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Painting within media. 

Everyone knows that the art system cyclically makes an effort (and at times an 

exorcism) in order to revive painting and keep it alive and up to date. We also know 

that strictly speaking, painting has never ceased to exist in the sense of something 

fixed in time and visible (pig, pigment, canvas, brush, texture, physical depth, smell 

etc.). However, no one can deny that this type of painting, blinded by its own self-

reference, has ceased to be relevant and seems to live in a world that is no longer our 

own; that the predictions made by Douglas Crimp at the beginning of the 1980’s in his 

article, “The End of Painting” have become a reality1.  

 

In the last twenty years, the techniques, the materials and the supports have evolved at 

breakneck speed and today the possibilities of manipulating an image – be it real or 

virtual – are almost endless. This reality has massive implications for both the 

strategies of creation and the modes of reception and circulation of images, and we are 

entering a territory in which the pictorial, the photographic and the digital have become 

so closely related that the boundary that separates them is completely blurred.  

 

It is within this jumbled, slippery territory that we can find artists like Hugo Alonso. In his 

short but fruitful career he has already made stimulating journeys criss-crossing 

between painting, photography, computer technologies and the moving image. For this 

young artist, the picture – or rather, “the virtual pictorial surface” – has gradually 

become a place to “replace” the image, both in the ambiguous, semantic sense and in 

the material itself. In most of the work that the artist has put together under the title 

“Paintingdrome”, we can see what Paul Virilio2 called “the different logistics of viewing” 

in the sense that what we see are not pictures but rather “visual paradoxes” in which 

nothing is exactly painting anymore, nor photography, nor video, but simply “image”, 

and it is actually this polysemic, deconstructive value of the images that has in recent 

years served to reformulate traditional pictorial values. With the progressive 

                                                
1 Douglas Crimp. “The End of  Painting”. October, 16, 1981.  
. 
2 Paul Virilio: The Vision Machine. Indiana University Press (Aug 1994). 



establishment of new media (especially computer technology and video) the so-called 

“end of the history of art” would seem to have been accomplished, and we find 

ourselves before the advent of a “new era” that I would suggest we call “the disordered 

circulation of the image”, from which it would be difficult to avoid the use of traditional 

materials such as paint.3 

 

As such, works like those of Hugo Alonso show that current painting has less to do with 

the “history of painting” as with the “history of media”. After post-modern painting, 

which, as Knut Ebelling4 has suggested, was “painting within and above painting”, we 

now have “painting within media”, in other words, we find its energy in its interaction 

with other materials and supports.  

 

Neo-Baroque painting? 

According to Omar Calabrese, there are nine defining features of a neo-Baroque 

culture: rhythm and repetition; limit and excess; detail and fragment; instability and 

metamorphosis; disorder and chaos; node and labyrinth; complexity and dissolution; 

distortion and perversion; and – my favourite – “more or less” and “I don’t know what”. 

It would seem very appropriate to me to quote these in relation to Hugo Alonso and the 

title of this text, because according to the Italian semiologist, it was specifically in 

visually prolific artefacts such as the video clip where these characteristics were most 

effectively developed. The video is a genre more intrinsically post-modern since it 

mixes in such a heterogeneous, hypnotic way, music, image and text, publicity, cinema 

and video art, visual and cultural stereotypes, and avant-garde experimentation5: 

“…Paradoxical, parasitic, conflictive, semi-literate, acoustic, tactile, corporal, energetic, 

emotional, appositional, tribal, connective, rhyzomatic, particular, flexible, resonant and 

prolific… a machine of semantic disillusions…”   

                                                
3 We have developed these idea more widely in F. Javier Panera: Emociones formales. Reflexiones sobre 
el inconsciente pictórico en la fotografía y la imagen en movimiento. Junta de Castilla y León, 2005 
4 VV.AA. Painting Pictures. Painting and Media in the Digital Age. Kerber Verlag, Belefeld 2003. In the 
prologue to this catalogue, Gijs van Tuyl suggests that “…there was a time when painted images were 
contemplated as windows on the screen of a camera obscura, as reflection of the world like a mirror, but 
the idea of the image as a mirror was shattered into pieces during the modernist movement,” and for 
some, painting ended up being taken up a cul-de-sac, but which, it would now seem to leaving, 
paradoxically with the arrival of the digital age and the subsequent ontological expansion of what is 
understood to be “pictorial”.   
5 As suggested by Nestor García Canclini, the pop video would, alongside comics, video games, graffiti, 
photocopying and the internet, lead to the breakdown of fixed and stable groupings within high art, 
knowledge, history and folklore – in other words, all the symbolic resources through which we recognise 
distinct groups and hierarchies. Trans. from Nestor García Canclini, Culturas híbridas. Estrategias para 
entrar y salir de la posmodernidad, Paidós Estado y Sociedad. Buenos Aires, 2001 



 

