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Guillermo Kuitca was born in Buenos Aires in 1961. Since his first one person exhibition in 1974, his paintings have been shown all over the world in galleries and museums, including Stedelijk Museum (Amsterdam), São Paulo Biennial (Brazil), Museum of Modern Art (New York), Documenta IX (Kassel), IVAM (Valencia), Museo Rufino Tamayo (Mexico City), Whitechapel Art Gallery (London). 


This article interview has been written on the occasion of his one-person exhibit at L.A. Louver Gallery, Venice CA, February 12 - March 13, 1999. The conversation took place via telephone, Los Angeles-Buenos Aires.





At age thirty eight, Guillermo Kuitca can almost be considered an old painter: he had his first exhibition in 1974, at Lirolay Gallery in Buenos Aires, when he was thirteen years old; he was a child painter. Over twenty-five years he developed a chronological and formal progression in his works, tracing on canvas the veins of flat geographical or architectural bodies, and private or public theatrical spaces. Flexible and irregular grids seem to be shaping the uncountable time of human life spread in a limited space, like the circulation of blood. 





	It is striking to discover the absence of naturalism in a painted space where the human presence is so strongly marked. Sometimes the veins recall the wrinkles dug by the rivers or the Milky Way in the sky, but at times they only belong to the canvas, like webs of cracks (Sin título, 1991), perimeters made with syringes, barbed wire, bones, names. Appearing or disappearing, in the recent Argentinean past, haven't been aesthetic terms of reference. In Guillermo Kuitca's art work, a net of neurons seems to appear that never really finds a perfect conjunction with the ground: lines crossing and approaching in different densities are either absorbed or repelled by the canvas, or set on fire, or frozen in genealogies of names: in 1995 Kuitca called them lines of blood (lineas de sangre).





	You have the impression that, until the nineties, for Kuitca the painting space was a space of war, a crown of spines (una corona de spinas) around his hands. During the last decade, the dialogue between canvas and architecture, entirely generated by his personal perception of a mental order or disorder, has taken a different rhythm, almost a quiet harmony. All the Sin título (1997-1998) shown in the L.A. Louver exhibition belong to this latter period. Two abstract bodies seem to be combined in each painting: the architectural site that is a human construction --a mental spiderweb working as operative human nature without a structure, progressively "taking place" or spreading without reasonable boundaries and the canvas itself, a symbolic space that is only apparently empty: it is a texture of color (red, white, or black) from which human threads can emerge when they have found their own language.





	"Yes, Kuitca says, I like to think that the painting does not reproduce any existing architecture. It produces, rather than reproducing. There are not objects on the canvas. What we see is reactive pictorial matter through which a dynamic process takes shape: the canvas and the body of lines laid on it are both protagonists. The canvas itself is a sort of body creating the conditions for the other body, converting the presence of the other body, the one made with drawings, into something else. One needs the other in order to exist. These are the basic states for the pictorial matter; let's try to avoid calling them figure and background."





During the conversation Kuitca paid a lot of attention to the way we named our subjects.


The term "body" instead of figure or image has been suggested to both of us by another conversation that happened between John Cage and Jasper Johns sometime during the sixties. "I am believing painting to be a language" (Jasper Johns). And Cage replies: "The end is not in view; the method (the way one brush stroke follows the other) is discursive. (. . .) A painting is not a record of what was said or replied, it's instead the thick presence all at once of a naked self-obscuring body of history" (conversation reported by Cage in "Jasper Johns: Stories and Ideas," published in A Year from Monday, Middletown, Connecticut, Wesleyan Univ. Press, 1969).





Kuitca		It's intriguing to call these ultimately flat situations "thick presence", but certainly suited for my paintings if we think of the mental thickness that surrounds every single configuration and makes the idea and physicality of the boundaries a major question. Remember Leonardo, when he noticed that the boundary of a body is neither a part of the enclosed body nor a part of the surrounding atmosphere? Thickness is first of all a mental state, an abstract boundary conflicting with the particular becoming of each individual painting. Then it is transferred on a physical surface -el cuadro- (painting) and becomes an idea having existence outside the mind. If we call it image (imagen), we are using such a dry and confusing word. I prefer to say that the painting is a body. It has a physical familiarity with the body. But, on the other hand, I must also consider it a mental state, un cuadro mental.


 


I can easily see, in each of your paintings, bodies of history whose architecture is so humanlike that it mutates and turns into ruins as human bodies do. 





Kuitca		They are ways of moving the viewpoint, or looking from a farther distance. They are the landscape of my personal journey as an artist, as if I had moved from the houseplans and their archetypal familiar units to more institutional architectural models. I realize now that names more frequently come up, replacing the objective boundaries of the walls in the series Lineas de sangre and People on fire, for instance. But a chrono and logical progression has always gone through my work since the beginning: there is a threefold exploration of my perceptive experience. Always, perception of a mental state: I bring the spectator on stage  to look at the theater as only one organized space; I create a huge distance between my eyes and the bodies of history which in the end look like flat maps; I make the maps more familiar by building them with names. I do not know those people at all, I found them in the telephone book. Of course they are real, but I do not have a personal connection with them.





Does the same thing happen to you when using architectural forms? 





Kuitca		Sure; I do not have any practical understanding of what architecture is; for me windows and doors aren't  functional elements at all. What I put on canvas is the opposite of real architecture: I call it aberración. Painting has a secret, transformative power. Out of the painting the idea of construction implies the difficult task of a logic and a preorganized process. Once we are in the painting, we are no longer in front of a construction.





In fact, nothing is straight in your paintings. The lines remaine thin and vibrating, like threads of feelings on a flat stage. These painted signs behave rather like sounds that expand with variable tunes and colors.





Kuitca		The pencil has to be sharp to make the lines so thin. The background, too, is made with thin layers of color, transparent layers of fluid paint. Thinness is important to me. It is an interesting limitation telling me: Do not put down to much body; otherwise, you will become stuck. Another kind of body is that which creates visual presence, a sort of mental ball unrolled by my hands with a chaotic movement of rotation, fluent or broken. The resultant shape is odd, an odd figure. A dark area can be a high concentration of overlapping numbers, squares, or seats in a stadium. If I want to attain a dark spot, my technique does not change again and again I keep on one single track. Thinness allows me to go far, but it also needs the uncertainty of the boundaries as a complementary thickness that isolates the painted body from any other reality.





Where does the title for one of your recent series, Poema pedagógico, come from?





Kuitca		It's the title of an old pedagogical saga written by Anton Makarenko during the Stalin era. I didn't care about the content: I just liked the linguistic expression, and I started  painting as cellular elements chairs and desks, the standard units of every classroom. There is no attempt at realism. I obtain abstract landscapes once more, flat lands with limits. 





Some of your Sin título works have a squared shape; they look like broken inscriptions on ancient stones, something to be deciphered.





Kuitca		No, I pretend that they are clear. You seek to decipher a code, but I do not think I use a code, because I do not hide anything. I expect the viewer to look at the work the same way I do, sometimes with little information. I do not care very much about the subject; it doesn't refer to anything natural. Human presence is a mental one, but our mental activity is naturally physical, just as is painting.





In many of Kuitca's recent Sin Título works the texture of colors creates intensely red, white, or black backgrounds for ghostlike architecture, as thin and fragile as our mental awareness during the act of dancing. It is an only tentatively organized score on a ground red like blood, white like forgetfulness, and black like darkness, not at all the natural ground around us, the one on which our steps resonate: abstraction according to Kuitca.
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