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Pa’l Patio, a group exhibition at Calderón curated by visual artist Tiffany Alfonseca,
features the work of seven contemporary artists: José Morbán, Raelis Vasquez,
Delvin Lugo, Bony Ramirez, Devin Osorio, Diego Espaillat, and Kenny Rivero.
The exhibition is Alfonseca’s second in an ongoing effort to explore the evolving
cultural identity of the Dominican and Caribbean diaspora and its members’
connection with the geographic location of their forefathers. Through portraiture
and references to history, culture, and politics, the works in the exhibition tell
stories that reflect each artist’s unique and sometimes complex connection with
the Dominican Republic.
Pa’l Patio is a Spanish colloquialism which translates literally to “to the yard”
but is generally used to indicate going home—where “home” could be the place
where one lives or the homeland that one feels connected to through family or
cultural heritage.

“Pa’l Patio brings together a group of male artists from the Dominican Republic and
its diaspora, gathering their experiences with Dominican culture through the lens of
masculinity. Each artist in the show has their own individual perspective on DR
culture and this presentation touches upon sexuality, fluidity, masculinity, cultural
practices, and political views.”
— Tiffany Alfonseca

The Body as an Altar in Space
Gender happens below the surface, as a rehearsed deployment of signifiers that
keep us safe in public. Cradled in intimacy, we make room for gender to be
poured from its container; transforming our bodies into altars for our desires,
stripping us of the masks that weighed us down during the day. The body at rest
becomes a site of refuge, demanding retreat from the dual labors of capitalism
and gender norms. For queer communities who inhabit sites of hegemonic
masculinity, fugitivity is a prerequisite for survival. Since home as a category
cannot be found within the island or the domestic space, the body is left with
itself as a site of refuge. The queer fugitive body becomes an altar in space.
In the Dominican Republic, tigueraje disallows all genders from escaping the
lines of normativity sufficient to create a home within the body. Wielding the
desire for safety as its cloak, tigueraje becomes an arm of the state, promoting
patriarchal norms through the fallacy of ownership. Tigueraje relies on an
assumed dominance over land, natural resources, and other bodies. It is the mask
under which the Dominican normative subject hides from the dispossession of
colonialism and forced land grab. On an island where nearly every person can
experience unprecedented loss, tigueraje becomes the signifier of possession.
Tigueraje thereby functions as a simulacrum of wealth and dignity where there is
none, power and permanence where ephemerality dominates.
If patriarcado refers to a series of masks that compose the normative Dominican
subject, what happens when the mask crumbles? What happens when we bring
masculinity inside? What happens when we bring masculinity pa’l patio, to
our backyard, to our internal selves, to the body as an altar in space? The seven
artists who make up Tiffany Alfonseca’s show Pa’l Patio at Calderón interrogate
heteronormative discourse to reveal bodies that yearn for leisure, rest, and play.
These artists reimagine the island by upending the very lines of discourse that
allow the tropic ideal to persist. Together, they participate in a removal of the
masks under which the vulnerable subjects lie. The artists treat el fracaso del
hombre dominicano—the rupture of Dominican masculinity—not as a failure, but
as a starting point for freedom from normative ideals, which currently require
subjects to wield tigueraje as an existential marker of belonging.
Each artist in the show offers a powerful commentary on Caribbean masculinities
and identities that defy the normative expectations of Dominican subjects. Rather
than showing us subjects for whom tigueraje functions as a mask, these seven
artists create images of what vulnerability, precarity, and innocence can look
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like. A reversal of normative expectations, the monstrous Caribbean subject is
upended, and a delicate subject cloaked in vulnerability remains. Raelis Vasquez’s
painting Papi en 2002 is a portrait of his father done in a simple composition of
acrylics and charcoals on a singular piece of archival paper. The distressed edges of
the paper add to the delicacy and precarity of the piece. Positioned towards leisure
in an asymmetric composition, the subject in repose extends out of the charcoal
outlines in velvety black and brown hues, marking gender lines that are specific
to the domestic space. The composition, or how the body is curved, creates an
intimate portrayal of Black Caribbean manhood unencumbered by the lexicon
of gender. The limbs fall over each other, the masculine body cradling itself onto
the site of rest. Vasquez’s composition engages in a discourse of domesticity that
allows us into the interior world of Dominican masculinities.
Engaging in a critique of fictive nationalist narratives, José Morbán offers us four
paintings that illustrate the solemnity of Dominican masculinities when confined
to normative ideals. Morbán offers a contestation of the fictive nationalist
narratives that undergird Dominican patriarchy by showing that archival choices
are not neutral, that behind each government image and decision, there is a
fiction constructed and a narrative construed. In his painting La 40 (c. 1959),
Morbán uses a sentimental palette to portray an idealized vision of the prison
where political prisoners were tortured and killed throughout the Trujillo regime.
Approaching Dominican history from an archival lens, Morbán challenges the
veracity of promises of patria and libertad by documenting how the Dominican
nationalist project functions vis a vis historical fictions.
These narratives have historically relied on the exploitation of Black communities
in the Dominican Republic, including Black Haitians and Black Dominicans.
Raelis Vasquez’ work, a meditation on domesticity, has long tackled conditions
at border towns like Dajabón. Vasquez’ piece Lo Que Hay Del Otro Lado engages
with labor exploitation and antihaitianismo on the island. The painting, done in
a beautiful assortment of oils, acrylics, and oil pastels, depicts a group of Haitian
workers making uniforms to be sold across the island. With the 2022 Haitian
labor strikes, Vasquez’ prescient painting evinces how mercantile laborers and
factory workers are doubly exploited by labor conditions under capitalism and
within a society powered by racism and colorism.
These nationalist narratives function as masks that aim to conceal the
powerlessness of island subjects against displacement, corruption, and
exploitation. Instrumentalizing the rich history of mask making within
Caribbean spirituality, Diego Espaillat explores what masks can tell us about
a culture defined by dissemblance and forged narratives, a culture born as the
bedrock of modern coloniality, slavery, and global trade. Espaillat’s Veji functions
as an interplay between the history of colonization, victories, and naufragios,
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thereby interrogating the genealogical fictions that make up the Caribbean
cultural lexicon.
Kevin Rivero’s Cloud Thieves delves into an apocalyptic vision of the Caribbean
tropics, evincing the fallacy of the Caribbean as paradise and portraying instead
an island ravaged by rising waters, pollution, and coastal overdevelopment. Rivero
engages us in a reversal of the pornotropic ideal on which the island and its
tourism industry are based, making room for the creation of a novel discourse
that acknowledges, once and for all, the mask under which the overworked and
vulnerable Dominican subject lies. Rivero shows us that the island, the homeland,
the patria, cannot be the cornerstone of Dominican survival, for, with rising
seas and foreign investors, the notion of island as home is wrapped in a looming
ephemerality.
Bony Ramirez’s The Oceans Calling is a romantic portrayal of the perpetual
longing experienced by immigrants for whom island as home is no longer viable
for survival. The sea conch functions as a metaphor for the infinite spirals that
hold memory within a singular sound, accessible only through a willing proximity
with the conch’s opening. The ear, which resembles the conch, functions as the
vessel of memory; it is the connective tissue that makes the memory of the
island legible. The single tear located on the center-right of the painting, an
emotive motif ubiquitous in Ramirez’s work, evinces the youth’s grief. Like an
apocryphal letter written to the ocean, Ramirez’s The Oceans Calling functions
as a sentimental ode to the home that rests on an imaginative plane. Ramirez’s
painting Jaiba, when read within the rhizomes of the imaginative plane, tells
a story of a campesino child engaged with the materiality of the island: oyster
knives, lobsters, and gloves. Amid the materiality of the childhood memory,
the backdrop dissolves into a transcendent yellow, where only the criollo subject
remains with the objects that once constituted youth. Ramirez shows us that it
is possible for the Dominican subject to exist at the juncture of labor and leisure,
a criollo subject who is of the land, and materially tied to it, even if only through
the sound of a seashell.
Delvin Lugo’s The Pupil breaks down lines of gender to explore the vulnerability
of Dominican youth. Showing how youth engage in stealth explorations of
gender, Lugo’s work is a play with obfuscation and dissemblance. In The Pupil, the
central subject of the painting is tucked between several Dominican women, his
features almost fading into the flora of the tropic space. Depicting the pressures
of gender norms, Lugo shows how queer youth perform gender-expansiveness by
fabulating the ephemerality, if you will, of their non-normative interests. Lugo’s
paintings form an archive of gender, depicting what happens when gender is not
fully realized as expected, when gender is performed incorrectly. Lugo’s ultramasculine subject in Lugo’s Sunday Best conscripts us in a grammar of gender;

