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DANIEL LANNES: TENSION, CHAOS AND CLICHE
Limor Gottlieb talks to Brazilian artist Daniel Lannes

All eyes are on Brazil right now. With the success of the
of the old masters from the French delegation come to life
São Paulo Biennial, the ArtRio fair, the SP-Arte fair and
in the young artist’s work, resonating with what Brazil was
of course the Olympic Games, Brazil has been attracting
and still remains today.
some of the world’s top galleries including David Zwirner
and Gagosian, who both opened new branches in what is
“A motto all of us still live by is that we thrive in adversity.
the largest Latin American country, and sure enough more
People here believe in what they’re doing and not thinking
and more galleries (Marian Goodman, Michael Werner,
of how the public will react, they just do it. The art scene
White Cube to name a few) followed suit sending in a
in Brazil is very rich, very diverse; you see up-and-coming
flood of international collectors who are currently invading
artists that are into conceptual art or revolutionary art
the country’s previously, little-known, contemporary art
and some of them are more related to pop art and in my
scene and bringing it out of isolation. Needless to say this
case I had always found interest in the more folk aspect of
country, best known for its Carnival, the Samba and the
Brazil, and the archetypes of stereotypes of what Brazil is,
Copacabana, is experiencing an art boom that is bringing
a certain Brazil which is more of a hedonistic place…the
to the surface a group of creative, chaotic and wild young
natural beauty, the nakedness of people, of our culture.
artists, one of them being
I try to use those clichés
Daniel Lannes, who is a
not as something that
staple of the fresh Carioca
I’m criticising in a bad
atmosphere, emphasising
way––I’m
just
raising
the city’s contradictory
the question: Is this what
mix of part opulence
it really is? Or is this
and precarity. The young
what people expect from
artist famed for his
us? Without making a
exuberant and figurative
judgment.”
depictions of strange sex
acts or unusually charged
Using his paintings as
historical moments is
one new form, Lannes
magnetising the market’s
brings together nations of
attention. His work is best
both high and lowbrow
known for its lascivious
culture that intertwine as
and hilarious portrayals of
if they were one. “There’s
eroticism, as well as a later
something
Babylonian
series that mixes famous
about Rio, a city that
characters from different
secretes sweat, chaos,
periods of Brazilian history
sex, dirt and beauty all at
in lush, soap opera-style
the same time––a place
settings. The artist’s work
which nurtures the artist
is still strongly anchored
artistically, and greatly
in renewed figuration,
inspires him.
but hides some of the
characters behind bold
“Brazil is a country with a
swathes of colour, drawing
lot of layers, very diverse,
GODIVA BOY BY DANIEL LANNES
an allusion to Brazil’s
even
cosmopolitan,
geometric movement of
depending on where you
the 1950’s, which has
are. Like the big cities for
become associated with a departure from the canon of
example, they are not the jungle (which to me is the biggest
geometric abstraction that has influenced artists there for
joke when people refer to our country as a jungle); it’s more
generations.
of a continental country. I’m playing with those clichés and
the ideas that people still hold about our country, such as
Lannes mixes a classical fine art technique with pop
‘a tropical paradise’ or ‘violence.’ But still, there’s a stigma
culture, plastering fame, lust and consumerism into oil
to Brazil. We have all these exotic things to see and what
and canvas. The corpulent Brazilian backside, previously
interests me is to play with those ideas of what Brazil is,
reserved for low budget, slum rap videos, now finds its
what Brazilian art is, what Brazilian identity is, and to use
place in a noble oil portrait, divas from a forgotten period
those clichés is my way of making the viewer question
graciously make a comeback, and oversized selfies in front
whether it’s my point of view, the reality or the irony. I
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gave an interview once to a person from Europe who was
surprised when she met me because I didn’t remind her at
all of whom she expected me to be. She said: “your work is
so typically Brazilian, but you don’t seem like you are from
there. You don’t go to the beach, etc.” And that is exactly
what I’m trying to achieve with my art work, which is not at
all about what I think Brazil is, but about what you think it
is or rather should be.”
Lannes emphasises that its important not to mock or
provoke the viewer, he merely builds a bridge between the
observer’s expectations of Brazil and his own idealisation
of his birth place. “It’s almost like I’m trying to create a
middle-ground of our combined ideas and the clichés we
hold, and find a space where I can meet the viewer.”
In a way, his work is a mirror of his personal relationship
with the country, as he himself faces Brazil with ambiguity.
“I really like it here yet it has a lot of flaws. However, this is
where I’m from and where I belong and I really like some
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of the romantic ideas about Brazil, which I find very positive
and healthy, such as living in a beautiful country with
generous nature, for example we don’t have earthquakes.
Brazil is truly blessed nature-wise. But it’s also a place that
is still paying the debts to our colonisation––so in a way,
my work is a form of post-colonisation art. While we have
this amazing nature, landscape and climate, we also have
very rough aspects; some are social such as violence and
poor education, which are really big problems. Therefore,
when I fantasise about Rio and idealise those clichés about
Brazil it’s almost like a romantic input of mine to make a
delusional vision of what I would expect Brazil to be. I’m
not pointing out the problems as if I was an artist whose
responsibility it is to fight the crime or misery. I’m not
doing activist art. In fact I don’t like art that is so direct with
political statements. I would say my work is more complex
than that. It’s about putting both sides into one image.” In
fact, when you look closer, the way Lannes uses colour and
the brush strokes bring out the contrast, yet play together
harmoniously, almost suggesting that one doesn’t go
without the other, a yin and yang.

