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FERNANDO DE S2YSZLO

Fernando de Szyszlo Valdelomar has been called "the
first painter" in Peru to "operate in the authentic van-
guard" of modern painting.l His unique interpretation of
the reality of Peru helped free Peruvian art from the dying
thesis of Indigenism at the same time it was acting - along
with other Latin Americans' interpretations of their reali-
ties? - to break what Szyszlo himself called the "servile
imitation of European academicism"3 of the early Twentieth
Century. With the arrival of Szyszlo, modern, abstract art
in Peru also arrived.

Although Szyszlo met with some initial problems in
his propounding of abstract art, his final reception was
assured by three things. The first was a growing sense of
nationalism in his native country: the second, the reaction
among his generation of artists to Indigenism. The third
was a continuing exposure of Peruvians to modern art, which
heightened their understanding and appreciation of it.

The spirit of nationalism in Peru had been through
several cycles in the previous sixty vears. fhe cata-
strophic defeat by Chile in the War of the Pacific (1879~
1883) started a period of deep soul-searching among the in-

telligentsia of Peru. Many of them saw the primary reason

)




for their country's defeat, and ycontinuing weakness, in the
separation of their country. The coastal elite was isolated,
politically, socially, and even economically, from the masses
of idigenes in the highlands.

The often-repeated story of the highlanders who

thought that the recent war had been a struggle

between two obscure caudillos - a General Peru

and a General Chile -~ was a bittersweet illustra-

tion of the lack of national integration.

Manuel Gonzélez Prada (1848-1918) first began to
stir the pot of Peruvian nationalism. Prada attacked all
sectors of Peruvian society except the Indians, calling for
reforms to "forge a strong and unified nation."> Although
his ideas were not well-received in his time, they set an
example which strongly influenced the intellectuals and poli-
tical leaders who emerged after World War I.

Foremost among these was Jose Carlos Mariétegui
({1894-1930). Beginning in the 1920s, Mariétegui established
himself as the greatest Peruvian thinker of his time. His

book Seven Interpretive Essavs on Peruvian Reality had a tre-

mendous effect on Peru. Combining his own ideas with those
of Gonzélez Prada and others, he arrived at a truly consis-
tent analysis of Peruvian society. For him, the socialist
evolution of society would not only return Peru to the values
of her Inca past, but would also endow her with the capabil-
ities of modern science. His vision of Peru helped give rise

to a strong nationalistic spirit in the 1930s. ©
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World War II and its aftermath brought the uneasi-
ness of the Cold War. It also brought another cycle of
i nationalism. Beginning in the 1950s, many leading Peruvian
intellectuals and political leaders began to reject external

i influence (especially that of the United States). The vision

of Peru's reality again began to rise. In 1962, a reformist
military junta implemented many programs which were aimed at

joining the two Perus, the coast and the highlands, and
Fernando Belalnde Terry's 1963-1968 government would attempt
7

even more nationalistic reforms along the same lines.

This continual rising cycle of nationalism made

] ( Peruvians more aware of their potentiality as a nation. It
especially served as one of the foundations in understanding

who they were, and what the Peruvian reality was.

Important as this developing sense of nation was,
in art it was perhaps overshadowed by another demonstration 1
of nationalism: Indigenism. The nationalist rebound in
Italy, France, and Spain during the 1920s; the inherent
% nationalism of the Mexican muralist movement of 1922; the
continuing national interest in regaining Tacna and Arica
] Provinces (lost to Chile in the War of the Pacific); and the
importation of the ideals of the 1917 Russian Revolution,
along with Mariétegui's clear statement of Peruvian life,
spurred the nationalism of the 1930s. It also led to the

formation of the new artistic school of Indigenism in Peru

by José Sabogal (1888-1956) .
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| . Under Sabogal, Indigenism was the rejection of
1 academicism, and the new artistic movements identified with i

European decadence. Indigenism was the dignification of f

f Peruvian reality: ethnic, geographic, social. It was the é
assertion, the confirmation, of Peru's reality versus that ,
4

forced upon it by external forces, and saw the ascendancy of

the Indian as a testimony of Americanism and Peruvianism.

Unfortunately, in the end, Indigenism proved to be
propelled by forces too weak to keep it alive. Although it

had an initial tremendous impact, it lacked a true motive,

a true intert. Sabogal himself lacked enough of a strong

4 formal academic background to overcome the lack of aesthetic

expression; his attempted use of the Mexican model was one

i which couldn't be transferred and resulted in sentimentality
' instead of a dynamic ideology able to survive on its own.
The movement became rigid and dogmatic, and became mere

representation, not expression. By 1940 it had lost its
strength, even though Sabogal had become director of the
National School of Fine Arts (where he remained until

1943) .8 szyszlo said this of Indigenism:

A . . . that which in Orozco was a fierce and uncon-
trolled statement, in the best tradition of Goyesque
’ expressionism, and what was in Rivera an uneven,
but always skillful union of the fresco style of
early Italian Renaissance with a certain reference
to Gauguin, rapidly became in its disciples through-
out the rest of America a torpid exploitation of
native subject matter which necessarily had to lead
to a picturesque art in which the exoticism of the
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sl
sgbject was the only - and very doubtful - contribu-
tion.

As an epitaph, it may be strongly worded, but it re-
veals the major flaw of Indigenism. The major strength of
the brief trajectory of the movement, however, was that it,
too, revealed more to Peruvians about who they * ' e. Even
if it were a shallow interpretation, it served 1its moment in
perhaps helping to free Peruvian artists from their European
bonds, and opening them up to the transition from Indigenism
to modernism.

Szyszlo also cites the fact that World War II forced
many Latin American artists to return to Latin America, where
their participation in gallery and muséum exhibitions con-
tributed to a raising of the art-consciousness throughout the
reqion.10

This, then, was the scene into which Szyszlo entered:
a country which was more aware of itself cultur:lly, and per-

haps what it could be. He reinforced both of those aware-

nesses.

Szyszlo was born in Lima in 1925. As a youth, he
attended the Jesuit School La Immaculada in Lima, and de-
cided to choose architecture as his profession. His first

year of study at the School of Engineers (1943) revealed to
nll

As

him "the badness that was in that graphic discipline.

a result, he began to attend night classes in art at the
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School of Plastic Arts of the Catholic University in 1944,
and immediately saw that that was where his interests were.

« « « I had arrived at an interest in painting . . .

through lectures about the drama of Impressionist

painting. Many lectures about Ganguin, about Van

Gogh . . . then an interest in painting as a valid

destiny really awakened in me, with those heroic

connotations which I gavi to the case of Gauguin,

or the case of Van Gogh. 2

His decision to throw away the highly respected
career of an architect for that of a painter caused his
family much anxiety, but had little effect on his decision.