In his painting, Hugo Alonso very consciously places himself in this “mutant” territory, 

demarcated by disordered, slippery images that serve as analogies of our current 

polyglot reality and in which the limits between the pictorial and the photographic, the 

analogical and the digital, or the tactile and the virtual, become so blurred that they end 

up indistinguishable. The creative process of the artist is completely hybrid, with his 

voracious pirating of techniques and processes that are apparently contradictory: video, 

photography, digital image, illustration … and paint, of course. It is precisely the paint 

that is served by the digital media, with its capacity to “vampirize” and deconstruct 

images of all types, which makes it – almost by definition – a “neo-Baroque machine for 

representation”. At the same time it also establishes a paradoxical dialogue with two of 

the most used technical resources by illusionist painting of the 17th and 18th centuries: 

the trompe l’oeil and anamorphosis, in other words, the lie, the trick, false evidence and 

its ambiguous correlate, the figure of denial. The brush has been substituted by the 

pixel capable of placing one figure here, another there, in order to subsequently mould 

them and change them radically… 

 

The images created or digitally captured by Hugo Alonso are subjected to endless 

processes of mutation, distortion, dissonance, interruption and fragmentation, that 

swing between oneiric fantasy and hallucinogenic perturbation… Eventually it is 

transformed into something similar to visual channel hopping as we dreamily watch the 

TV, or a feverish DJ session in which each musical phrase is subjected to an endless 

process of sampling, cutting, remixing, & scratching6, perverting the original meaning of 

the images from within and turning each one of his pictorial installations in a narrative 

universe that is unwonted and rhyzomatic.  

 

Concerning “Paintingdrome” 

The consciously eclectic process that Hugo Alonso carries out at a technical level in 

“Paintingdrome” can be semantically correlated with a complex code of iconographic 

references from horror and science fiction movies, pornography and certain pop 

videos7…. or rather, a parody of all these.  

                                                
6  In this sense, it is significant that in Alonso's latest installations, music, which he creates and mixes 
himself, play an increasingly important role. 
 
7 Above all, the music videos of the British artist Chris Cunningham for experiemntal techno musicians 
like Apex Twin - "Come to Daddy"(1997), "Windowlicker"(1998) - Autechre - "Second Bad Vilbel" 



 

I should point out that the title of this text is on the one hand a reference to the song 

Video Killed the Radio Star by the techno pop group, The Buggles in 1981, which 

served as the opening to the pop video channel MTV but also a reference to the tragic 

ending of the main character in the film Videodrome, made two years later (1983) by 

the Canadian filmmaker David Cronenberg. The film is referenced – almost like a 

storyboard – in some of the visual panoptics that (combined with spray techniques and 

acrylic), Hugo Alonso began using about two years ago under the title “Pause”.  

 

In Videodrome, Max Renn (James Woods) directs a television channel that broadcasts 

pornographic images of terrible quality in the early hours of the morning. One day his 

assistant catches a pirate video signal from a new channel, Videodrome, whose 

programming consists of extremely realistic hyperviolent pornography that exercises a 

vampire-like fascination over its viewers… Max becomes hooked to the Videodrome 

signal and his psychological addiction becomes physical after the television takes him 

over like a “parasite” and he turns into a kind of living video with tapes introduced into 

his stomach through a kind of opening/vagina… the tapes provoke tumoural mutations 

and psychological disturbances that disconnect Max from reality and he ends up being 

abducted.  

 

The paintings of Hugo Alonso manage to capture the perturbing final hypothesis of the 

film: the tumour provoked by Videodrome is not malignant, but rather a new organ in 

the brain, evolving in order to assimilate the barrage of images that humanity receives 

day in day out. In order to stop his metamorphosis, Max must say goodbye definitively 

to his old, corrupt body and enter into the “New Flesh” behind the television screen. 8 At 

this point, one of the characters in Videodrome says one of the phrases that Hugo 

Alonso has made his own: 

 

                                                                                                                                          
(1995) - or Squarepusher - "Come on my Selector" (1998) - or in his recent video creation "Rubber 
Johnny"(2005) also in collaboration with Aphex Twin. 
 
8 This can be understood as the end of a process of degeneration in a victim of technology, or as the 
beginning of a “new life”, as suicide or as liberation. Whatever the case, from the cold and emptiness of 
the apartment and the character’s previous existence, it is hardly surprising that he would prefer to pass 
over to the other side, where at least there awaits the tempting lips of Deborah Harry. See Leonardo Diaz 
Bouquillard: Las Extensiones de los Medios en “Videodrome” de David Cronenberg. 
www.pasadizo.com.  



“…The television screen is the retina of the mind's eye. Therefore, the television screen 

is part of the physical structure of the brain. Therefore, whatever appears on the 

television screen emerges as raw experience for those who watch it. Therefore, 

television is reality, and reality is less than television…” 

 

Following on from McLuhan9, this would come to suggest that television is not just an 

expression of the collective consciousness but also a tool which can be managed by 

this consciousness, changing it for the benefit of whoever controls the medium. These 

words take on more meaning than ever in this era of “reality TV”, of young people 

hooked on the internet, of hypersexual publicity, photogenic politics, kamikaze news 

reporters, and opinions controlled by the media. Perhaps they don’t insert a video 

cassette into our stomach, but they are certainly able to change our opinions and 

attitudes.  

