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Figure 14. Mecánica Celeste (Celestial Mechanic), 2009. Oil and pencil on canvas. Diameter 85 
inches. 
 

An important part of Estevez’s work is devoted to studying the 

relationships among human beings. Searching the range of alchemical imagery, 

he decided to use the symbolism of Conjuctio or Chemical Weeding, to talk about 

it. In alchemical terms, it represents the “generation of the philosopher’s stone” 

(Roob, 326). Jung saw this stage as “the union of spirits and soul in the unio 

mentalis” (Jung, 17), closer to what Estevez is seeing in the image.  

The Conjuctio has been illustrated many times in alchemical manuscripts 

and books as the union between a man and a woman, a king and a queen, 

therefore ideal as a contemporary counterpart of this idea of relationships. The 

artist brought this concept to his work and chooses to represent it in a similar 

manner, as it has been done for centuries. In his paintings he illustrates it as the 

union of a couple, as in Mecánica Celeste (Celestial Mechanic) (2009), a circular 
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piece that shows the sexual union54 of a man and a woman, both looking half-

human and half-machine. This alchemical stage is also represented in his 

Amores Dificiles (Difficult Loves), from the same year. In this scene a moth with 

broken wings is facing a mechanical one, an almost opposite couple. This image 

illustrate the difficulty of a relationship between them, nevertheless the need of a 

physical union.  

Another alchemical concept that Estevez has illustrated in his work is the 

journey as a way of transformation. In his case, he is referring basically to two 

kinds of journeys: the spiritual and the physical. Being an immigrant himself, he 

understands the significance of a journey as a passage of transformation.   One 

of his works inspired by this idea is the installation Bottles to the Sea (2000),55 

which may be seen as a premonitory work that announced his departure from 

Cuba in a poetic way.56  He made one hundred drawings similar to old 

manuscripts that were individually encased in glass bottles of different sizes and 

colors.  Each drawing is unique, therefore the piece becomes a philosophical 

compendium of his thoughts and perspectives. He also wrote individual texts for 

each one, and illustrated them with personal symbols, especially his winged                                                         
54 “The sexual metaphor, a topos of alchemical literature drawn from the erotic mysticism 
of biblical texts such as The Song of Solomon, aids the adept in understanding the 
arcane secrets of the transformation of matter in the Hermetic flask (compared to the 
female womb)” (Battisti, 326). 
 
55 This piece was originally shown at the Havana Biennial in 2000, Cuba; then at his solo 
exhibition Dreamcomber at the Huntington Gallery at the Massachusetts College of Art, 
in Boston, and the last time in his exhibition The Mystery of Migrations, in 2009 at Pan 
American Art Projects, in Miami, Florida.  
 
56 Estevez left Cuba in 2003, lived in Paris, France for a year while in an artist’s 
residency, and came to Miami in 2004. 
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hybrid characters that had become a sort of trademark. In them we can see 

compiled many of the themes he was working on at that time and others that he 

later developed. The idea behind this project was to throw a bottle into the sea in 

different cities and later locate who finds them.  This piece relates to fate and 

destiny, and the lack of control over it. It also emphasizes the journey that the 

bottle will take, from the moment that it is thrown into the sea to the point that 

somebody finds it, if in fact that happens at all since it could wander in the sea 

forever. The bottle journey is impossible to predict, the same as what happens 

with life: only the departure point is known, arrival is a mystery until it ends, and 

the journey itself is what counts.  

There is another of his boxes, Tratado de las Despedidas (Treatises of 

Farewells) (2006) that represents journeys in a symbolic way. The central panel 

represents an airport in which the center is made out of a head connecting all the 

planes in the terminal. The top and the bottom of the box show other modes of 

travel, like trains, buses and ships. Estevez is using means of transportation as 

symbols of movement, therefore the beginning and end of journeys.    

