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JESÚS SOTO

GOING TO CARACAS

When thinking about what Ciudad Bolívar1 must have been
like in the 1920s—a small regional capital that was still dominated
by the landscape, with no museums, no activities that could nurture
the intellectual life of a young painter—one cannot help but recall
Freud’s description of artistic activity as a psychologically
mysterious fact. How and through what path did your artistic
vocation emerge, as a young man living in an environment where
nothing seemed to encourage it? What idea of art could a young
man have had in Ciudad Bolívar in the 1920s?

When I started thinking about art and became concerned with
creative problems, I really found very little —almost nothing— in
Ciudad Bolívar. I knew of a theater that was destroyed during the
rule of Juan Vicente Gómez2. I managed to see it when I was a
child, when I was around four years old, but don’t remember when
it was destroyed. Interesting shows were produced there, for a
center of that size. There were zarzuelas and recitals; there was
something of a national and even an international movement there.
At that time, Ciudad Bolívar was like a bridge between Europe and
the interior of the country, mainly because of the exploitation of a
variety of products that are no longer relevant in our market, like
heron feathers, sarrapia trees, and rubber, which at the time were
quite important. All those things passed through Ciudad Bolívar,
the international port where people came to look for those
products. I have always thought of Ciudad Bolívar as a kind of
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small Manaos,3 where uncommon things happened. Artists would
come directly from abroad without passing through Caracas. For
them it was easier to arrive in Trinidad and travel by boat down the
Orinoco than to go to Caracas, which was not connected by road
[to Ciudad Bolívar], and by coastal ship it was a fifteen-day trip. I
traveled in one of those ships; that’s how I got to know all the little
coastal towns between Ciudad Bolívar and the port of Maracaibo.4

Something similar happened with regional capitals like Puerto
Cabello5 and Maracaibo, which communicated with other
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countries somewhat independently from the Venezuelan capital.

They were regional centers that were quite independent of
Caracas. In fact, young people from Ciudad Bolívar who couldn’t
study in Europe didn’t go to Caracas; they would study at private
schools in Trinidad. Many people studied there, until the roads
were built between Caracas and Ciudad Bolívar...

Soto remembered the construction of the roads during the
Gómez regime, which offered the possibility of sustained
contact with the capital city for the first time.

That occurred after World War I. I was very young. An aunt
of mine who lived with a military officer assigned to the garrison
that oversaw the road construction took me to spend around fifteen
days with her. That was how I was able to visit the inmates at
night. They allowed me because I was a child, and also because I
was staying at the home of one of the bosses. There was a constable
who slept there and took care of the inmates, and I wanted to meet
him so the inmates showed him to me. I am talking about a place
called La Canoa, located between El Tigre and Ciudad Bolívar. I
later learned that another group of inmates was at work near Valle
de la Pascua, in Palenque.6

Without a doubt, your childhood memories are more intimately
linked to the simple experiences of a child in the rural environment
of Ciudad Bolívar than to those of a culturally rich life. That
privileged interaction with nature, which Alejandro Otero7

described as “contact with the elemental reality of the world,”8

would lend you a curious kind of intensity, as did the limited
reading that was then expanding your intellectual horizons.



JS One of the experiences that I recall most enthusiastically did not
occur in Ciudad Bolívar, but at a house my aunt owned in the
countryside, where I sometimes spent my vacations and where I
lived for some time. While at my cousins’ house, I had to work just
as they all did. Everyone was assigned a job, and they made me be a
messenger. Riding a donkey, I had to go from house to house, and
I remember the awe I felt as I saw the vibration of the air through
the reverberation of the sun upon the earth. It was something I
never got tired of seeing, that vibrating mass floating in space and
shining over the roads.

I also cannot forget the visual hallucinations I had once while I
was ill; that happened at home. I had a very high fever—perhaps
yellow fever, I don’t know. All I know is that it made me perceive
very strange things that were fascinating and gave me great
pleasure—so much pleasure, in fact, that I didn’t want to get better,
because I wanted to keep seeing them. In these visions, I would be
observing someone who would suddenly shrink all the way down
to a tiny, luminous point. Then the point would grow back, and
the original image was restored. I remember this as clearly as if it
happened today.