The School of Plastic Arts was, at that time, under
the guidance of the Viennese Expressionist Adolph Winternitz.
Under his direction, the students did "very few academic ex-
ercises.” What was taught was "an artistic conduct: how to
live as an artist, what it is to be an artist, what is impor-
tant to an artist." The essence of the instruction was "the
atmosphere of creation, the state in which an artist should
be or should have to really get something out of himself."
Art was something "born of necessity, and it was better to

do nothing if it did not surge from an authentic compulsion,"

and creation was what was important, not necessarily the

me thod or technique.13

Szyszlo was one of the first artists to enter the
Catholic University. 1In fact, he was an exception, as the

vast majority of students attended the National School of

Fine Arts.
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He probably attended the Catholic University for two
reasons. First, the University's School of Plastic Arts -
under Winternitz - had a reputation as a center of a high
quality of art instruction. Second, Szyszlo had already
identified himself as one of the generation who were dissat-
isfied with academicism, Indigenism, and the sense of pro-
vinciality which were seen as major flaws in the National
School at the time (Sabogal had left the year before.)
Szyszlo's identification with the rising currents in art was

so strong, that in 1943 he had joined the Agrug;cién Espacio

(Space Group), which promoted and defended modern art.
Szyszlo was its visual standard-bearer, and its members in-
cluded some of Peru's best writers and critics: José Marfa
Arguedas, Sebastian Salazar Bondy, Javier Solorugen. These
meetings and discussions provided further impetus for his
interest in literature - especially poetry -~ and art.14
Szyszlo finished his studies at the Catholic Uni-
versity in 1946.15 In Lima, in 1947, he had his first one-
man show. At that time, his works were still figurative,
and show a variety of definite influences. Interior (1948,
Fig. 1), is a melange of Cubism, Surrealism, and the in-
fluence of Paul Klee (Swiss, 1879-1940). Cubist influence,
especially Picasso, shows most clearly in the substitution
of a vague, shallow, ambiguous sense of space for what is a

three-dimensional picture: perspective has been sacrificed,

and seems to operate only on one flat plane.
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The eerie, dreamlike quality, especially that of the
semi-transparent child(?), comes from Surrealism, and re-
flects a continuing, lifelong interest. 1In Indagacién, he
mentions a "natural inclination" toward it--~that it was the
common denominator of the meetings of his circle of

16

€riends. In 1955, he called Surrealism "one of the most

honest and respectable" of art movements; it was "a complete
movement because it embraced all the branches of art."17
His constant references to the unconscious evoking an image,
and the uniting of imagination and dream relate directly to
Surrealism's idea of the unconscious as the fount of the
imagination, in an exploration of personal conscious and un-
conscious dreams and fantasies.18

His Surrealism is not that of a Dal{ or Tanguy: _ it
is not naturalistic Surrealism. Rather, it is the Surrealism
of a Miré, an organic or absolute Surrealism. Where natural-
istic Surrealism

. . . presents, in meticulous detail, recognizable

scenes and objects which are taken out of natural

context, @istorte@ and combinedlgn fantastic ways

as they might be in dreams. . .
organic Surrealism reflects dictation of thought without
control of the mind. The result is "generally close to ab-
straction, although some degree of imagery is normally

20

present." As Szyslo's work developed, his shapes indeed

began to attain what Janson calls "biomorphic concretion" in
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their "vigorous life."21

Klee's influence in Interior is apparent in the
{ quality of childlike naiveté, which was one of Klee's hall-
4 marks. Perhaps even more important than the visually ap-

t
I parent influence, however, was Klee's approach.

He (Klee] sought to clarify the process of creation
, as an intuitive act arising from the peculiar

- spirit of the artist but affected all by his ex-
periences, remembered consciously or not, including
! the images, materials, and forms with which he had
worked. 42

B This concentration on the process and atmosphere of creation

parallelled the artistic conduct Szyszlo learned at the

——

& Catholic University, and became more imyortant to his own

personal style.

e

Another influence on his work at this time was
Rufino Tamayo (Mexican, b. 1899). Gesualdo speaks of

"Tamayesque works"23 in the 1947 exhibition. From other

references - including Szyszlo's - one must assume that it
is more color than anything else to which Gesualdo refers,
as Szyszlo's colors at this time weire more flat and somber.
Westphalen, however, points out that this connection is

e oftentimes not complete insofar as Tamayo's color changed

24

according to which period he was in. To Westphalen, the

1 ot o link is more one of a "Romantic exploitation of color, its

utilization to express states of mind (or spirit]."25 Tamayo

i b i

also became more important to Szyszlo in the next years.
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This was not only because he helped to free Szyszlo from the
influence of Cubism, but also because Szyszlo saw him as
using art of all ages to establish a means of expression
which was profoundly his own, international, and national,
all at the same time.26 As will be seen later, this mixture
came to be of utmost importance to Szyszlo in his own work.

Szyszlo's work during this period reflects diffuse
influences. Not only is that because he was still being ex-
posed more each day to art itself, but it was probably also
due to the state of flux in the world of art, as it transi-
tioned to abstract art. Although fantasy painting in all its
forms still abounded, Abstract Expressionism was developing

in the United States, and Tachisme (from tache: blob) was

developing (or had developed) in France. These new currents,
and others, developing in different countries at the same
time, offered myriad routes to unique plastic means of ex-
pression. At the same time, many Latin American artists were
beginning to see the need to reconcile their national peculi-
arities with the more international ideas to reach that
means.27 For all artists, but perhaps even more so for the
Latin Americans, the "issues were not as clear" as for the
generations before; "sides were harder to take."28
In 1949, stifled by the backwardness and provin-
ciality of the Peruvian art scene, Szyszlo, as so many other

Latin Americans before and after him, went to Europe. In-

itially in Paris (1949-1954); and then Florence (1954-1955),

-
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17
one of his first discoveries was that he knew little about
the technical aspects of painting.

When I arrived in Europe, I understood violently

that I had not learned the things about painting

that could be learned, that is to say, disciplines
like the chemistry of painting, realistic drawing,
realistic painting, all the complex technique which
is in descriptive painting.
Although he had a good background in artistic conduct, he
lacked the formal technical background he needed. As one
means of overcoming this, he began first to copy the 01d
Masters (in Paris), and later to copy the works in the Pitti
Palace in Florence.

His trip to Europe was also his first exposure, in
person, to the works of the great painters. Previously, he |
had known the 0ld Masters only through illustrations, and the
effects of seeing them in person was profound. 1

Do you know what it is like for a painter who has

never seen an original painting by Rembrandt, for

example? It is like telling someone that Joyce is
marvelous, but never letting them understand him
except through surmaries. I recall . ., . the shock
it was to see them for the first time.

