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The human figure has remained an enduring point of concern for José Lerma 
throughout his career.. His interest in probing into representations of and interactions 
between  people is  reflected in his early painting of historical figures such as King 
Charles II of England (2011) and Samuel Bernard (2010); in his series of lithographs 
inspired by ancient Roman coins such as Diocletian and Charles II of Spain (2011); 
and in his large-scale paper sculptures like the Bust of Emanuel Augustus (2012). A 
playful cartoonish style might be the viewer’s first impression of Lerma’s images, 
forming a stark contrast with the solemn historical subjects of his paintings. The 
simplified brushwork and destabilized compositions are clearly influenced by early 
20-century Cubism, whereas the gigantic, vivid color planes recall fauvist techniques.
Appropriating classical iconography from western ar t histor y, Lerma’s work
embodies the continuous discourse on portraiture from the Renaissance to Abstract
Expressionism.

José Lerma, Liam, 2022 - Acrylic on burlap - 121.9 x 91.4 
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José Lerma，Samuel Bernard (detail), 2010 

José Lerma，Samuel Bernard, 2010 - Acrylic on canvas, 

electronic synthesizer, loudspeaker - 189 x 152 x 43 cm / 

© José Lerma 



José Lerma，Bust of Emmanuel Augustus，2012 - Paper Sculpture 

- Dimensions variable / © José Lerma 
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Lerma’s experience of growing up in Puerto Rico is essential to his creative practice.  
He draws inspiration from the country’s historical political conflicts, the urban, 
social, and economic conditions, and the individuals he encountered. Lerma's 
recent solo exhibition Quieto, Quietud, Quietudes at Almine Rech Shanghai, which 
is the artist’s first show in China, presents his latest series of large-scale portraits 
depicting the people around him. The artist's signature use of impasto extends to 
this series, conveying a sculptural quality in the paint. Yet, the increasingly scant 
number of brushstrokes (kept under ten) and the completely obscured facial 
features distinguish these  from his previous work. The result is a commanding 
sense of quietude and more complex, covert emotions. Each titled as the name of an 
ordinary person, his latest portraits imply an intimate bond between the artist and 
the subject depicted.   

Installation views of Quieto, Quietud, Quietudes, Dec 09, 2022 - Jan 07, 2023，Almine Rech - Shanghai / © 

José Lerma - Courtesy of the Artist and Almine Rech - Photo: Alessandro Wang
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What contributes to the stillness and quietude in Lerma’s paintings is the artist’s 
own painting materials and unique techniques. To better grasp the precise use of 
thickened brushstrokes, Lerma has created paint with a customized acrylic blend, 
modified his brush and replaced the cotton canvas with burlap, where the texture 
and depth of the material itself became the focus of the painting. This method is 
reminiscent of those used by Excessivists such as Belgian artist Bram Bogart, 
Chinese artist Zhu Jinshi, and American artist Brett Baker. As a satire against the 
excess of material and consumerist desires driven by capitalism, Excessivism 
redefines the physical and conceptual boundaries of painting by highlighting the 
expressive power of material itself, echoing art critic Clement Greenberg’s theory of 
medium specificity in modernism or Michael Fried’s concepts of anti-theatricality 
and absorption in modern art. In Lerma’s paintings, he has developed a new path to 



explore the form of portraiture oscillating between figuration and abstraction. He not 
only reduces the representation of backgrounds, narratives, and mental states of 
the characters in traditional portraits, but also develops a matte finish different from 
the translucent surface of oil paint. Through a highly adhesive acrylic blend, these 
portraits present a texture similar to rubbery toys, thus intentionally diluting the life 
of the characters. In this sense, Lerma’s work probes the issue of "objecthood" in 
painting, that is, the consciousness and origin of painting as a medium and an image.
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Installation views of Quieto, Quietud, Quietudes, Dec 09, 2022 - Jan 07, 2023，Almine Rech - Shanghai / © 

José Lerma - Courtesy of the Artist and Almine Rech - Photo: Alessandro Wang



José Lerma in studio / © José Lerma - Courtesy of the Artist and Almine 

Rech - Photo: José Lerma Studio
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Through a highly adhesive acrylic blend, these portraits present a texture similar to 
rubbery toys, thus intentionally diluting the life of the characters. In this sense, 
Lerma’s work probes the issue of “objecthood” in painting, that is, the consciousness 
and origin of painting as a medium and an image.

Consequently, we can understand the artist’s comparison of his artistic practice as 
landscape painting: the accumulation of paint where the brushstrokes meet seems 
to unfold like waves of mountainous ridges. The blown-up scale emphasizes the mon-
umentality of the work, while the deliberate elimination of facial and bodily details 
directs the viewer to concentrate on the topographical expression mentioned above. 
The result is a state of silent and calm attention in the face of natural scenery. More 
importantly, the person is not standing alone in this scene, but rather becomes part of 
the grand landscape along with the artwork. In this sense, although Lerma’s series of 
portraits depicts humans as subjects, it transcends the human-centered beliefs in 
anthropocentrism. As Jacques Rancière writes in The Future of the Image, the 
materiality of the images themselves overcomes the aesthetic image of 
anthropocentrism, as any other referential or constitutive relationship disappears in 
the image of contemporary art. Thus, Lerma’s latest series of portraits achieves a 
further transformation of the subject or the inversion of the subject and object, from 
the dynamic, living person to the materiality and living qualities of the paint, canvas, 
and images themselves.

On the occasion of this exhibition, we are pleased to conduct an interview with José 
Lerma. Based on his accumulated experience and the concepts behind his artistic 
practice, the artist discusses his approach to portraiture, his understanding of 
images and their relationship with the viewer as well as his future creative endeavors. 