 

Figure 15. El Misterio de la Migraciones (The Mystery of Migrations), 2009. Oil and pencil on 
canvas. 68 x 96.50 inches. 
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In 2009, he presented a solo exhibition titled El Misterio de la Migraciones 

(The Mystery of Migrations), illustrating the importance of journeys as ways of 

transformation for him.57 Among the paintings, there was one that gave title to the 

exhibition. The scene is formally solved in two focal areas: the upper and the 

lower. In the upper part he placed a seahorse leading a boat with rowers that 

look like human beings with bird heads. The uniformity of the rowers is an 

allusion to the situation that everybody is trying to get to the same destination. 

The lower part of the piece is far more complex: there is a mechanism of 

relationships established between all the represented characters, all linked in one 

way or another. Mythical creatures populate the painting, among those his 

trademark bird-headed beings, biped-hybrid creatures whose bodies are 

birdcages or chemical tubes. In this piece there is also another idea related to 

alchemy: the idea of transformation reflected in the imagery. There are not 

simple human beings anymore, the whole process of assimilation has made a 

profound impact, and therefore the change is inevitable. Estevez is talking about 

the foreseeable transformation that people experience as time passes, and as 

they go through traumatic and life-changing events, such as migration. 

Therefore, the journey becomes the way of transformation and transmutation in 

alchemical terms. 

                                                        
57 As an immigrant himself, Estevez understands the process of the journey, leaving his 
country and establishing himself in a new one as a profound way of transformation. 
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Figure 16. Round Trip, 2008. Oil and pencil on canvas. Diameter 85 inches. 
 

Another piece based on this alchemic idea of journeys as illustration of 

change is Round Trip (2008). Made the same year and exhibited at the same 

exhibition, Round Trip is simultaneously the illustration of a journey and his 

interpretation of life’s concatenated facts, the cause-effect factor. Estevez is 

talking about the idea of a cycle, and how it is developed throughout somebody’s 

life as a repetition of universal law. Here again, he is following the alchemic idea 

of macrocosm and microcosm, which describes every human being as a 

macrocosm itself at the same time that it is a microcosm, part of the universe.  

In this piece, there is constant flow of trains, coming and going. Perhaps 

he is paraphrasing the popular aphorism of “taking the last train”, and sees life as 

an endless succession of trips and journeys. Round Trip is the image of his 

understanding of transformation as a constant process, a sort of mutation that 

takes human beings from one phase to another in life. The concept is illustrated 

by choosing a circular format and an image in which it is impossible to detect its 
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beginning and end. These trains are moving in a constant loop around each 

other in concentric circles. He is also exploring the place of human beings in the 

universe as part of a system and their individual cosmos, the wheels that move it 

all and makes possible its functioning. The existence of microcosms and 

macrocosm is another idea he has taken from the principles of alchemy.  

 

Figure 17. Mecánica Natural (Natural Mechanic), 1997. Mixed media on paper. 43.5 x 29 inches. 
 

Nature, as God’s creation, is considered as a perfect work and as the 

model to imitate in the alchemical world.58 Estevez is a firm believer that 

everything has been done before by nature, and that all that men create has 

already its counterpart in the astonishing natural world. To illustrate this theory he 

made a series of drawings in which animals’ bodies are transparent, like x-rays, 

and the interior, instead of vital organs, is occupied by complex machines 

reminiscent of man-made technology. Excellent examples are Mecánica Natural 

(Natural Mechanic) (1997), an image in which a hen becomes a sewing machine; 

and Horadar (Drill) from the same year, a wasp that looks like a drilling machine.                                                         
58 Aristotle in his Poetics introduced the idea that art imitates nature. As discussed in 
Chapter 1, a considerable number of alchemists were followers of Aristotle. 
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In Meditar es una forma de construir (Meditating is a way of Building) (1999), a 

crab is mapped out internally as a digger machine. In 2001, he made another 

work on paper within the same theme: Mutaciones de la Naturaleza (Nature’s 

Mutations) (Argyropelecus Sp.). This time he chooses a fish that shows its 

similarities to a steam ship.  In 2006, he made a series of collages for the first 

time.  One of these, Borboletta, is inspired by this same idea of nature’s 

perfection and how it existed before men would explain it through science. In this 

instance he reverted the idea: he pasted a helicopter and completed it with 

insects’ legs and moths’ wings. He has worked on this series of works 

consistently over the years, finding analogies in both worlds. He has extended 

this observation from animals to humans and in many of his works he represents 

human bodies half-biologically, with natural limbs, and the other half as 

machinery. This is a way of calling attention to the perfection of the human body, 

which works with the precision of a perfect machine. 

