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HOST is an exhibition space and program series that amplifies 
The Contemporary Austin’s commitment to centering artists 
and welcoming publics. With each exhibition cycle, an artist will 
create a newly commissioned environment in the HOST gallery 
space at the Jones Center. Programming will accompany each 
work. Throughout the run of each exhibition, artists will invite 
visitors into their worlds.
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In his sculptural work, Raul De Lara (b. 1991, Culiacán, Sinaloa, 
Mexico; lives and works in New York, NY) reimagines everyday 
objects—chairs, ladders, plants, and other household items—as 
surreal, anthropomorphic forms. Blending technical fluency in 
woodworking with material play, humor, and poetic sensibility, 
his sculptures challenge fixed notions of form and identity, 
suggesting both can be continually dismantled and reassembled. 
Sourcing his lived experience of migration, adaptation, and 
cultural hybridity, De Lara explores identity as a fluid and 
mutable construct shaped across borders and over time. 

This exhibition also marks a personal and artistic 
homecoming for De Lara, who immigrated to Austin more than 
twenty years ago. Leading up to HOST, the artist returned to 
Austin and visited the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center 
to study flora native to both northern Mexico and Texas—the 
firewheel, lazy daisy, and damianita. In the resulting works, he 
recasts wild-growing flora as houseplants, invoking the ways 
in which immigrants are subject to systems of classification, 
containment, and control. “Why can plants—but never people—
be native to two places?” De Lara asks, reflecting on the politics 
of assimilation and the systems that determine who or what is 
permitted to belong. A DACA recipient, De Lara articulates the 
paradox of contingence—living in a country while never fully 
belonging to it, or to the place he left behind. His plants evoke 
this liminal state: rooted, yet contained; sustained, yet unable  
to flourish. 

Raul De Lara, 20 Years Later / 20 Años Después, 2024. Walnut, ash, steel, Polyx-
Wax, and polyurethane. 39 x 8 x 5 inches. Artwork © Raul De Lara. Image 
courtesy the artist. Photograph by Raul De Lara.  

Raul De Lara



For De Lara, household objects and plants are our silent 
companions—witnesses to our everyday acts of care, endurance, 
and quiet resistance; woodworking is not only an act of making, 
but a form of devotion and an evolving language for expressing  
the intricate negotiations that shape and sanction the struggle  
to belong. 

— Julie Le, Assistant Curator, The Contemporary Austin

Raul De Lara, Damianita, 2025. Mesquite, ash, walnut, and Polyx-Wax. 91 x 44  
x 27 inches. Commissioned by The Contemporary Austin. Artwork © Raul De 
Lara. Image courtesy the artist. Photograph by Raul De Lara.  



Artist Raul De Lara in his studio in Ridgewood, Queens, NYC, 2025. Image 
courtesy the artist. 



Julie Le:  Raul, over the course of our collaboration, you said 
something that really stayed with me: “Why can plants—but 
never people—be native to two places?” It was a simple but 
powerful and pointed question. Could you talk a bit more 
about that?

Raul De Lara:  I grew up in Mexico and moved to Texas with my 
family when I was twelve. That crossing has shaped how I see 
the world. Anyone who has moved away from their hometown 
to another might share that unresolved feeling of being from 
two places but belonging to neither. At what point does one 
belong? When I said, “Why can plants—but never people—
be native to two places?” I was thinking about how nature is 
allowed a kind of borderless fluidity that humans often are 
not. For this exhibition, I wanted to explore how something, or 
someone, might belong to more than one place. I once spoke to 
a scientist studying invasive species, and asked him, “How long 
does it take for a species to no longer be considered invasive?” 
He responded, “It’s not about time, it’s about who has the power 
to call you invasive.” 

Julie:  Your sculptures take playful, surreal forms, while 
celebrating the natural properties of the types of wood you 
work with. Could you share where you source the trees you use, 
and how you choose to approach specific forms or references?

Raul:  I love a piece of wood with a story. For this show, I 
focused on species native to both Texas and Mexico: cedar, ash, 
walnut, and mesquite. The dimensional lumber I used came 
from lumberyards in New York, Pennsylvania, and Texas. To 
make my pots, I used green oak and walnut logs sourced from 
upstate New York. Sourcing the mesquite was exciting because 
I was able to find a sawmill right outside of Austin that carried 
dimensional mesquite lumber, something I’ve never seen before.

