SOME PRELIMINARY NOTES AND A POEM
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1.

A recent exhibition (2015) by Manfredo de Souzanetto presented works in which one could perceive some new elements, perhaps entirely new in relation to the general image which has come down to us from previous of his works. This perception may well be accompanied by a memory and thus imply the passage of time, aspects of which may seem strange to the work. But given certain elements of the artist’s output, perhaps not so strange, in a different formulation.
Indeed, there don’t seem to be abrupt changes, radical ruptures, in Manfredo’s extensive output – throughout the years of intense work, the successive modifications can be said to be made gradually, consequentially. No sudden findings, upheavals, effects. Rather than restlessness, we can speak of a systematic exploration. One might even speak of a method. The treatment afforded the different elements of the work during production constitutes the development of questioning they themselves propose. So more attention is given to some elements than others, implying resumption and restatement. Measured and persistent, the work advances with references at times more clear than previously explored, at others less, permitting one in retrospective to see things which have been planned at other stages. Perhaps this explains the sensation that the rhythm is slow and loaded with the memory of the work itself, something which may seem rather imprecise in an output which is abstract in nature and deals essentially with space.

2.

The course of Manfredo’s work has been the object of a some more or less extensive reviews which have at times been more analytical, examining the relationships between his various procedures; at others more descriptive, presenting his output through the variety of its development. The artist himself as been contributing to his critical fortune through a few accounts, which may frequently seem to tend, as is understandable in this type of manifestation, to giving accounts of his trajectory, but which certainly do highlight aspects of his development, as well as referring to his situation, his place in the context of the visual arts of the period.
A review of these approaches, even a very brief one, would allow one to highlight not only the points of interest which have already been dealt with, but above all those still awaiting greater attention. One might think that much is to be gained, for example, with more detailed analyses of the material elements making up his paintings. As has already been stated, there is a trajectory, starting with some of his initial works, from synthetic representation, as it were, of a landscape, to the most persistent work in which this landscape disappears, although it is clear that some remnants provide constructive material for the works which follow from then on. Along this path, there are works no longer part of the initial compositions, and which didn’t achieve the constitution defining a substantial portion of Manfredo’s later work. There are works, recorded photographically, of direct actions in nature – such as geometric figures painted on rocks and trees. As well as the discussion established between natural elements and the painted figures, although these also have the rudimentary aspect of the raw material in which they are inscribed, an important aspect of these works is their transitoriness, bringing a truly temporal dimension to the work.
3.

The first solo exhibition by the artist, held in Belo Horizonte in 1974, was called Memória das coisas que ainda existem [Memory of Things Which Still Exist]. It is a fine title which may suggest a melancholic bias and perhaps therefore even recall the title of a book by the Italian poet Umberto Saba, Ultime cose [Last Things]. This is a book of poems which are desolate as they address that which only lives on in memory – that which has disappeared – people, relationships, feelings, expectations. In one of his poems, one finds the memory of the earth which gave him “flowers fruit in abundance”, but where now “I work dry hard land”. Although this image, originating in nature, shouldn’t fool us, since it relates to a state of the spirit. In fact, if the title of Manfredo’s exhibitions recalls Saba’s title, in the end it is by way of opposition, in other words, providing a contrast highlighting the mood not only of the title of the exhibition, but of the perspective of approaching things. There was a positive mood here, of action – not a matter of recovering things which no longer exist, but of conserving those which do, even if only in memory, as a form of signalling the risks surrounding them. We should also recall the denunciation on the plastic sticker created by Manfredo with the motto “Look well the mountains”, calling attention to the dangers of the devastation taking place around Belo Horizonte.
If in the poems things shift to the past and memory, there is also a shift of things in the artist’s work – a shift perhaps more to do with the way of his approach, which doesn’t imply loss, but new uses, even if these things appear in different ways through Manfredo’s oeuvre. It is worth noting en passant that the word “thing” is being employed here in its more usual use, in the works made directly on rocks, earth etc. things are no longer mentioned, recalled, represented – they are present, are actually things, registered photographically as a support of the interventions. Later things become a simulacrum – rocks made of aluminium, lead, copper, iron and tin, bronze, porcelain. As regards the paintings, as they become more and more an exploration of their components, their own materiality, those things which are its components come into play.
For these things referred to in a general sense, it is possible to recall another poet, Francis Ponge, in whose work things are present in a central form, as in his book entitled precisely Le parti pris des choses. Here things are present in their description, but also, and perhaps above all, in their function and workings. Critics have variously drawn attention to the fact that this presentation of things in Ponge comes about through an organization of the text in which the work is also exposed as a thing. This presentation is made by exposing the function or working of things, resulting in a textual production, organization. It is in the field of composition that the material components in Manfredo’s work is similar. Thus, in a large portion of his oeuvre the forms created by colours are directly related to the forms of the canvases themselves. And as far as colours are concerned, one could also cite, for example, that according to Juan Gris, colours “become objects”.