 

Figure 18. Ciclos Evolutivos Personales (Personal Evolutive Cycles), 2007. Oil and pencil on 
canvas. 56 x 38 inches. 
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After analyzing Estevez’s representation of alchemical ideas and concepts 

in his oeuvre, it is easy to see how alchemy takes him to the ultimate goal: 

transmutation, in his case, a transformation of himself. He represented the main 

alchemic concepts in his work, and ultimately experienced the principal purpose 

behind it: transformation. This is how pieces that would not be linked to alchemy 

are connected. It was the study of alchemy that ultimately transformed him as an 

artist and as a human being. He has made several pieces in which this idea of 

his own change is explicitly developed through his traditional imagery. One of the 

earlier ones, which instantly refers to this idea is the painting Ciclos Evolutivos 

Personales (Personal Evolutive Cycles) (2007). The image represents the 

evolution that people go through in their lifetime or at a particular point in time. 

The body has two wheels that can turn, one is the head and the other is placed 

over the genital area59. The head wheel changes with animal heads (deer, lion, 

elephant, bird, fish, and alligator) that can alternatively be in place of the human 

one. Following the traditional symbolic attributes of these animals, he confers 

their related values, giving the work a fable connotation.  Wheels are one of the 

main symbols of transformation in alchemy. The piece seems to be inspired by 

Arnald de Villanova’s idea of transformation when he said “transforming nature is 

nothing but driving the elements around in a circle” (Roob, 637). In Ciclos 

Evolutivos Personales, the transformation happens as he takes on qualities of 

the different animals whose heads he placed on the main wheel. 

                                                        
59 “Apart from the image of the egg, according to Hildergard Von Bingen, the wheel is the 
symbol best suited to explaining the working of the macrocosmic plan” (Roob, 661). 
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Figure 19. Eternal Return, 2009. Oil and pencil on canvas. 56 x 38 inches. 
 

Estevez makes it a point to establish differentiations in transformation 

according to gender, since he is considering the female world as a microcosm. 

One of his most lyrical pieces created from this idea is Eternal Return (2009), a 

canvas which illustrates his views about the correlation between beauty and time 

for women. His representation of women is not based on the traditional beauty 

attributes, and he consciously avoids them, therefore adorning elements such as 

hair or jewels are left out on purpose. His “women” are intentionally bold; he 

wants to concentrate his attention on their emotional and spiritual distinctiveness. 

In Eternal Return, there is a woman staring directly at the viewer, dressed in a 

red gown, covered from neck to toe. There are scissors nipping at every corner 

of the dress, while the woman is very still, like there is nothing she can do to stop 

them. Eternal Return is Estevez’s view of the passage of time and the 

inexorability of it, reinforced by the traces visible on her face and body. The 



69  

transformation that this woman is enduring is not a conscious exercise, however, 

it is happening and it is constant. 

 

Figure 20. Permanent Battles of the Transitory Existence, 2010. Oil and pencil on canvas. 68 x 
144 inches. 
 

Transformation is a process that involves the inner self and this is an idea 

that Estevez has represented extensively throughout his work. One of the most 

exquisite paintings inspired by this thought is Permanent Battles of the Transitory 

Existence (2010), which illustrates the daily emotional and spiritual “battle” 

people go through, mostly against themselves. The central figure is a man 

showing his torso made of the plan of a city; his head is attached to a revolving 

carousel with hanging armed fishes and shells besieging him. As previously 

discussed, in alchemy, cities represent the inner self, the most intimate thoughts 

and the personality of anyone. So here it is the image of this man, but what he 

really is talking about is how he sees himself, in the middle of his imaginary battle 

against the odds. Estevez is representing a generic man, which could easily be 

anybody.  Here he is also bringing in the idea of the microcosm (the man) and 

the macrocosm (the world). In his viewpoint, there is a need to know and 
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understand himself first, and then try to understand the universe. Once more he 

is reinforcing the idea of each person in the totality that represents the world.  
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IV. CONCLUSION 

