Antonio,que gozaban de valimiento en la Corte,el que
Maximilianc fuese a ver varlos cuadros del pintor,que al
intento h&b%ﬂ expuesto en un salén de la Academia,d fin
de dérsele & conocer por tal medio,ganarse su favor como
artista y allanarse el camino para la sucesion de Clavé
en la Academia.Acaballa de instalar dicha 2xposicion,he
aqui lo que el viejo maestro escribia & su discipulo
Clavé to Pina,then in Rome]| :"Cordero,desde que llego,
no pierde de vista el puesto aue £ fines de 1&65 de jareg
vacante,y para lleamar mds la atencidn sobre si,ha pedido
al seﬁﬁg Fonseca(sucesor de D. F ando Ramirez en la
direccidén de la Academia) un sitio en la Escuela para
cglocar sus cuadros y ha-//p.20l//cer una Exposicién
publica de ellos.Ha presentado "La Addlteral,Moisés,"

"La Oracién del Huerto," un cuadrbto de Atala,dos

cuadritos de banadoras esgilo Ridel,una Concepcion ¥y

varios retratos,y un periddico ha dicho al mismo tiempo
,quelel insligne pintor mexicano Cordero,ha expuesto sus
bellisimas obras." De todo esto deduzco que se presentara
como candldato para mi puesto,y con la habilidad que se

le conoce,temo fundadadsfnente que logre su intento.Si V.
piensa radicarse en Mexico,debe optar por ml puesto y venirse
prontony antes de gue se tome una resolucion sobre la

clase, :

P EE}LE--
Tan presto como hubo cerciorddose Clavé de que el
Hmperador iria 4§ la Academia,acelerada y siglilosamente
hizo colocar,d su vez,en departamento distinto del elegido -
por Cordero,los cuadrosfqquina habla remitido de Furopa Ew.ejrb
como pensionado,incluso el de "La Piedad} de que era dugha
la viuda de Coutojhecho gsto,es“erd'que Maximiliano viese
lo de Cordero,inviténdols inmediatamente después 4 pasar
g donde se hallaban las obras de su discipulo,con zran
sorpresa de los circunstantes,que comprendieron todo el (B rsicy
alcance de la estratagema.El HEmperador no tuvo(el menor
reparo en acceder 4 ello,y pasé’a ver los cuadros de Plha,
impresionédndole tan vivamente la idealidad del asunto,la
fuerza de ejecucion y la magia del colorido que resplandecen
en"La Pledad", que en gran parte desvanecidse en &1 el
favorable efecto de las cobras de Cordero,y presa del %
entusiasmo que le desperté "La Piedad,"no s6lo manifestose
anuente 4 que fuese su autor quien sucederia & Clavé en
la ensehanza de la pintura,sino que didle & aquél mismo
el encargo de pintar en Roma un cuadro can@emorativo de
lg visita que hizo Pio IX a Maximiliano y & Carlota,en el
palacio Mariscotti de la ciudad romQilea,nombrandole
ademds & poco,caballero de la grden Imperial de Guadalupe,
distinecidén &sta que no concedid ni & Clavé ni & Cordero.
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