Another experience I have never forgotten is the incredible
skill of the Indians who fished with bow and arrow in the Orinoco.
They didn’t aim right at the fish, in a straight line; instead, they
would shoot their arrows into the air, reaching the fish only after
the arrow soared through the air in a curve. I found it incredible
that they could hit their targets that way. Many other experiences
like these would stay with me for the rest of my life, and of course,
reading the few books I could find in Ciudad Bolívar also gave me
some of my happiest childhood memories.



I specifically remember some Japanese stories that came from
Chile. One tale was about a man who had been told that he would
find the philosopher’s stone on a beach, and that everything he
touched with it would turn to gold. The man immediately started
collecting all the stones he could find on the beach (there were
thousands) and he would touch them with his iron ring. He did this
with countless little stones, to no avail. Little by little his search
began to lose momentum, until he practically gave up altogether,
and when he did look he did it very automatically, surely
convinced that he wouldn’t find the stone. Then, one morning he
got up and saw that his ring was made of gold, and understood that
it had clearly been transformed by one of the stones he had
collected and immediately thrown away, unwittingly. This was a
story that affected me deeply because the man had found the
philosopher’s stone, but habit had prevented him from realizing it.
He couldn’t recognize it. The metamorphosis he had been waiting
for had occurred by surprise, and he hadn’t been able to see it.

Soto didn’t want to miss the occasion of his own
metamorphosis...

Another story was about a fisherman who, after diving into the
sea one day, emerged to find himself facing a most incredible
spectacle. His town had completely disappeared; nobody lived there
anymore and the desolation of the place, the aging of the piled
stones seemed to indicate that outside the water (where he thought
he had been for just a few seconds), hundreds or perhaps thousands
of years had gone by. The image of this man facing two radically
different temporal coordinates just drove me wild, and would
remain anchored in my memory.
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He too, rightfully felt he was living between two radically
different time coordinates; between the rich and prestigious
recording of history in Europe and the passing of time
unrecorded by history of his birthplace.

Listening to these childhood stories—the reverberation of the sun
on lonely roads, the hallucinations where people turned into light,
the transmutation of matter and time— it is impossible not to think
about what your mature work would be, completely devoted to the
search for that “immaterial essence” of the universe. The theory of
relativity, modern science, would then legitimize in the adult the
experiences of the child in the timeless, historyless solitude of a rural
childhood. But these were not the only readings that left a lasting
impression in your mind. Pierre Arnauld, in the Jeu de Paume
catalogue,9 also mentions your experience reading Dante’s Divine
Comedy.

That’s right, I read it when I was around twelve or thirteen. I
climbed up a tree behind my house, alone, so that nobody would
bother me or make fun of me. An aunt who had some books
loaned it to me. I remember as if it were today, how unfair it
seemed that Virgil remained in that sort of limbo, unable to enter
Paradise because he hadn’t been baptized. Above all, I remember
the increasing anxiety I felt as Dante’s encounter with God came
closer and closer. My anxiety was very strange, very strong, and it
came from my fear of the image that God might assume... What
would he be like? How would Dante see him?... The possibility of
God having a figure, that he could resemble Michelangelo’s
bearded God, that threatening God who says, “You must do this
because I feel like it,” anguished me so deeply that even today,
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seventy years later, I remember it with absolute clarity. I also
remember the great relief I experienced when I discovered that
God was only light (in other words, energy), and that he had
neither form nor a material body. That was a great relief... Of
course, my level of culture was extremely poor, but Dante wrote it
so that humble people could understand it... and I understood it as a
peasant would understand it.

Whenever Soto mentioned light, he hastened to specify that it
was also energy. This is because as an adult, he would
superimpose two possible interpretations: the religious one,
derived from his childhood reading of Dante, in which light
somehow manifests an ideal image of God, its purest sensible
expression; and the scientific one, in which light is just an
expression of energy, the source and the beginning of everything
that exists. In both cases, light would become an explanatory and
even legitimizing principle. Though he was not a religious man,
both circumstances ascribe a transcendent value to light.
Capturing it, somehow producing it through painting, and
achieving its very real appearance in his work would be, for the
adult Soto, a visual goal and a double source of legitimacy, both
metaphysical (the word religious bothers him) and historical.