The flower forms are inspired by flowers native to both 
Mexico and the United States: the lazy daisy, damianita, and the 
firewheel. I came down to Austin this spring to study first-hand 
the personality of each flower I was carving. The cacti sculptures 
are shaped into symbols that represent chapters of my upbringing 
in Austin. The hand represents my years working construction 
with my parents; the chairs represent my years serving tables at 
a Mexican restaurant in Leander; and the ladder represents my 
family’s journey immigrating to the United States for a better 
life. The cracking pots and precariously balanced sculptures hint 
at my current limbo status with DACA—of being able to grow 
and exist in the country, yet unable to set permanent, stable roots 
within it.

Julie:  Your practice has strong ties to craft and tradition, 
especially in woodworking. How do you see your work engaging 
with—or reshaping—these learned or inherited histories?

Q A 



Raul:  I grew up in my dad’s woodshop in Mexico seeing how  
a tree could become something magical. In Mexico, there’s an 
ineffable quality within the built world where you can sense the 
pride and joy of those who work with their hands. I remember 
watching local craftsmen carve saints from branches, and 
wondering at what point the ghost of the saint enters that piece 
of wood. I think about that in my own work now. Not in the 
religious sense, but in the way that woodworking can imbue  
a spark of life into seemingly non-living things. I see myself  
as a storyteller via woodworking.

Through my research and practice, I strive to preserve, 
honor, and propel forward generational knowledge of wood in 
Mexican and American culture while combining it with new 
technological developments. I recently started using virtual 
reality to design my sculptures before I get to carving with 
analog tools.

Julie:  What do you hope visitors feel as they move through your 
show? Is there anything you are hoping they will take away 
from the show? 

Raul:  I think there is something about interacting with wood 
that registers deeply within us. I don’t know if it has to do with 
the million wonders wood has done for us, from the first fires  
to the first shelters, but there is something about it that puts 

me at ease, and I hope the viewers get that sense of comfort  
and welcoming in the show. 

I hope my story and my sculptures help viewers consider 
what an immigrant is in this day and age. How stories from 
people who come to the United States for a better life can be 
part of the narrative, because at one point we all came here 
for something, and here we all are. I hope they can feel the 
balancing act, the constraint, the humor, the magic, the fluidity, 
and the growth inherent in the lives of people who belong to 
more than one place.  

Q A 



Raul De Lara (b. 1991, Culiacán, Sinaloa, Mexico) is a sculptor based 
in New York City. His work explores the emotive and storytelling 
potential of materials such as wood, stone, steel, and leather. 
Fond of humor, magical realism, and the uncanny, his sculptures 
draw from the visual languages found in flora, furniture design, and 
cultural artifacts. De Lara immigrated to the U.S. at age 12 and has 
been a DACA recipient since 2012. His work reflects on themes of 
nationality, queer identity, and the immigrant experience. Alongside 
his artistic practice, De Lara engages in research that preserves, 
honors, and evolves traditional uses of wood in Mexican and 
American cultures, while combining them with developments in the 
global woodworking industry. 

De Lara received his MFA in Sculpture + Extended Media from 
Virginia Commonwealth University and a BFA from the University 
of Texas at Austin. Recent exhibitions include the SCAD Museum 
of Art; Tucson Museum of Art; and the Cheech Marin Center 
for Chicano Art & Culture (all 2025). Select honors include the 
Maxwell/Hanrahan Award in Craft, NYSCA/NYFA Artist Fellowship, 
Art in America’s “New Talent” 2023, Hermès Paris Inaugural Aspen 
Installation, Penland School of Craft Distinguished Fellowship, 
Silver Art Projects Residency, Lower Manhattan Cultural Council 
Residency, Haystack Mountain School of Crafts Open Studio 
Residency, and the Ox-Bow School of Art Fellowship. 

Julie Le is Assistant Curator at The Contemporary Austin.

Raul De Lara, 19 Years So Far / 19 Años Después, 2023. Zompantle, Tzi-Te beans, 
red string, cedar, oak, douglas fir, hemu, pigment, urethane, and lacquer. 
38 x 20 x 6.5 inches. Artwork © Raul De Lara. Image courtesy the artist. 
Photograph by Raul De Lara. 
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