Interview with José Lerma 

First of all, can you please briefly introduce your solo exhibition Quieto, Quietud, Qui-
etudes at Almine Rech Shanghai? What does the title indicate? And why choose to 
exhibit portrait paintings exclusively as your very first solo show in China? 

I have worked on portraits for almost a decade, and although the style has changed 
quite a bit, the basic format is the same, and I return to it constantly. The title 
translates into still, stillness, stillnesses. In an individual sense, stillness is a quality 
we have become accustomed to recently, despite enormous social changes. I feel it’s a 
condition we have become reacquainted with from our collective past, and while it 
may become transitory, it is worth examining. I wanted the title to convey a feeling of 
distance and removal from the subject. A portrait with no obvious psychology, more 
like a still-life of a person. As if I were painting a sculpture of a person, an 
individualized mannequin. I wanted it to have the forced elegance and rigor of an 
arrangement of flowers or a vase painting. The real pleasure is formal; these subjects 
lend themselves to creating large planes of light, moving copious amounts of paint 
within a specific economy. They are very much portraits of paint itself.
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Installation views of Quieto, Quietud, Quietudes, Dec 09, 2022 - Jan 07, 2023，Almine Rech - Shanghai / © 

José Lerma - Courtesy of the Artist and Almine Rech - Photo: Alessandro Wang



Where do the portraits draw from in this exhibition? Are they from someone you know 
or from fiction? How do you decide who/which to be portrayed? 

Many are people I know—Family, friends, colleagues, etc. Others are composites and 
half invented, half real. Sometimes they are a hybrid of two individuals. I choose 
subjects based on how well they serve the painting. For instance, If I am trying to do a 
portrait in a few strokes, there are certain things I am looking for in a model. I used to 
paint historical characters in a cartoonish expressive mode. The plasticity implied in 
carica-ture allowed me to have a compositionally complex work that retained some 
semblance of the subject. Now I am much more invested in a superficially more 
realistic depiction that emphasizes objecthood over likeness and psychology. In fact, 
If there is any psy-chology at all in the painting, it lies in its physical relation to the 
viewer.  

You use acrylic and burlap to paint instead of oil and canvas, what are the differ-
ences would the media make in terms of the representation and expression of your 
painting? 

Since my intention with this series was to magnify the viewing experience of a small 
study, I had to resort to different materials to create that effect. The burlap is there 
because its coarse weave simulates the enlargement of cotton. The same can be said 
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José Lerma, Francisco, 2022 - Acrylic on burlap - 121.9 x 91.4 cm / 

© José Lerma - Courtesy of the Artist and Almine Rech 



about the paint and its additives. These additives give the paint a rubbery matte finish, 
which can be very seductive. They have the feel of toys; you want to touch them with 
your eyes. In that sense, they are disarming and inviting despite their scale. They are not 
just large paintings but paintings that make you feel small. 

Can you tell us more about the techniques you use to create your unique brush-
strokes and the abundance of paint? 

To get the effect I want, I make my paint, build my supports and stretchers and even 
make my brushes. I work on my studies for a long time rehearsing every mark and ad-
justing colors. I enjoy the contradiction of having an excess of materials and an economy 
of brushmarks. Creating a moving portrait with only seven or ten strokes is challenging. 
For that reason, a lot of preparatory work has to go into these paintings. I start with a 
sketch where I work out all the colors and compositional elements in advance. A lot of 
details are edited out at this stage. What emerges from this rigorous process has to 
look straightforward, like a small oil study might feel, with its surface build-up and 
unevenness, but larger than life. Part of the desire behind these works is to bring the 
intimacy of a study and present it on a public scale. I mix the paint in buckets and 
apply it with 
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José Lerma, Amy, 2022 - Acrylic on burlap - 182.9 x 121.9 cm / 

© José Lerma - Courtesy of the Artist and Almine Rech 



commercial brooms and modified brushes. It is thick, and heavy and begins forming 
skin in a few minutes. Once I start to paint, it must be done quickly and in one shot. 
It’s not endlessly malleable like oil or versatile like acrylics. You have to plan and make 
every brushstroke count because while the quantity of material is excessive, the style 
demands that it looks effortless.

José Lerma, Cristi II, 2022- Acrylic on burlap - 

182.9 x 121.9 cm / © José Lerma - Courtesy of the 

Artist and Almine Rech
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It seems that you tend to portray the face rather than the whole body, but details of 
the facial features are intentionally left behind; what does this treatment of faces 
mean to you? 

I want people to complete the image and, in some way, to find themselves in it. I like 
paintings that pull back and allow the viewer to construct and complete the image. 
Strangely, the characters in my older works had many eyes, and these new works have 
none. I think not having specific features also reinforces the objecthood of the image 
because it doesn’t “look” back at you. 

In addition to painting, you have worked on installation and video in your early years, 
what makes you turn into painting completely? Does the early practical experience 
still take effect on your current ways of painting and seeing? 

My background was in history and law, making me take language aspects seriously. 
As a student, I felt overwhelmed by the historical importance of painting. It was too 
difficult to contribute pictorially in a meaningful way. Video and installation offered 
immediacy and accessibility. So I began making post-studio art. It was humorous, 
privileging logic over reason for comedic effect, and focused on ideas. However, it 
lacked sincerity and the romance of painting. Also, I found all that reductive thinking 
paralyzing instead of liberating. Once I left school, I began to explore works with less 
focus on concepts and more on expression and idiosyncrasy. I am more sincere now 
but still keep the old skepticism on sentimentality, romance, and conventional notions 
of beauty despite my subjects being beautiful. 

José Lerma, Cristi, 2022- Acrylic on burlap - 182.9 

x 121.9 cm / © José Lerma - Courtesy of the Artist 

and Almine Rech
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