Your immediate concern was, nevertheless, painting: the possibility
of giving and the need to give a visible shape to things, though
your possibilities seemed dramatically limited from the technical
perspective. What were your first contacts with the world of
images, and what notion of painting could you have had then?
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On the walls of my house I had some reproductions of Millet to
look at, like The Angelus or one of those couples against the setting
sun. There was even one of Murillo’s Virgins. In Ciudad Bolívar
not many people were interested in this type of thing, but in books
I was able to see reproductions from the Renaissance as well as the
work of the historical painters of Venezuela, which interested me
quite a bit: Arturo Michelena,10 Martín Tovar y Tovar,11 Antonio
Herrera Toro,12 and the most modern of them, Tito Salas.13 As a
child I would copy and study them, but in black and white, you
see, because I hadn’t mastered the technique required for color. The
first time I laid eyes on a palette and an easel was at nineteen, when
I went to the Escuela de Artes Plásticas y Artes Aplicadas de Caracas
[School of Visual and Applied Arts of Caracas].14 Until then I had
only seen them in magazines and in the movies.

It isn’t difficult to imagine the importance of films, that world of
moving images, for a young man who aspired to be a painter and
whose knowledge was limited to the few reproductions seen at his
childhood home and in the books and magazines from Chile and
Spain that made their way to you. From your experiences with the
realm of movies you nevertheless remember, specifically, your
circumstantial contact with color.

In those days, there were three movie theaters in operation: the
América, the Mundial, and the Royal, all under the same
ownership. When I was about sixteen I learned to draw letters well,
so when the man who made the signs retired, I was given the job. I
was a kid, and this was a true graduation, to have been given the
only paid job in the city for a painter. I worked a lot during the day
and at night I painted signs. Sometimes I had to paint them in the



morning, because the man wouldn’t know which movie was going
to be playing, and he wouldn’t tell me until 5 a.m. I would have to
start them then so that they would be ready by 7 a.m. I developed
such technique and speed that I don’t understand how I was able to
produce so many signs in such a short period of time. They were
big signs measuring 1.5 meters. I would paint them and another
person would take them away, placing them to the side.

I also had a friend who knew how to shade; at some point I
saw some of his drawings that used this technique and asked him to
teach me. This was marvelous for me, because it allowed me to
achieve chiaroscuro with all its possible subtleties. I also went to the
movies frequently, almost every night, taking advantage of the free
tickets they gave me. There, I would meet some friends who would
be waiting to see what I had done, and that was very stimulating. I
kept on drawing and used the movie signs to do more than what
they were asking of me. The owner would scold me, saying I
wasted a lot of pigment and was wasting my time, too, when he
only needed me to paint the signs. But deep down I think he
appreciated it. In any event, it was an experience I used to learn
how to handle color. We used powder pigments, very beautiful,
mixed with a starch paste, and I learned how to mix colors with
them. The funny thing is that the colors I used every day when I
painted the signs—because they were the cheapest colors—are the
same ones that I used and continue to use in my work. Back then I
used cobalt blue a lot, perhaps a little bluer than the one I use now.
There they called it navy blue. I also worked with black, white,
green—that olive green you see in my Vibraciones [Vibrations]—and
yellow, and especially brick red, which was the cheapest of them
all. Those were the colors that were available for me to work with
every day, and they may have become etched upon my retina. In
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any event, they are also the ones that work the best in my
paintings.

Given the scarcity of images that could nourish the appetite of a
young painter, one could presume that the movies you saw in those
years had a decisive impact on your later works. And yet you say
that no movie had a distinct influence.

I retained all those movies as a big mass in which some images
stand out for their imaginative rather than their discursive power. I
don’t remember any one that interested me because of its plot. I
liked funny movies a lot. I truly loved Charlie Chaplin, though I
had no idea that he was a genius, because he was never presented to
me as such, but rather as an amusing man. His miming fascinated
me. As a boy I went to the movies almost every day, not only when
I worked there but later, too, and I saw many black and white
movies—silent, of course—which are the ones I remember the best.
There are even some I would like to see again, like the one with
the black girl wearing two pigtails on her head. It is winter in the
United States, and she is skiing. Suddenly she gets lost in the forest.
She is frightened by all the noises she hears: the birds, the owls, and
all the sounds of the forest. Then you see her skiing, looking for a
way out, when she ends up in a cemetery. She is so frightened that
when an owl hoots, she opens her mouth, sticks her tongue out and
we see a heart painted on her tongue... I don’t know which movie
that was or what it was called, but it left such a lasting impression
on me that I’ve remembered it all my life. Things, images like that
one, deeply affected me. The truth is, I never thought of movies as
art; they were something else, an amusing spectacle, a simple
distraction. I came to understand that films could achieve an artistic
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dimension when I got to Paris, and went to the Cinemathèque. In
Venezuela people had already begun to talk about film from an
artistic perspective, but deep down, I continued seeing them as an
amusing spectacle and nothing more.