“There is an undeniable aggressiveness to Brazil, the whole
colonisation was very brutal and you still definitely feel it in
the air. However, we are very optimistic people, we don’t
get depressed. Even the poorest, hardest working person
becomes excited when Carnival comes around, which I find
to be a big contrast to Europeans who live in established
and far more advanced, and economically safer countries;
yet they are not so happy in their everyday lives and seem
moody. There is a kind of optimistic vibe to Brazil that is
undefeatable. People here are happy no matter what––
even with all the troubles. This I think is what keeps pushing
Brazil forward.”
Lannes takes images from all different sources and makes
his own narrative, rarely using an image as it was found.
There is always something that interferes with the original
image, even if it means destroying it. The artist’s paintings
seem like a form of collage. The way that he applies the
paint varies each time in tone based on what he wants
to convey. The final image always asks for an implication
of the paint that the others do not. They have a certain
rhythm, and are particular in the way the brush strokes are
commanded. This theme occurs over and over in his work,
making it decidedly very raw.
Lannes is also a great collector of magazines; images from
the 1970’s and 1980’s in particular. “Those magazines
were very cheesy. They are usually about Carnival and the
glamorous life here in Rio and they provide me with lots of
material. I really enjoy the rawness of it. Back in that day
Rio was even wilder in terms of sensuality, and Carnival
was very hard-core, whereas today it’s more industrialised.
At the same time I collect images from historical books on
subjects like the history of Brazil and our Princess in the late
nineteenth century, who was known for her amazing black
and white photo collection.”
Lannes combines those images from the past, blurs them
with images from the present and delivers not only a
fresh and unique perspective, but moreover reinvents the
storyline. “We have a very famous sculpture of an angel by
this woman who used to be a performer with the name Luz
del Fuego who walked around naked with snakes on her
body. I incorporate a mix of these images in my paintings.
Another example is a painting I based on the official image
of Kate Middleton and Prince William’s wedding day with
a bunch of little kids, and I painted a black guy instead of
Prince William, because I wanted to make a reference to
a painting The Marriage Family by a Brazilian artist from
the 1950’s which I find very interesting because it’s the
image of a married guy with his family all dressed in white
surrounded by a tropical environment. For some reason I
saw a parallel in the look, the clothes––a kind of official
uniform, to the uniform Prince William was wearing on his
wedding day. I made this connection in my head and then I
wanted to paint that image and replace Prince William with
a black guy, however nothing could be more white than that
official wedding photo, and by swapping his image with
that of a black guy, I wanted to create a little tension and
perhaps ask whether this could have actually happened if

he was black? I think that makes for a melancholic and
beautiful aspect, so it’s not ironic but almost romantic.
Moreover that black guy is supposed to be the face of Pelé,
the famous Brazilian soccer player, our king of football, so
I guess I also tried to play with the definition of royalty, as
he is royalty in football.
Lannes uses colours and expressive motion to distort the
expectations of the viewer, and also his very own. “I don’t
like the kind of art that is very dry and very political, because
I don’t want to document the problems––there is beauty
while at the same time there is violence.” The sensuality
that the artist beautifully depicts in his paintings is almost
always disrupted, and it’s this kind of ambiguity that he
wants to convey––it’s subtle and not direct; all the while
obscuring the line between the real and the imagined,
taking the viewer with each painting on to what feels like a
dream journey.
So what’s next for the artist? “I have an art residency in
Leipzig, Germany coming up which I’m a bit nervous
about, because I don’t know what to expect––it’s a totally
different environment. I also have a show at a very cool
gallery called Magic Beans in Berlin, which I am very excited
about. I have three paintings that I’m taking with me to
Germany that I’m also showing at my exhibition in Brazil
at the moment, which is called Tristes Tropiques and means
‘Sad Tropics.’ It’s inspired by French anthropologist Claude
Lévi-Strauss, who studied the Indians and it deals with the
idea of what it means to be in the tropics, and raises the
question of whether we can find melancholy in the tropics
(contradictory to what we associate them with: happiness,
and good vibes). The title enabled me to create my own
fantasies and delusional ideas about what it means to be
in the tropics. The paintings are not only about nature and
Indians, but some of them are about a political reunion. I
like art that has a kind of delusional aspect to it, without
being in your face. It’s about putting both things in one
image, and not being dry and direct about it.”
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