His shock was not just the sheer exposure. It also
lay in the texture, and glazing - the beauty of the surface
- and in chiaroscuro. Rembrandt, Titian, the masters of the
Venetian Renaissance, Van Gogh, and others -~ all provided

fresh impulses to his senses, even though it would take time

for him to assimilate them, and time for them to show in his

_———
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own work.31

In Paris he also benefitted from exchanging ideas
with other Latin Americans. With Octavio Paz (then
Third Secretary at the Mexican Embassy) as a focal point,
he met and talked with Enrique Zafartu (b. 1921) and
Nemesio Antuflez (b. 1918) of Chile; Alejandro Obregdn (b.
1920) of Colombia; Tamayo; Alejandro Otero (b. 1921),

Jesis Soto (b. 1923), and Carlos Bogen of Venezuela. He
also met Ernesto Cardenél, and Martinez Rivas (Nicaraguan
poet). More importantly, he met Marta Traba and José

Gomez Sicre, who were to become important champions of
Latin American painting, and who were to do much - through
their writing and other activities - to help abstract
painting £ind its place in Latin America.32 Although each
of the artists was to establish his own style in the fuvcure,
it was no coincidence that each returned with a vision of
modern art.

Syzszlo's stay in Europe was critical to his de-
velopment as a painter for two reasons. First, he completed
the transition to abstract art; second, he discovered he was
a Latin American.

When he left Peru, Szyszlo had been freed from
Cubism (with Tamayo's help). He had already been drifting
toward abstract painting, and his stay in Paris converted
him totally. In fact, for a short time, before he found his

own style, he was a vociferous champion of Parisian abstract
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33

vainting. The main influences of this change were Hans

Hartung (German, b. 1904) and Pierre Soulages (French, b.

i ki o i

] 1919).34 Both Hartung and Soulages were central figures in

-
FORT F VO ST

| 1 the Tachisme school (or informal art), which rejected

TP
-~

figurative and geometric forms for the use of totally spon-

taneous techniques.35

Szyszlo met Hartung in Paris. Certainly they

T T S S Ty

shared common interests. Both respected Rembrandt highly;
Szyszlo's discovery of the importance of drawing had been
one of Hartung's loves since the early Twenties; but it
was Szyszlo's growing intellectual development which must
{ have been the strongest bond. Hartung looked at the crea-

33 Hartung looked ]

tive act much the same way as Szyszlo did.
H at objects in order "to transfer the emotions he felt in
their presence into an inner realm of his own from which ;
their realities could be most readily communicated."37 |
t It was this reaching into one's self to communicate
previously seen or felt things (whether consciously or un-
consciously) that began to characterize Szyszlo's work; the
l internal translation became important in his mature style.

- L But Hartung still believed in the moment of the gesture,

while even at this point, Szyszlo's approach was more
38 ]

!
! deliverate.
] Soulages probably struct a deep chord with the

architectural sense of his work - the massive, physical

presence which "may have been inspired originally by the

-

- ‘ R e

e = .
s e e R Sl e o ot di o o A

.
S S VRSV VS WP SR LAL




20
prehistoric dolmens of his native Auvergne, as it certainly

39 Both

was by the Romanesque sculoture of the area."
Soulages and Szyszlo came from countries whose past extended
far back beyond Christian times. The telluric presence of
pre-Christian cultures was readily observable, and both had
a sense of historv - Szvszlo's feeling for pre-Columbian art
was varticularly strong, and the ore-Columbian tradition is
particularly strong in Peru. The difference is that where
Soulages was drawing upon those ancient images in the 1940s
and 1950s, Szyszlo would not merge them into his paintings
in a sure fashion until the 1960s and 1970s.

One influence whose influence or value is hard to
judge is that both Hartung and Soulages had already made
their bid for artistic freedom, and had succeeded in it.
They had burst the overwhelming bonds of cubism and geo-
metric abstraction in the creation of a new form of expres-
sion. ad Szyszlo was trying to break the same tyve of bonds
from earlier movements as he moved toward finding his own
type of expression. Although he had only gotten as far as
painting "strictly within the canons of Parisian abstrac-

ndl at this point, all the things he had

tion of the 1950s
seen and experienced were laying the foundation for his
later indevendence.

Szysylo's discovery that he was a Latin American was

not the simplistic idea it seems at first. For years,

Latin America had followed Europe's lead where art was

-
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concerned. Movements which began in Europe were trans-
ferred almost whole to Latin America. It was a sense of
over~dependence on Europe for ideas, at the same that a need
for a unique Latin American approach was felt, that led to
the rise of the important internationally-recognized Latin
American painters of the 1950s on.

That was Szyszlo's discovery: that he was not a
European, but a Latin American, with his own unique approach
to, and interpretation of, plastic expression. In his case,
it meant two things. The first was how to blend the inter-
national styles, concepts, and currents with that which was
uniquely Peruvian to arrive at an expression which at the
same time it was modern and intefnational, had not lost its
more native, national meanings and roots. The second factor
involved increasing the awareness of Peruvian society to what
the first meant.

For me, the European adventure ended with the con-

viction that I had to live in Paris and try to

create my work there, to contribute in whatever

way to how things changed. I, like man, arrived at

the conviction that . . . it was necessary foizall

of us to return and change the circumstances.

By the time he left Europe in 1955, Szyszlo had re-
ceived his formal academic background in modernism. His
background in things unique to his country was less formal,

but certainly not shallower, and that background centered

around pre~Columbian art.
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Szyszlo's interest in pre-Columbian art went back to
before he left Peru. While still there, he had been inter-
ested in Chavin (circa 1200 B.C.-200 A.D.), Mochica (circa
100 B.C.-800 A.D.), Nazca (circa 250 A.D.-850 A.D.), Chancay
{circa 1300-1500 A.D.), and Inca (circa 1250-1550 A.D.) art.
He had already begun what was to be a lifelong study of the
ceramics, archaeological ruins, textiles, legends, and his-
tory of the ancient Peruvians.43 "He found in pre-Columbian
art a kind of abstraction - autonomous, powerful - that ap-
vealed to him both spiritually and technically."44

The interest in the abstract in pre-Columbian art had
already been shown in a series of works he did which were
influenced by the painted tavestries of the Chancay culture.
Through them he began to approach abstract painting, using
them as a step in much the same way he did the influence of
Klee, Hartung, and the rest.

Just as pre-Columbian art interested him by its
autonomy and abstraction, it also interested him in the
sense that he felt the art of one's own national past de-
served as careful study and attention as did that of the 01d
Masters.45 "A country in which its tradition, its myths,
its history, don't form a part of its lifeblood is destined

nwd6

to be absorbed spiritually and materially by others. And

his vision of Peruvian art as being absorbed by European or

North American influences until it was only a pale reflection

of Eurove or North America drove him to find the "resistence"
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I about which Marta Traba speaks - the resistence to domination

{ by external forces. 47

! Szyszlo's problem in the 1950s 1lay in how to unite {
these concepts, but his first efforts only proved the need £
! to change the circumstances, and that he needed to further 1

define his work. While in Europe, he had continued to

exhibit. Neither in Paris in 1950, nor in Florence in 1955 .