Perhaps that’s why your evocations of movies are more linked to
the art-making experiences you had during your work as a sign
maker, and the possibilities they gave you for your profession. The
world of films opened a door to painting, both through your
concrete experiences with pigment and the contacts it gave you.

That’s right, because that was how I managed to get a scholarship
to study at the School of Visual and Applied Arts of Caracas. I was
so determined, so enthusiastic, that some of my friends began to
talk about my potential until finally someone insisted that I apply
for a scholarship. Since I didn’t know anyone who could help me
get one, some friends convinced the bishop of the city to agree to
see me. I went, with all my doubts, to see him. I remember
showing him some copies of nudes, and after he saw my work I
think he decided that I had some talent. So he gave me a lovely
recommendation, which I took to the secretary of state, who was
indeed a man with an interest in culture. When I went to see him
he said, “I think it’s good that you want to study. But we don’t
have art scholarships. Come back tomorrow or the day after and I’ll
see what I can do.” When I returned he said, “Look, Soto, the only
thing I found is a scholarship for teachers, but it’s not much, only
ninety bolívars.” It doesn’t matter, I said to him. Give me that and
I’ll be happy, I’ll figure out how to get by. “But first you will have
to go see the president of the state (which is what state governors
were then called), because he has to endorse it.” The president of



the state was a humanist, a historian; I always remembered his name
though I had no idea how important he was. Many years later I
found out who Mario Briceño Iragorry15 was in Venezuela.





Just like so many other young people of his generation,
Soto went to Caracas with the immense hunger to learn
that is found among those people who have lived in the
extreme cultural void of rural areas—a hunger that eclipses
all other appetites, that becomes a sole, inevitable, and
pressing need that guides a person’s life in one direction, so
that every last bit of energy is devoted to satisfying the need
to see and understand that thing that, for some unknown
reason, has captivated one’s attention.

I arrived with my scholarship of ninety bolívars, determined to
dedicate myself to art. But since the money wasn’t enough I tried
to earn a living by making tombstones, which I learned at the
school workshops. With that, I made enough money to buy clothes
and those basic things one needs. Then I found some cousins who
were working as jewelers in Caracas, and they took me into their
house because they saw what a hard time I was having. I stayed
with them until I finished my studies at the school. The important
thing is that I was able to do it, to finish. During the day I studied
at school, and at night I took teacher training courses.

He arrived in Caracas with the few references he had from
Ciudad Bolívar, determined to learn, his eyes wide open.

I was a great admirer of Venezuelan historical painters, and I
think I came to Caracas with the intention of following their path,
not so much as a historical painter but as a naturalist. All of that
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went straight out of my head when I first saw a still life by Georges
Braque, which made a great impression on me although I didn’t
understand why. I saw it when I entered the school, probably the
day I arrived. Of course, I had already seen reproductions of some
modern works in the magazines I could find in Ciudad Bolívar. I
also remember a book I won in a storytelling contest during
primary school. A Spaniard sent by the Ministry of Education
brought some books that were distributed as prizes during the
contest, which I won for being a storyteller, and the prize I
received was a book with some modern poetry and images,
paintings that used a technique similar to that of Sorolla.16

No doubt imbued with the Impressionist spirit...

Yes, though of an Impressionism in which the light was brown, not
like French Impressionism, in which the light is silver. I also had
the chance to collect some magazines from Chile that sparked my
interest in that style of painting, but I wasn’t sure of what I wanted
to do. So when I went to Caracas, I arrived with the idea of
creating paintings inspired by the Venezuelan classics, but also with
the flavor that that modern poetry book had awakened in me. Of
course, when I started at the School of Visual and Applied Arts of
Caracas and saw Braque’s still life on the easel, I felt a tremendous
impact. I immediately began asking my classmates, particularly the
more advanced ones, about the meaning and significance of that
work and its creator. First I spoke with Alejandro Otero, who was
also from my hometown, and he gave me a good explanation.
Then I asked the teachers... At first I was quite satisfied with their
explanations, but I immediately wanted to know more details about
Cubism and the whole story of the fourth dimension. And so they
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told me that first I had to study a lot, that I wouldn’t be able to
understand it without the background. The important thing was
that I wanted to understand it, because after that impact, my
problem was to create work that went beyond what was already
known.