 

“Do you know what the most frightening thing in the world is? It’s fear (...)”10. We 

all suffer from Scoptophilia 

The other “cult” reference that forms a double pictorial and videographic remake (“Rec”, 

2007) in the latest pieces by Hugo Alonso is the film Peeping Tom (1960) by the British 

director, Michael Powell, with a screenplay by Leo Marks. In the film, Michael Powell 

attempted to immerse himself (and at the same time immerse the viewer) in the 

tormented mind of a young man who is obsessed with the idea of filming the most 

intense emotions that the human face is capable of registering. In order to do this he 

mounts a camera on a tripod whose legs end in sharpened blades. While filming his 

victims (always beautiful women from very different backgrounds to himself), he would 

bring up one of the legs of the tripod, and skewer them, The victims also saw 

themselves being killed, because the deranged protagonist (played by Carl Bohm) had 

fixed a mirror on the camera which reflected their drawn-out agony. This recreation of 

the Gorgon myth, warped by Powell, included subjective camera techniques that 

converted the viewer into victim and aggressor at the same time, infusing them with an 

intimate disturbance11 since here, in contrast to Videodrome, we are not resigned to 

                                                
9 McLuhan, Marshall and Fiore, Quentin. The Medium is the Massage. An inventory of effects. This trans. 
from Paidós Studio, 1967 
10 Do you know what instils greatest horror in the world? Fear. (Peeping Tom, 1960) 
11 In Peeping Tom this metaphor of cinema as a supreme vision is taken to an extreme. The film begins 
with a shot of an that opens and, immediately after, a camera begins to roll (as such, the eye of the 
character becomes the equivalent of a machine that films). In the cinematic experiences of the subjective 
camera, as in Robert Montgomery’s Lady in the Lake, or in Orson Welles’ failed project Heart of 



witnessing a fiction but to pure horror, an antecedent to the snuff movie. Under these 

parameters it is not difficult to feel similar emotions when we read about gangs of 

youths that film themselves on their mobiles beating up beggars, second rate actors 

who enjoy filming their sexual acrobatics then circulating them on the net or the soldiers 

that record the humiliating torture of their prisoners on video, and anyone who wants to 

record those moments of their life that don’t deserve to be forgotten… These new 

“photographers of panic”, who spend their time recording their perverted pastimes, 

force us to sink into our own most abysmal instincts and place the most degenerate 

impulses before our eyes… Nevertheless, the response of David Cronenberg to a 

journalist that accused him of encouraging snuff movies in his films, puts it very 

eloquently:   

 

“You want snuff? You have it free and legal on CNN. There are killings televised every 

day. Everything is live, and I sit there calmly watching the show from my sofa. Before 

the snuff was underground; nowadays it’s accessible to the public at large…” 

 

Paintingdrome is in this sense an audiovisual reflection on the predatory power of 

images and Scoptophilia (the obsession of the voyeur who watches the different 

sensations produced by “fear”, above all, “fear”). Hugo Alonso is conscious that the 

television screen has become the prime medium for experience and consequently it is 

increasingly difficult to recognise through it the distinction between reality and 

representation. The media conditions human opinion and sensory experience taking us 

at times to a new mental and physical state similar to the characters in Videodrome or 

Existenz- one of the latest of Cronenberg’s techno-erotic fantasies… In these 

circumstances it is hardly surprising that psychology departments are already offering 

specialised units to “de-programme” subjects abducted by videogames or internet 

pornography or children in a state of shock from the velocity and violence of the images 

in certain TV cartoon series… 

 

In Paintingdrome objective and subjective reality are confused, forcing the viewer to 

immerse themselves in a universe where the laws of perception appear to be 

subverted. In this sense, Paintingdrome aspires to becoming an “immersive” 

                                                                                                                                          
Darkness, the process attempts to be the inverse: to make the camera look as if it were a character in the 
story, so that the machine disappears from the action. Here it is the character – and the viewer along with 
it – that adopts the vision of a camera, who becomes another character in the story.   
 



installation capable of generating its own space of perception and experience… a place 

of derivé, accumulation, fragmentation, tension and disorder that reminds us of Mario 

Pernila’s description of certain art installations in his book, El sex appeal de lo 

inorgánico (The Sex-Appeal of the Inorganic): “… the space felt by the visitor, takes 

him in, touches him, feels him: it extends towards him, it makes him enter her, 

penetrating, possessing, flooded…”12 

 

-PANERA CUEVAS, Javier, Paintingdrome. Hugo Alonso, Fundación Salamanca 

Ciudad de Cultura, 2007. ISBN: 978-84-96603-25-7. 

                                                
12 Mario Perniola. Spanish trans. from El sex appeal de lo inorgánico. Ed. Trama.Madrid, 1998. 