{he sold one painting in each show) did he apparently re- |
ceive overwhelming reviews.48

Composicién (1954, Fig. 2) may be typical of his work

of the period. 1It is obvious that he has devmarted from the
figurative, although the hint of the face/head in the center

points, perhaps, to where he would one day arrive. His

colors still show Tamayesque influences: they are the same

earth tones. The overall image, however, shows his striving
toward his goal: one has the sense of the presence of a
mystical being hovering over (or in front of) a mountainous
(Peruvian?) landscape. Although it may be considered an
approach to how to mold modernism with evocations from his
national past, the work shows that it is not a final expres-

sion of a concent. It is as if it were a state proof in

s ittt

orintmaking: the final result may be vaguely visible, but
Comgosicién is only a stage in reaching that result.

While works of this type were accepted in Europe--
which had seen far more abstract ones already--in Peru the

recention was different. Still somewhat isolated from the
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latest developments in modern art, the country was not yet
either well-enough exposed to them nor was it experiencing
another nationalistic upswing. Thus, a one-man show Szyszlo
had in Lima in 1951 was received with hostility. "Decadent,

o were the comments, which only rein-

immoral, unPeruvian,"
forced Szyszlo's will. Undeterred, he returned to Peru in

1955 to join battle - visually and vocally - in the defense
of modern art, and to be a Peruvian painter.50

Between 1955 and 1963 he continued to exhibit
regularly, not only in Latin America, but in the United
States and Europe (see Appendix A for a list of exhibitions).
These exposed his work more to the public and the critics,
and enhanced his image as a developing artist. In 1957, he
was made Professor of Painting at the Catholic University (a
post he held until 1976); although the public still had
doubts about his work, his peers were acknowledging him.

He also continued to travel, and thus continued his
exposure to current trends in art. He had already visited
New York City for a short time in 1953, where he met the
critic, Dore Ashton, and the painters Franz Kline (1910-
1962) and Jack Tworkov (b. 1900). In 1958, he accepted a
job offer from his old friend Gomez Sicre, as an assistant/
advisor in the Visual Arts Division of the Pan American
Union, in Washington, D.C.51

Even more important than his appointments or

travels, however, is the fact that the period 1955-1963 saw
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him drawing together everything he had learned, and every-
thing he felt, in clearer definition. Although there had

been clear indications of specific influences in some of his

earlier work, up to that pveriod he had still not arrived at

the means of plasticallyv expressing himself as he wanted. i
Where before he had been so overwhelmed that he sometimes

was almost outright parrotting other movements or personal

influences, he now began to consciously blend them together

to fit his needs. Inclination and training (especially under

Winternitz) had left him intellectually aware and self-

critical. Now, that, together with maturity, gave him the
ability to choose what he wanted from everything he knew; ;
that same self-awareness and maturity also gave him the in-
creasing ability to express his goals visually.

From the 0ld Masters he brought three things. The i
first, from Rembrandt, Van Gogh, Titian, and others was tex-
ture. He felt that modern painting had done itself a dis-
service by not using the contrast of textures to enrich the i
surface, and his paintings became rich in varied texture. :

The connection between almost any of his works from the late

ead L on o

1950s on and such works as Van Gogh's Starry Night (1889) or

Wheat Field and Cypress Trees (1889)is forceful and immedi-

ate. Glazing (the second point) had been a technique used
during the Renaissance (and after) to enrich the beauty of
the surface, and Szyszlo added it to texturing both for its

own intrinsic luminosity and to enhance the texture itself.
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Chiaroscuro is the third lesson well-learned from

the Masters, especially Rembrandt.

There are two great lines in painting: the color-
ists, and those of chiaroscuro. That is to say that
which comes from Rembrandt and that which comes
from, let us say, Breughel to Miro, who don't have,
these last, plays of light and shadow, but rather
plays of gglor. Technicallyv, I always proceed from
tone. . .

Certainly the same play of light and shade used to such ef-

fect by Rembrandt in The Company of Captain Frans Banning Cog

("The Night Watch," 1642) and The Blinding of Samsom (1636) is

prominent in Szyszlo. There is also a similarity in many of
his paintings to Rembrandt's rich but subdued tones and
colors (besides Tamayo's). The sense and importance of tone
is reinforced when one understands that Szyszlo's ideas for
a painting are always done in black and white.

His ties to Surrealism remained strong, especially
in the unconscious, the use of threatening forms, and the
juxtapositions of disparate forms. He begins his paintings
without a theme, but he does have certain images from which
he proceeds in order to evoke a mysterious climate, mood,
atmosphere, or the like. His is not pure Surrealism, where
dreams are directly transferred to the canvas. "What I have
before and during the process of painting is a knowledge of

the element as sensation, as expression of movement, not as

54

a verbalizeable plan for executing it." He does follow the

Surrealist idea of chance producing the work:
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I start with mixed (c-nfusas] notions which I later
attempt to resolve plastically, giving them an
equivalent form, unggl something which is not delib-
erated is produced.
One result of this is often a certain tension between his
forms and colors. His forms especially are often threatening
either through their specific shapes, or through the juxta-
position of dissimilar shapes (and tension, threatening
forms, or the juxtaposition of dissimilar forms are all Sur-

56 In the final result, however,

realistic characteristics).
as with Arp, it is the choice of chance, and not chance alone
that he follows.

The technique he uses to transfer his ideas relies
strictly on choice, as it is a very deliberate process. The
unprecise notions are first refined to a precise black-and-
white drawing on the canvés itself. This drawing is then
covered with a thick layer of white in which the textures he
wants are reproduced. After the texturing, he covers the
canvas with a strong base color, which is covered in turn
with a glaze (or glazes). The final painting is thus one or

37 In his later

more colors over a strong background one.
works, especially, where his colors are richer, the glazes
produce a superb luminosity.

His major problem still lay in how to use these in-
fluences and technigues to establish a language which spoke

for both the international and the local; a language which

was international without losing the sense of being Peruvian.
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To do that he integrated cultural and literary references in
a unigue style which focussed on "the difficult, turbulent
but possible encounter between two worlds, two histories, two
cultures, two times, two vital attitudes in the fecund unity

»n58

of art. He connected modern abstract painting to the pre-

Columbian in a manner which is essentially abstract at the same

| time it contained allusions to pre-Columbian iconography, in {
the "creation of an image of the integration of the universe
of the dominated cultures to Peruvian society."59 He pro-
duced allusions to pre-Columbian and modern Peruvian themes,
whether they were nature, landscapes, animal, or human, in a

{ mixture of elements and parts which combined to evoke an

i image. The image is never clear, but it establishes a mys-

§ terious presence which immediately unites the ancient with

i ¢ the modern, and the national with the international. The

image thus becomes "a breath of the strange dimension which

unites the past and the oresent in terms of lines, forms, and
60

where he "awakens the . . . intrinsic in {the
61
"

colors,"
Peruvian] identity.
From the quotations above, it is obvious that an

essential part of his painting rested (and rests) in his

ability to transmit and evoke an emotion or mood. This was
expecially important in his works of this period, where the
figurative allusions are less strong than they are later.