For the students at the School, Cubism and the fourth dimension
had become one of the main concerns of their intellectual
education. Their manifest obscurity—clearly supported by the
prestige of science—seemed to sum up the mystery of painting and
the modern world that Soto wanted to understand. Was this the
experience that led you to take an interest in science?

Well, maybe because they didn’t give me good explanations and I
wanted to know exactly why one painter was more important than
another, when the two were similar. That concerned me, and when
I arrived in Caracas, I wanted to understand why Cézanne, for
example, was more important than other painters who seemed to
me to be more effective. Then I understood that, to a certain
degree, history itself clarified the evolution of painting through
periods and situated artists in their places. That, in my opinion, was
a scientific aspect. They immediately started talking to me about
the fourth dimension, which undoubtedly sharpened my interest in
science.

In any case, this concern with time and with the organization of
the painted surface, as you discovered in Cubism, is already evident
in the pieces you created during your last years at the school and
later on in Maracaibo.
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JS Of course, because I immediately understood the problem of time
in Cézanne, as I understood it in Impressionism, when they told me
that they painted light at different times of day to show how it was
constantly changing. In this way, I was gathering a series of small
elements about time, movement, and space, which later emerged
and helped me understand. I was also interested in many things I
saw in the magazines, particularly the Chilean ones, which showed
reproductions by artists who painted in the style of Picasso in his
Greek period, and I was fascinated by those images. All of this was
preparing me to understand modern art. I was also very influenced
by the concept of perspective in the Renaissance. The idea of
creating a virtual space inside a kind of large cube seemed to me to
be a wonderful invention, and when I discovered that in Cubism
the Renaissance cube, that monocular perspective, transforms into a
space that is multifocal—polyocular so to speak—it was a wonderful
revolution for me. So when I encountered the Klee of the cities and
the tightrope walker, where every house, every little cube
responded to a different vanishing point, I was amazed by the
possibility of apprehending that other notion of space.

For Soto, the visual arts became a field where he could
search for answers to the unknowns that present themselves
to every child who tries to understand time, matter, space,
the finite, and the infinite. The works of artists already
inscribed in the annals of history were examples of what
had already been done and were clues to the path he needed
to take. The School allowed him to investigate this world of
history as he learned to see and create.

55 × 48 cm (21 5/8 × 18 7/8 inches)
Colección Patricia Phelps de Cisneros



I started studying in 1942,17 and I followed the same method as
the older students, like Alejandro Otero. In my opinion, the most
important thing was the nonrestrictive attitude of the teachers.
They guided without imposing, and if someone had concerns like
mine they gave him the freedom to research. When I started a
canvas, a landscape for example, I would start by doing it more or
less as I saw it, and then I would look for a synthetic way to do it.
My landscape teacher, Rafael Ramón González,18 said, “I’m going
to let you do what you want, and you show it to me when you
finish.” Then we would discuss the work and he would tell me
what he thought of it. Sometimes, looking at my landscapes, he
would ask, “Don’t you see the violets hidden in the shadows, don’t
you see the variety of tones hidden there?...” And I would include
the violets and the tones that the teacher said, because he was the
teacher, but the truth is I could never see those colors. I didn’t
understand Impressionism in Venezuela. I couldn’t see those ranges
of color in the landscape. I only came to understand it when I
arrived in France and saw the European light, that silvery light of
Monet’s that I could verify in the landscape. By the second year I
no longer had to wait for the teachers; I would choose any theme
and bring it to them when I was done. And so I went to see them
around every fifteen days, unless I thought I was creating a painting
that was interesting. Then I would bring it to them immediately
and they would give me their opinion. They never imposed a way
to do things.