Over the years, Estevez’s work has evolved and matured as he developed 

a complex imagery based on numerous sources, from the aesthetic to the 

philosophical. His cosmogony has been nourished from a broad spectrum of 

research in such subjects as medieval literature, illuminated manuscripts, antique 

philosophy treatises and esoteric books, among others. His work is about his 

constant questioning of life and the surrounding world. It is an inquisitive 

overview of humankind and of his place in the world that has driven his work 

ethic. In this quest, alchemy has provided him with a set of laws and principles to 

follow, taking him into the path of transforming himself and, as a consequence, 

his perception of the world and ideas to make art. Estevez not only took 

philosophical concepts from alchemy, but also certain elements from the process 

as well.  As were many of his medieval counterparts, Estevez is inspired by the 

objects he collects, often including them in his artworks. In a way, his “boxes” are 

similar to the ones that alchemists used as repositories for their sacred objects. 

Estevez sees in the objects their symbolic meanings, but also their aesthetic 

values, and the opportunity to combine by including them in his works.  

Formally, there are also changes that can be followed in the creation of his 

pieces overtime. One is the progressive richness of the iconography, which grew 

with his knowledge and research. He started including in his works images 

inspired by the old alchemy treatises, and many of the symbols and codes that 

speak of a very particular world. His work became more complex and dense, 
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especially the paintings in which the compositions were increasingly larger and 

more intricate.  

Thematically, he has taken many alchemical concepts and created his 

own interpretation, mixing known symbols with others that are very personal to 

him, and in the process created his own imagery. The development of specific 

alchemical ideas in his work is carried from one piece to the next by an insightful 

understanding of its philosophical principles. Working with these ideas, his 

perception of the world and the universe at large was shaped into a combination 

of logic and intuition.  

Estevez developed his own imagery based on his studies of the ancient 

practice, but it was through the method of active imagination that he was able to 

represent many alchemical passages in his paintings and sculptures. This 

process allowed him to illustrate them directly from his mind to his artwork. 

Estevez represents the embodiment of Carl Gustav Jung’s idea of alchemy’s 

power of metaphysical transformation, a process that is illustrated in his work. 

The evolution can be seen by looking at pieces from different times, but inspired 

by the same theme. Although Estevez may be inspired by the same themes and 

produce more than one work based on them, each one is different because he 

always has a fresh point of view. He works with a chosen theme until he 

considers it exhausted. At the same time that his art was growing, he was 

developing himself as a human being, a transformation that was happening in a 

similar fashion to that which occurs in the alchemical process: he passed from a 
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state of Nigredo (when he started studying alchemy) until reaching his Rubedo 

(when he understood and represented his own transformation).  

Transformation is one of the most important principles in Estevez’s work: 

the act of transmutation, the central idea of alchemy, but instead of transmuting 

metals into gold, Estevez is interested in human change and inner 

transformation. To symbolize transformation, he uses his distinct iconography 

that includes hybrid creatures: half-human and half-animal, or half-human and 

half-machine. His characters have human bodies and birds’ heads, birdcages as 

bodies and human heads, mechanical limbs and human hands, all creating 

exquisite metaphors and parallels between the animal world and the mechanical. 

The artist sees machines as similes of the work hitherto done by nature. In his 

eyes, “wheels are interpretations of the animals’ legs and wings are an 

assimilation of birds’ aerodynamics.”  At the same time he sees the human body 

as an extraordinary and perfect machine. However, these images are also 

comments about transformation and the endless cycle of life. Estevez Is 

interested in what happens to people throughout their lives in a philosophical 

way, and to represent this he uses a mixture of autobiographical references and 

universal elements, as do many artists, with his own life as a point of departure.  

Looking at the development of his oeuvre through time, it is easy to see 

the role of alchemical studies. Alchemy has influenced him to an extent that even 

pieces that were not completely inspired by the philosophical practice show its 

effect, where the central theme is transformation. Ultimately, his works show the 



74  

transformation of the artist as a human being and his quest to understand the 

process of creating art. 
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