It is one of the major points whiéh separates his work from

the North Americans or Europeans of the period. Traba
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especially recognizes this vital fact when she speaks of "the
attitude of representing emotion, not of intellectualizing it
like the Europeans."62

This emotional appeal works not only on the level of
recalling the faraway spirit of the Inca Empire, and the
"obsessive nature of the relations between Spaniard and In-
dian, between dominator and dominated in the Peruvian cul-

w63

tural process, but also through the technical aspect of

recalling the technique of the textiles and painted fabrics
of the ancient coastal cultures (especially the Chancay cul-
ture).64 His attempts to transmit his own feelings were not
only a matter of the unconscious: they were helped by a

conscious love for "the solid, perennial, earthy quality of

n65

the adobe structures of the ancient Peruvians, and by his

own innate sense of the mysterious, the tragic, the grandi-

ose, and the splendid.66

The impact of his works also rested in the titles.
Szyszlo carefully and deliberately chose titles for his works

in order to both emote and evoke.

The paintings, I think, have names as people do. I
have never wanted to give a painting a name capable
of distracting from the vision, but rather one which
is very precise. If a painting is not descriptive
[realistic as opposed to abstract] people tend to
look for "what is it;" thus I have always preferred
that the name stirred up a [mental] climate, more
than an idea.®

Thus, by the late 1950s and early 1960s, Szyszlo had
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defined his ideas enough that he was producing works like the
Cajamarca series (Fig. 3, 4). From the title to each visual
detail, Szyszlo has refined his ideas to the point that it

is obvious he is a painter of emerging status. The title
itself evokes an image. Cajamarca was the scene of the
slaughter of several hundred nobles and retainers of the
Emperor Attahualpa by the Spaniards under Pizarro on 16
November 1532; the site where Attahualpa was held prisoner
while his ransom was collected; and finally, the site of his
execution by Pizarro on 29 August 1533.

The image evoked is one of violence, death, suffer-
ing, and betrayal -~ the continuing tension, on all levels, of
the meeting of two civili;ations. Each emotion is reinforced
by the paintings, or perhaps more properly, the paintings
reinforce - in an active, rather than passive role - each
emotion. Angular and curved forces attack, defend against,
surround, and overwhelm each other in a Surrealistic juxta-
position of opposites. The dark colors throw a somber mood
over the works which is unaffected by the small patches of
blue or yellow. The colors are Tamayesque in their earthy

somberness (compare Fig. 5, Tamayo, Woman in Gray, 1959).

Conflict and tension are rampant, and already the symbolism,
although not as defined as in later works, is already "more

evocative [emotional) than intellectual, . . . bordering on

the mystical."68

He has thus begun to solve "the dual problem of how
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to use pre-Hispanic cultural elements, while at the same time
being able to borrow freely from contemporary arts."
Cajamarca is freely abstract and contemporary, while at the
same time it recalls the pre-Hispanic, "the slave and the
conquistador," in its "sharp-pointed, cutting, almost cruel

forms, of gloomy intonations."69

During the 1950s Szyszlo began to get more acclaim
for his work, not only from the critics but from the public.

He passed from being un-Peruvian through being satirized.

Surely the title of Orbegozo's interview, published in Cul-

tura Peruana in December, 1955--"A Concrete Interview with

an Abstract Artist" (emphasis added)--cannot be mere coincid-
ence, especially as the entire tone of the article, from the

interviewer's point of view, is tongue-in-cheek.70 It was

7 that an event occurred which

avparently during this period
was to pass him from these earlier positions to the one which
firmly established him, not just among his peers or critics
but among the public, as Peru's most important modern
painter.

That event was his discovery of the epic Quechua poem

Apu Inca Atawallpaman. Szyszlo's knowledge of Quechua poetry

resulted from his friendship with the poet Arguedas. His
love of literature has already been mentioned, and he espec-
ially had a love of poetry. In fact, while in Paris he had

done a portfolio of lithographs for Vallejo.72
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The date of the composition of Apu Inca Atwallpaman

is unknown,

. . . but it is considered an authentic expression
in the tradition of Quechua lyric poetry, of the
suffering, humiliation, and spiritual strength of a
people whose destiny is symbolized in the tragic
fate of the Inca Atahualpa.’3

Its impact upon Szyszlo must have been enormous. He did a
series of thirteen paintings on the poem, each of which was

i from the

identified by "a line, a phrase, or an image"
poem. Even more importantly, it seems to have acted as a
catalyst. Where Szyszlo's work up to this series can be seen
as a searching for a sure expression, the series Apu Inca

Attawallpaman is an arxival. His painting from this point

on is more sure plastically, themes are more refined, and
each series succeeds the next in decisive fashion.

The series was shown in 1963, and public, as well as
critical, reaction was highly positive. The contrast between
his 1951 show and the 1963 show is amazing. When asked to

what he attributed the difference, Szyszlo said:

There are two connected reasons which I think explain
it: on one side in the . . . years which separated
them my painting had matured in the sense that its
goals were more clear and its language more defined,
also I had technically evolved. But more important,
the atmosphere [i.e. the people] of Lima had acknow-
ledged the persevering labor which we had been doing
in the Institute of Contemporary Art in the spread-
ing of the significance and the purvoses of modern
art. Through conferences, publications, . . . and
exhibitions there was a campaign, year after year,
in favor of the art of our century. I do not doubt




PLa A n

L Sk L

E | &
]
f 8
B
o
:Ir
aH
'
r [
| .

33
that the echo which the exposition of the series of

Apu Inka had _was the result, one of the results of

that labor.’

The work of the Institute of Contemporary Art is in-
disputable, but in 1963, there were also other powerful
forces at work in Peru, as it was going through another cycle
of rising nationalism, and national interest in uniting the
two Perus of the coast and highlands. As previously men-
tioned, the military government had instituted various reform
programs which, in one way or another, had begun to refocus
societal attention on Peru and her oroblems.

In 1962 and 1963, Fernando Belatnde Terry had height-
ened this focus during his campaign for the Presidency (the
military had announced they were a caretaker government only
--Belainde was inaugurated 28 July 1963). Belalnde's pro-

gram lay in a revolution without bullets. It was to estab-

lish a basis for

. . . CO-existence and co-operation between the
coast and the sierra, between capitalism, in-
dividualism, and the westernized way of life on one
hand, and socialism and Inca traditions of communal
labour and landownership on the other.76
Belalinde travelled and campaigned indefatigably throughout
the country, talking about the need for expansion and growth
as a nation, attempting to guide Peruvian society of all
levels and sectors to make a better place for all in their

country. Naturally, his program had tremendous appeal to the

lower classes, but it also appealed in great part to the
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burgeoning middle class, the Church, and the military, all
of whom exercised special power in politics and thus, in
reform.77 Szyszlo's series, which restored "prestige to the
great native theme"78 came at precisely the time when Peru-
vians were experiencing a heightened interest in themselves
and their country, and its past, present, and future.
Perhaps Szyszlo himself summed up not only his aes-
thetic position, but that of the time, when he said:
I believe that if some day we are to achieve our
identity, both as painters and as a human group,
this will come to pass in the degree that we commit
ourselves not only to our individual and collective

destiny, but also to_the heritage of our past and to
our present reality.