By the third or fourth year, we didn’t speak with them as
student to teacher but as colleagues, painter to painter... This was
wonderful for all the inquisitive students, because they didn’t have
to spend four of five years repeating and copying, learning
techniques or problems that would be useless to them later on.
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However, students who wanted a strictly academic education were
able to do that as well. More than a school in the academic sense of
the word, it was a large collective workshop, a circle of artists. This
was all enriched by a solid intellectual education, taking advantage
of the experiences of the teachers who were able to travel, and of
those who had read a lot, like the director of the school, Antonio
Edmundo Monsanto.19

Art comes from art; every work has a family tree to which it
belongs as if in a family of forms, with its close and distant
ancestors, broken branches, and descendants, in some cases. Did
any of these have significant bearing on your education?

I think they all gave me the best of what they had. I’ve been talking
about landscape, but there was also Marcos Castillo,20 who taught
me a great deal in the field of color. I also learned a lot from an
artist who, unfortunately, is poorly remembered, Juan Vicente
Fabbiani.21 While Castillo taught me how to enrich every square
centimeter of the canvas through color, Fabbiani taught me the
meaning of synthesis, painting without insisting on the details. In
that sense the education was quite varied and there was plenty to
choose from.

Alejandro Otero used to say that Héctor Poleo’s22 return from
Mexico had a tremendous impact on his generation. He gave them
a different way to approach landscapes, with all that very fine
frottage that he took from Mexican Muralism, in particular that of
Diego Rivera. Did this influence you in any way?
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What really interested me and still continues to interest me about
Héctor Poleo is his Surrealist period, although at that time he
arrived with his muralist ideas and with works that I admired
because they were well executed, but that was not the path I
wanted to follow. Maybe it was because of how affected I was by
Braque’s still life, and the freedom I had sought through what few
images I had seen in Ciudad Bolívar... something less thematic. I
never did a thematic painting.

Even so, like many Latin American artists, you had to take part in
the discussions that attempted to explore the social function of the
artist. Those debates about what was local and what was universal
that were implicit in the ideas of Héctor Poleo and that would later
become the focus of Los Disidentes23 must have had some influence
on your thinking.

Without a doubt. The group of Alejandro Otero, Pascual
Navarro,24 and others organized large meetings that the younger
generation of students like Carlos Cruz-Diez,25 Guevara Moreno,26

and I participated in, and they had some impact upon me but at no
point did they ever lead me to believe in the need to subordinate
the artist’s freedom to political problems. Our great concern was
related to the need to decipher Cubism and the complexity of that
whole issue of the fourth dimension. We couldn’t understand it,
but we sensed that it had a transcendent importance. I came to
understand it much later, when I threw myself into an investigation
of the movement in the 1950s: that was the fourth dimension we
were looking for. I believe that time and our individual oeuvres
have proven not only that most students decided to go the way of
Post-impressionism, but that in Venezuela this path has brought
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better results than the Americanism influenced by Mexican
Muralism.

That has to do with the essential orientation of the country, both
then and now: to modernize and leave underdevelopment behind.
There are perhaps few countries where “the modern” is as
prestigious as it is in Venezuela. And in addition, our pre-
Columbian past is not as strong or as present as those of Mexico
and Peru. Venezuela lives for the future.

Yes, but at that time politicians presented socialism as the only
possible future, and in art, Socialist Realism. The political pressure
forced people to take that path. Even so, I was never interested in
that, and I was certainly never passionate about Russian
Communism; I wasn’t a believer, and Stalin terrified me. I tried to
participate, believe me, because the attraction and the intellectual
pressure were very strong. So many intelligent people were
involved in it that I thought I was wrong, but I was just never able
to feel fully convinced, and I always defended the artist’s
independence from ideological principles. In Paris I would go to
their meetings with my guitar because I wanted to support them,
but I always told them that I couldn’t do the same with painting,
because I didn’t understand that path. They, on the other hand,
chastised me with unpleasant words, and I would tell them, “If I am
a man of the people, whatever I do must come from the people and
must be useful to them.” But it was impossible, every time I said
that they would accuse me of being a traitor to my class.27



These types of things, little by little, turned me off. I would tell
myself that perhaps they were right, but I didn’t understand them
and couldn’t follow them. I never accepted the interference of
politics in art, in literature or in songs. The image of a
compromised artist always disturbed me. It was a way of seeking
society’s protection, which never happened with abstract art, which
has never been protected by anyone. It has been attacked, or in the
best of cases, tolerated, but there has never been a political regime

Jesús Soto playing guitar with his uncle Pedro Soto, Ciudad
Bolívar, 1961 More info
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or group that has seen it as what ought to be the art of the present
or the future. However, (politically) committed art has had and
continues to enjoy that protection. This doesn’t mean that I
criticize this type of situation—everyone has the right to his own
attitude toward life. I still believe that art is more important than
any kind of proselytizing position or ideological group. Ideologies
end up becoming a load of prejudices, whereas the arts are a
positive contribution to humanity. And if they don’t seem
important, they aren’t bothering anyone.