the Dominican masculine subject, as posed, forms the normative ideal that
Lugo’s subject in The Pupil cannot and will not adhere to. In Lugo’s artworks, the
proverbial mask is removed, leaving us with a subject who is openly queer, even as
their queerness remains ineligible to those around them.
In Masculinidad No Verbal, Devin Osorio engages in a radical semiotic practice
of reading and narrating expansive gender. Done in a balanced triangular
composition peppered by floating altarpieces, the painting functions as a
spiritual engagement with the connective tissue of masculinity, the semiotics
that communicate manhood. For the subject at the center of the painting, the
upending of gender is inscribed through their sartorial practices. Adorned in a
plethora of golden pieces and dressed in a flowing gown, the subject displaces
traditional masculinities in favor of more expansive ground. In Masculinidad
No Verbal, the body communicates beyond the signifiers of the flesh. While the
subject’s dress refuses a masculine signifier, the mythological orange telepathic
channels serve as a connection between the body read as male and the masculinepresenting others at the foreground of the canvas. Osorio depicts a praxis of selffashioning that communicates the mythologization of gender itself. Hovering
altarpieces through the foliate landscape, Osorio interrogates the lines between
the body in space and the body in a semiotic field that transgresses an island,
transgresses a country, and transgresses a land.
The seven artists shown at Calderón in the 2022 show Pa’l Patio offer a different
narrative of Dominican masculinities and identities. This narrative resists the
interests of tigueraje, instead demonstrating how a more vulnerable grammar of
masculinity can be precious, too. A creative collection of Dominican diasporic
art, the works shown in Pa’l Patio hold space for island subjects who defy the
normative expectations carved by historical fictions. These seven artists foretell
l’avenir of Dominican futures, ones that are based on an ethical regard for full,
round narratives of expansive island subjects.

— Dr. Margarita Lila Rosa
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