If the series Apu Inka Atawallpaman marks the emer-

gence of Szyszlo's mature style, it also marks the emergence
of a custom which he is to follow henceforth. It is the pur-
suit and development of an element (or elements) which par-
ticularly appeals to him, and which he explores for the rich-
ness of its possibilities. He does this in several paint-
ings, which then form a series in which he "systematically
develops the element(s)" which he is interested in, "real-
izing diverse approximations of color and of form, but
deliberately arising from it."ao Each series develops the
element(s) until he has explored it to his satisfaction, or
until the suggestion of a new element has surfaced, when he

embarks on a new series based on the new element(s).
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Although the new elements may be a complete departure from
those which have gone before, they are just as often inspired
by the transformations through which an old element has gone.
Additionally, he may carry a specific element through several
series.

In the Cajamarca series (1959-1961) that element is
the tension by "those two forms like the two carbons of a
voltaic arc which are near to each other without touching."
(top center, Fig. 3). The rest of the picture is there only
to increase that tension. But it was not until 1963 that he
began the systematic development of the elements, thus the

series Apu Inka Atawallpaman sees some of the same elements

as the Cajamarca series, but more refined and slightly

changed.81

Both the Cajamarca and Apu Inka Atawallpaman series

evoke the ancestral presence of the ancient Peruvian cultures
more through a felt sense of the mysterious than through any
specific images. The allusions are not as defined as they
are in the later periods of Szyszlo's work. Additionally,
the forms themselves are not as specific. 1In these two
series, and in other works of their time (see Fig. 6 and 7),
the edges of many of the forms blend more into the back-
ground, as opposed to the much more hard-~edged, definite
forms of later years. Some works of this period especially
recall the scribbled forms of Hartung-~~the edges are broken,

and the brushstrokes recall the strokes of a broad pencil
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more than they do painting.

Works like Apu Kon Ticci Viracocha (1964) (Fig. 7)

present similarities to a movement which had been very strong

b in the United States during the 1950s, and which had not lost

-

its vigor even in 1964. That movement was Abstract Expres-
sionism.
Abstract Expressionism had begun developing in New

York City in the 1940s as a result of a desire for freedom

from more traditional aesthetic values. It stressed spon-
taneous personal expression, and Surrealism, with its empha-
sis on the unconscious in the act of creation, was one of its
basic roots. It included the total gamut of visual results
from the action painting of Jackson Pollock (American, 1912-

1956), to the essentially figurative works of Willem de

Kooning (American, b. 1904).°%2
S2yszlo’'s first real exposure to Abstract Expression-

ism probably came during his 1953 visit to New York City,

when he met Kline and Tworkov (both of whom were active in
the movement at the time), among others. His full exposure
seems to have come when he worked with The Pan American
Union, between 1958 and 1960. It was then that he met De
Kooning and Mark Rothko (American, 1903-1970).83
Szyszlo's link with Abstract Expressionism lies in
the similarities between his works and those of what are

called the Color Field painters,who were primarily distin-

guished by great areas of usually bright hue. Szyszlo
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himself admits that he is "not a true Abstract Expressionist"
due to the fact that figurative allusions are definitely
present in his paintings,84 but the similarity between works

like Apu Kon Ticci Viracocha, and Color Field painters like

Adolph Gottlieb's (American, 1903-1974) and Orb (1964, Fig.

8) and Rothko's White and Greens in Blue (1957, Fig. 9) is

apparent.

It is immediately obvious that the techniques are
totally different. Szyszlo's works are carefully, deliber-
ately textured and glazed; Gottlieb's are a mixture between
well-defined orbs in the top and the freely painted forms in
the bottom; and Rothko's are large, thin washes of paint
which form massive rectangle/sguares with fuzzy edges, which
overwhelm the background. Yet the ties between them are just
as striking. They all present objects firmly placed on a
background, creating an almost physical tension, and an op-
tical ambiguousness which affects the sheer dynamics of per-
cevotion.

Most importantly is the sense evoked by the paint-
ings. Rothko and Gottlieb firmly believed "ancient myths
and primitive art" revealed universal symbols of the uncon-
scious mind. They "declared their intention to create,
through myth-inspired paintings and a more fuw#ciful imagery,

w83 Szyszlo takes this a step

a 'tragic and timeless' art.
farther, to apply specific Peruvian myths to produce his own

tragic and timeless art, but the mysterious, mythical
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quality is apparent in all.
Szyszlo's affinity for Rothko is especially strong.
"Even to this day I believe Mark Rothko is the greatest

86 whis affin-

vainter who has been born in this continent.”
ity is especially based on their attitudes toward art.
Szyszlo's admiration for Rembrandt, and especially his use of
light, has been noted; Rothko admired Rembrandt very much,
and speaks of his "palpable and spiritual light."87 They
both consistently worked with a figure-ground relationship,
although Szyszlo's is much more clearly sensed, due to his
more figurative allusions. Both search for light and lumin-
osity, even if it is accomplished by different technical ap-
proaches. Both use restricted formats with many variants.
Szyszlo may move from series to definite series where Rothko
remains true to variants of the same forms, but when Szyszlo
says he does not view himself as changing, only evolving, as
all his paintings thus far are only a representation of one
painting he has inside, it moves him much closer to Rothko's
obvious visual statement of that same idea.

Both Szyszlo and Rothko see monsters and gods as a
means toward expression. In fact, one cannot help but feel
that Szyszlo would only agree with this remark by
Rothko-~"Without monsters and gods, art cannot enact our
drama: art's most profound moments express this frustra-
tion"sg--especially when Szyszlo says "art is the encounter

30

of the sacred with the material." Their art is unabashedly
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poetic and emotional.91 Finally, their attitude toward ab-
stract versus representation is so parallel that it is
amazing. Rothko maintained that he did not believe that
there "was ever a question of being abstract or representa-
tional. It is only a matter of ending this silence and
solitude, of breathing and stretching one's arms again;"92
Szyszlo has not been as lyrical, but has maintained that
there is no difference between figurative (i.e. representa-
tional) and abstract painting since early in his career, in
addition to maintaining that "in art, neither chaos nor
rational order to me has special appeal. They look rather
w94

like the two faces of the same impossible dream.

The overwhelming sense one has when comparing Szyszlo

and Rothko is that here are two kindred souls; Szyszlo must
certainly have been influenced by Rothko's views, but it is
the sameness of the spirit which is most important, not the

differences in plastic language.

Szyszlo would continue to use the idea of large ex-
panses of saturated colors throughout his life (although
-} 3 they would not be the flat unrelieved expanses of color
: fields), but in the mid-sixties he began to evolve in another
direction. His figurative allusions tended to become clearer
(though no less mysterious), and the forms themselves became
B more complicated. The figure-background concept also became

much more defined, until his paintings focused upon a
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complex figure set against a simple background. He also
continued the development of the concept of elements which
appealed *5 him, until a series based on an element might ex-
tend to twenty-five or more individual paintings.