One pathetic case of this surrender to political ideologies, and the
inevitable disenchantment they ultimately lead to, is that of the
Russian artists at the beginning of the twentieth century. They
believed that through artistic revolution they were fuelling a
movement parallel to that of social revolution, and they naively
imagined that the ruling classes would perceive this as such. Art,
science, and the organized populace would carry out the great
revolution that history demanded. However, they were rejected
and shunned, reduced to silence and condemned, that is, if they
didn’t commit suicide. Today, while the political system that
condemned them has ended as a colossal failure, their works remain
among the most beautiful triumphs of the century.

You are talking about the most painful case, since the only art that
was at the level of the ideals that mobilized Communism from 1917
to 1927 was the art that they created: Malevich, Tatlin,
Mayakovsky, and the others. If you wanted to break away from all
the historical and social parameters of the bourgeois world, you also
had to break away from its artistic ideals. And yet the official art of
Communism was the most traditional and conventional in history.



What happens is that in any regime, art and science are always
more advanced than politics. Politicians, even those of the most
elevated hierarchies, never attain the visionary capacity of artists.
Imagine what it must have meant for men of conviction, like
Malevich, to have to repaint those conventional figures... a real
tragedy. This proves that we must never put ourselves at the service
of a partisan cause, whatever it may be. And if society doesn’t
consider artistic activity an immediate need, at least it should not
condemn artists to ordinary life. Leave the artist alone, because in
general he sees beyond what they see.

Capital of the state of Bolívar, on the banks of the Orinoco River, in
southeastern Venezuela.
Venezuelan dictator born in the state of Táchira in the Venezuelan
Andes (1857–1935). He ruled the country between 1908 and 1935,
created the first national road network, and started the industrial
exploitation of oil.
A city located in the middle of the Amazon forest in northeastern Brazil,
Manaos enjoyed considerable economic importance during the
nineteenth century mainly as the result of its rubber production. It is
primarily known for its famous Teatro Amazonas, where stars such as
Caruso and Sarah Bernhardt performed.
Capital of the state of Zulia, at the northwestern tip of Venezuela,
located on the shores of the lake of the same name.
The most important port on the Venezuelan coast, because of the
volume of cargo it processes and because it is the gateway to the
country’s north-central industrial zone. The port and the city of the
same name are located on the gulf that is known as the Golfo Triste.
The forced servitude of political prisoners was one of the cruelest
practices of the Gómez dictatorship. Political prisoners were ordered to
work, along with other inmates, on the construction of public works



projects, specifically the network of national roadways for which
construction began during the Gómez administration.
Alejandro Otero (1921–90). Venezuelan visual artist from the state of
Bolívar. The progenitor of abstract painting in Venezuela and a
founding member of the group known as “Los Disidentes” and its
eponymous magazine, which was edited in Paris in 1950 by young
Venezuelan artists and intellectuals. Major works include the series
Cafeteras [Coffeepots] 1947–51; the Coloritmos [Colorhythms], 1955–60;
and his civic sculptures, 1968–90.
Cited in Alexander López’s chronology for the catalogue accompanying
the exhibition Alejandro Otero at the Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de
Caracas, 1985, 12.
Cited in the catalogue of the solo exhibition of Jesús Soto’s work
organized by the Galerie Nationale du Jeu de Paume, Paris, 1997, 35n.
Arturo Michelena (1863–98). Venezuelan academic painter whose work
is among the most important collections of iconographic images of the
nation’s struggle for independence. One of his most notable paintings is
Miranda en la Carraca [Miranda in the Carraca Prison], dated 1896.
Martín Tovar y Tovar (1827–1902). Academic painter and author who,
along with Arturo Michelena, painted some of the most emblematic
images of Venezuela’s independence. His most significant work is,
without a doubt, Batalla de Carabobo [Battle of Carabobo], commissioned
by the Venezuelan government for the Elliptical Hall of the Federal
Palace in 1888.
Antonio Herrera Toro (1857–1914). Another great Venezuelan
academic painter who helped create the iconography of the country’s
independence. He worked for Tovar y Tovar on Batalla de Carabobo,
and was director of the Fine Arts Academy of Caracas. Young artists
protested his work as director, and founded the Círculo de Bellas Artes
[Fine Arts Circle] in 1912.