In the series lLa Ejecucidn de Tdpac Amarid (1966,

Fig. 10), the element is the circle. "The entire series

. . . 1s constructed upon a base of those circular images.”95
It is an interest based on ties with certain Chinese symbols,
especially one called Pi. The interior of Pi represents the
real world or the earth, and the surrounding part, the uni-

verse or the sky. The oblong in the center is a platform-~

like object, perhaps a scaffold (for capital punishment --
cadalso). Tension arises from the revolving sensation gener-
ated by the circles, which are held apart from each other by
the platform, and by the contrast between earth and sky.

The name of the picture ~- The Execution of Tﬁgac

égggé -- reinforces what the picture evokes. Tﬁpac Amary was
an Inca noble who led the last major rebellion against the
Spanish after the Conquest of Peru. Thus, the reinforcement
not only becomes the tension of the dominant over the dominat-
ed (the upper circle dominates the lower); but the plat-
form becomes a scaffold for execution. On another level, the
opposition of the two circles becomes the opposition of

heaven and the underworld, with the scaffold both separating

and linking them. Either interpretation presents a climate

i i
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of tragedy and death, reinforced by the colors, which are

often predominately red.

1 By the series on Tﬁggc Amard, Szyszlo's style had be-

come well-enough defined that he had (in Gilbert Chase's
words) "unquestionably succeeded in creating a new nativism,
which had the immense advantage [over Indigenism] of being

as thoroughly contemporary as it wa& deeply rooted in the

Peruvian past.“96

Traba has observed that Szyszlo's work

. + . is sustained by the great epic poetry--con-
verted into a type of constant funeral--of the his-
tory of the Incas. His reference to the past is,
logically, only emotional, of the finding of an
atmosphere. A recurring somberness, an expansive

5 and constant solicitation of pain . . . gives
Szyszlo's work a weight which is true and which has
R | a specific density because it is not elaborating upon
] the vacuity of contents, but rather that it is sunk
3 e in history. . . .97

The appearance of the series Puka Wamani (1968-1969)

signals the advent of even more complex imagery, and images.
In this series appears the image of the fang/claw which re-
late to the feline images and jaguar cult prominent in the
Chavin culture (Fig. 11).98 Here are also firmly estab-
lished--as part of Szyszlo's imagery-~the small dots or cir-
cles which Javier Solorugen sees as seeds, blood, or sperm

which evoke the sense of transmission, procreation, and

fertility.99 Szyszlo, however, sees them "as teeth, as
mouths . . . which later begin to soften, to dissolve, like
e eyl S C et A PR e S e e
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the decomposition of a soft material.” They bear a strik-

T ———
.

ing resemblance to the motif seen in Moche culture art (Fig.
12), and in later paintings will be, as they are in Figure
! 12, placed in the sky. The scaffold has become more solid,
! and bearing strange symbols on its side, takes on the resem-
‘ blance of a pre~Columbian altar, with iconographic symbols.
Inkarri (1968, Fig. 13) continues the circle/altar
. imagery, but the altar is beginning to transform. It is
becoming the totem or stele which feature prominently in
f later works.101 Its monolithic appearance in what seems to
be a cosmic landscape not only has the visual impact of pre-~
Columbian totems, but also seems to indicate the implacable
presence of gods, perhaps in the same fashion as Soulages.
By the time Szyszlo had completed Inkarri, the com-

ments of Thomas Messer two years earlier had been rein-

forced to the point that they seemed more a prophecy of

future plastic statements by Szyszlo, rather than a summa~

tion of his works to that time.

[ What seems most important to me in Szyszlo's work is
the intensive presence of content with definable
# visual, literacy, and formal components. The visual
element comes to the fore in Szyszlo's landscape

allusions, which are traceable to a particular
reminiscence of the Peruvian landscape. The liter-
ary component . . . tends, in Szyszlo's case, to
focus upon indigenous themes, which then strengthen
the native timbre already contained in the visual
i w allusion. Finally, the formal component . . .

' furnishes the channel through which visual and
literary allusions can be brought to the surface.
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. + . It is rare to see the unique personal and the
generally valid, the indigenous motivation and the

internationﬁézcommon denominator, so intensely inter-

locked.

The next series, Homenaje a E. Guevara (1969), has
elements of Inkarri and other series, but they are more

identifiable as teeth and table/altar inspired by seeing the

body of Che laid out as proof of his death, Homenaje goes far

beyond just the notion of death. Presented as an image it
links not only the ritual ceremonial sacrifices of the pre-
Columbians to less ritual deaths of our times, but as Traba
says, "does not consecrate . . . the death . . . of 'Che,'

103

but rather its power to survive." It provides, as does

Apu Inka Atawallpaman, a sense of tragedy overpowering time

to establish an atemporality.

Homenaje contains two elements which become a basic

part of Szyszlo's plastic language. The first is the table/

altar on too of which appears a human or pre-human form. The

second is a pipe (cahio) originally inspired by a pipe which

was visible in the photographs of Che's body. Szyszlo feels

104

that it becomes converted into a sexual element. It, and

the totems which began to be clearly defined in Paisaje (1969,

Fig. 14, the next series), can be seen as phallic, and thus
male-life imagery, in a fairly obvious fashion. Although
other sexual imagery could be read into Szyszlo's work,
Rudolf Arnheim probably best states the dangers of inter-

preting even obvious sexual imagery.

o4 sl = | R o+ L ST ST TN
K 1.5 R o T

W=
4o s

xSy X




e

T T T

e

T
—

w
e e :
NPT PRI T o et e =g A T

44

. « . Even in cases in which the interpretation does
not seem purely arbitrary but is based on some evi-
dence, we feel stopped halfway on the road to the
inner sanctum of artistic meaning when someone as-
serts that the work is only about the desire for a
mate, a longing to return to the womb, or a fear of
castration. The gain obtained by the beholder from
such a communication seems negligible, and one won-
ders why art has been deemed indispensable in every
known culture and why it is supposed to offer the
deepest insight into life and nature.l0

The Paisaje series (1969, Fig. 14) signals the arrival
of a new element. Inspired by Szyszlo's having to cross the
de~ert to go and come from his studio, Paisaje further re-
fines the totemic element, while maintaining the circles,
but the totems have now assumed elements of life, thrown
against a deserted landscape. "My forms, which before were
encountered situated in front of a passive drop scene which
didn't work [actively in the painting], begin to actively

w106

participate in the picture. It is the contrast between

the empty landscape in the background and the mysterious

living totem in the foreground which establishes tension in
the picture, along with a sense of great depth and space.
Whether it is the conjured image of a condor seated on a
rock surveying his realm which establishes a tie with the
real and mythical birds of pre-Columbian Peru (Fig. 15), or
the presentiment of the mysticism of the actual Peruvian
landscape, Paisaje marks the junction of the figurative and

the non-figurative which Szyszlo exploits in his next series.
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Runa Macii (1970-1971, Fig. 16, 17) increases the
vitality of the totem, and the tension between it and its
vacant landscape. The sense of space is even greater, but
remains dominated by the anthropomorphic/zoomorphic totems
which have assumed a pre~Columbian monolithic life (compare
Fig. 18). The colors are more somber, reinforcing a sense

of desperate desolation. They are indeed My Fellow Man (Runa

Macii), but they are also fearsome deities signalling death
and life, presenting the endurance of myths and stone in a
dismissal of time.

In the Imago series (1971, Fig. 19), Szyszlo ap-
proaches as closely to figurative as he ever gets. The
totem, pipe, and altar are still present, but the totem is i
even more anthropomorphic: an armless totem is set scream-~
ing in an undefined space, vision blocked by a fang/knife,
as if set upon an altar for sacrifice. Yet, truncated and i
threatened by dissolution as it is, it is not yet subordin- |
ated, not yet conquered, by its surroundings. It still bears

~--in the face of tragedy and death-~-some of the grandeur of

man, who, put upon the world for only an eyeblink of cosmic 1
time, still has the ability to survive beyond his mere ]

physical presence~--an endurance fully equal to that of a

. u
L e Y

stone totem.

S Y

Up through the Imago series, Szyszlo's Surrealism

had been present, but muted. Disparate forms, vague or
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not-so-vague threats, irreal space--all had been used, but
more to reinforce each other. With the series Interior,
however, his imagery becomes blatant. Interior (1972, Fig.

20) and Gran Interior (Casa de Venus) (1972, Fig. 21, 22,

23) are a tremendous departure from what has gone before.
Space is still important, but it is the surrounding space,

and the forms become enclosed, set into rooms.

To accentuate this sensation of closed space 1 be-
gan to employ perspective in its most obvious form

. . . In these paintings the stelae or totem . . .
begin to disappear, or to end in forms which suggest
birds. It is here where certain sensations which
suggest feathers appear. . . The sensation of rock-
feather fa&ginates me. (as in the bottom right of
Fig. 21].1

Even more than these suggestions are the obvious Sur-
realist ties. Interior immediately brings to mind the

vagina dentata so beloved of the Surrealists, the terror of

which is accentuated by its apparent size. Gran Interior

seems to be a combination still life/torture chamber: skulls,
victims, modern-day iron maidens all blend in an unreal ab-
straction, fit for a modern Marguis de Sade. At the same
time, it is a recapitulation of Szyszlo's elements: totems,
altars, circles mix in confused array, while a figure
straight from Imago is half-hidden by the huge skull of some
strange beast. Tension, terror, dissimilar forms all merge
to overwhelm the viewer, his unease heightened by the gloomy,

gruesome colors. The sense of tension in Gran Interior is

e o

£ X “.;‘v"" 2 '_-A.A‘.l“#.-' .?.'3' o . v b
AR

FRCoy, 2




»
g Spteagae

ol

b e e

47
heightened even more by the brightness of the interior of the
large upright object in the center background. Suggestive
of either an opening into the brighter light of a possibly
more sane world, or perhaps of Hell itself, its ambiguity is

the coup de grace to unease and irreality.

Both Piedra del Sol (1973) and Casa VIII (1974,

Fig. 24) continue the rock-feather and table/altar element.

In Piedra del Sol, the tension is not merely the contrast or

tension between the hardness and durability of the rock ver-
sus the fragility of the feather; the final image is one of a
liguid or gas issuing from the confines of an egglike con-
tainer. Szyszlo says the idea was born "when I went to
Sechin and saw the bodies of dead soldiers, where the blood

w108

oozed from their eyes like ribbons. Marta Traba also

sees the image of life, of some primordial beast issuing from
its egg in the continuing balance of life and death.109

Casa VIII has, besides its altar/table element, the
continuation of the jaguar theme. Here it is mixed with the
bird image in a combination of stasis/movement, or perhaps
death/life.

Purig Runa (1974-1976) maintains the totem element.
Purig Runa, however, mixes it with a cityscape: on the left
side is a definite building--~windows and all--while a
strange feathered totem of indefinable size confronts it on

the right. Both are set in an eerie landscape reminiscent

of Paisaje as if from some monstrous Surrealist dream.

i b ——




Waman Wasi (1975, Fig. 25) returns to the altar,

prominently combining it with the totem (and in others of the
' series, with Pi and the eggqg). The pipe is prominent. If the
| strange object in the foreground is accepted as a sacrific-
ial head (linked with the altar) then death is again present.

In Casa VIII, Purig Runa, and Waman Wasi, Szyszlo

continues a general drift to figqures which are more intern-
ally complex. He maintains the figure-ground concept, with
the figure generally solidly set in the landscape. Some of
the Waman Wasi series do have an object (Pi, a totem) set in
the sky above the landscape, possibly foreshadowing later

works. Purig Runa especially experiments with perspective,

i but it is now exterior perspective, rather than the interior
i perspective of Interior.

The most dramatic change which they all share is
color. 1In these series, Szyszlo abandons the muted, dark
(or even earth) colors of the earlier series and uses bril-
liant hues with emphasis on red and yellow. Traba explains

the change in this fashion:

s . . . accepting once more the oscillations and fluc-
1 tuations of a clearly circular aesthetic construc-
g tion, Szyszlo leaves death and returns to life,

; $ within the undeath typical of the primitive mentality
! which encompasses, at the same time, total privation
; and the act of living together.l
¥
:

After Purig Runa, Szyszlo seems to have continued to

F ! refine the vocabulary he had developed up to that point.
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Series like Pasajeros (1978, Fig. 27) and Camino a mendieta

(1977-1978, Fig. 28) maintain the totem, altar, circle,
figure-ground, or perspective elements, or various combina-
tions of them. They also shift between the more subdued
coloration of his earlier works, and the especially bright
hues which seem to have begun with Purig Runa.

In 1979, with the series Noche Estrellada (Fig. 28,

29), he seems to have arrived at another stage. The totem
element is still present, still firmly planted in a desolate
landscape, but the sky is now more clearly defined. The
stellar imagery of it and the title mutually support each

other. ©Noche Estrellada XII (Fig. 28) presents a mysterious

road which disappears into the horizon; Noche Estrellada

XXVII (Fig. 29) has a reptilian altar/table in the fore-
ground. Both have, thrusting across the sky and dominating
it) a godlike being (identifiable by the U in Noche

Estrellada XXVII, as the u-shape was used, in Mesoamerica at

any rate, as one of the signs of a deity). The portrayal of
sky-earth, with figures solidly fixed in both, was more
hinted-at before; now it is clearly defined, although the
size relationship remains undeterminable.

Camera Magna (1980, Fig. 30) reverts to the interior

of earlier works, with its walls patterned in the Pi symbol

A ./ .
of La ejecucion de Tﬁpgc Amarﬁ, and a complex altar promin-

ent in the foreground.

Figure 31 is a triptych mural Szyszlo did for the new
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Pan-American Union Building in Washington, D.C. in 1981. 1Its
three panels sum up, in many ways, the elements Szyszlo used

since Gran Interior. T<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>