Tito Salas (1887–1974). Venezuelan painter and creator of the most
important and best-known collection of iconographic work on the life
of Simón Bolívar. His most notable works include the collections at the
Birthplace of Simón Bolívar and the National Pantheon.
The school was founded in 1835 as the Escuela de Dibujo [Drawing
School] and then called the Academia de Bellas Artes [Fine Arts
Academy] during the administration of Guzmán Blanco, before finally
being named the Escuela de Artes Plásticas y Artes Aplicadas de Caracas
[School of Visual and Applied Arts of Caracas] in 1936.
Mario Briceño Iragorry (1897–1958). Venezuelan historian, essayist,
lawyer, and diplomat. Member of the Academies of History and
Language. Among his many different activities, he was governor of the
state of Bolívar from 1943 to 1944.
Joaquín Sorolla (1863–1923). Spanish realist and impressionist painter.
His oeuvre captures the light of the Mediterranean and the popular
customs of the Spanish people with a particular zest and in an often
yellowish- reddish light.
Soto says he received his scholarship thanks to the support of Mario
Briceño Iragorry in 1942, but Iragorry’s biography states that he was
governor of the state of Bolívar between 1943 and 1944. In all
likelihood, Soto obtained his scholarship in 1943, certainly no earlier.
Rafael Ramón González (1894–1975). Significant Venezuelan landscape
artist. He taught landscape art at the School of Visual and Applied Arts
of Caracas. His work greatly contributed to making the Ávila Mountain
a focal point of the Venezuelan landscape painting.
Antonio Edmundo Monsanto (1890–1948). A modest painter of very
few works, he was a founding member of the Círculo de Bellas Artes
[Fine Arts Circle] and Director of the School of Visual and Applied Arts
of Caracas (1936–48). During this period he had a decisive influence
upon the education of Venezuela’s most important abstract artists.



Marcos Castillo (1897–1966). One of the main exponents of the so-
called Caracas School, Castillo was considered one of its best colorists.
He taught Jesús Soto and most of the abstract artists of the 1950s.
Juan Vicente Fabbiani (1910–89). A Venezuelan painter known
primarily for his nudes, he taught at the School of Visual and Applied
Arts of Caracas. His inclination toward formal synthesis had a significant
influence upon the abstract artists of the 1950s.
Héctor Poleo (1918–89). Visual artist whose work, at first influenced by
Mexican Muralism, left a deep impression upon young artists during the
1940s. During World War II, overwhelmed by the catastrophe, his
painting approached Surrealism.
Los Disidentes was an art collective and an art magazine, the latter edited
in Paris in 1950 by Venezuelan artists and intellectuals such as Alejandro
Otero, Mateo Manaure, Narciso Debourg, Perán Erminy, and J. R.
Guillent Pérez, among others.
Pascual Navarro (1923–85) was a visual artist and founding member of
the group Los Disidentes and its eponymous magazine, for which he
wrote controversial articles about Venezuelan painting.
Carlos Cruz-Diez (1923). Venezuelan kinetic artist and classmate of
Soto. His mature work focuses on the study of color and the attempt to
present it as a physical reality, regardless of all representative or symbolic
intent. It is for this reason that his best-known works are called
Fisicromías [Physichromies].
Luis Guevara Moreno (1926–2010). Venezuelan painter and founding
member of Los Disidentes. In the 1950s he created a considerable body
of abstract work, which he would later abandon to focus on the human
figure. He was part of the Madí movement.
It wasn’t only great thinkers like Hegel and Marx that imposed the idea
of a single history oriented toward a future liberation of humanity:
during the first half of the twentieth century, a number of historic



events (the Bolshevik revolution, followed by the Chinese and the
Cuban Revolution) certainly suggested the possibility that humanity
was inexorably heading toward that future, a future that was clearly
identified with Communist societies.