4.

A passage in one of Gertrude Stein’s autobiographies establishes an unexpected relationship between the ground and art – it can be found in the account of her first journey by plane, which was followed by several others, in the United States, when she returned to the country in 1934-5 for a series of conferences, after decades living in France. In her Everybody’s Autobiography we read:
It was then in a kind of way that I really began to know what the ground looked like. Quarter sections make a picture and going over America like that made any one know why the post-cubist painting was what it was. The wandering line of Masson was there, the mixed line of Picasso coming and coming again and following itself into a beginning was there, the simple solution of Braque was there and I suppose Léger might be there but I did not see it not over there.

The direct contact with the ground is substituted, thanks to the distance, by the broad vision which allows us to perceive how it is organized – in fact, how it is structured visually. Not only are rectangles identified as a result of this organization, but also another element which can be taken as a result of a movement, the action of these rectangles – lines which, according to their different characteristics, are identified by the author as being of this or that contemporary artist. It is based on this view from the plane, this picture, or pictures, that she says she “really began to know what the ground looked like”, something which wouldn’t have come about with direct contact. Of course this perception can be considered the other way around - Gertrude Stein could only formulate this conception of the ground as pictures because she had prior knowledge of fine arts, which she applies to what she can see from the plane. In any case, it is like the formulation of a type of passage from the material to its ogranization. The work produced by Jean Dubuffet a short time later, in the 1950’s, was considered by Hubert Damisch “a double desire to force the eye to consider the painted surface as the ground seen from above and, at the same time, lift the ground onto the wall, requiring man’s intervention, with lines or marks”.
 It goes from organization to the establishment of a new function. In any case, these are definitions of visuality – a raw surface transformed in visual matter, not only through the placement of the eye, but by the work of inscription.

In the end, the arrangement detected by Gertrude Stein’s constructive gaze speaks to us about what these works can teach us about things – one might even come to the conclusion that this is especially true of the things making up the works themselves. Therein lies the importance of the material components in the case of Manfredo’s work. It is along this two-way path between things and works of art that the comprehension of at least some of the elements of his work passes. The square, the parallelogram, of course, are present at various moments, but it is also true that it may be made up of  three triangular canvases. It is not just the one path. Soon another emerges in which geometric forms proliferate. There is increasing complexity as soon as the work goes on its way. Earth, which was initially represented or documented, becomes a working matter in the form of pigment. Here things exist not only as themselves, but above all in the organizational function of various components.
5.

More than once I enquired about an the association between his work and Concretism and Neoconcretism, but Manfredo pushed aside this hypothesis, and in doing so appealed to the history of geometric abstraction, in other words, a far broader universe in which many other associations might be possible. In any case, this is at least an attempt at contextualization, useful in at least signalling the framework in which his work emerges. We should also recall that there are other cases in which a similar approach is attempted (such as artists as diverse as Tomie Ohtake and Mira Schendel). Perhaps one can see some explanation for these approximations in Concretism itself, not exactly in terms of what characterizes it, but the fact that it is a broad movement, articulating activities in various fields, above all in literature, with a large theoretical and critical foundation, as well as significant if polemic repercussions. The movement was like an intermediary for the circulation of much information; following the more restricted initial period, space opened up for an output which had little or nothing to do with its origins.
From this perspective, and taking into account the sort of work produced by Manfredo, we might obtain some understanding from approximations through elements other than the discussion of broader conceptions, and indeed through detailed procedures. In a 1978 text, Manfredo said: “The work speaks in the way it was made. I buy untreated canvas (plain, raw material, without any preparation), which I paint on the back. Painting on the back means that the back becomes the place of discourse, in other words, the fabrication process, itself laid bare, becomes the theme of the canvas when it is finally stretched on the frame”. What might appear to be a simple technical choice, a practical element, does have, as the artist himself suggests, implications for the meaning of the work. This situation exemplifies something that occurs in the greater part of Manfredo’s work, and which one could call a language of material.

A statement by Haroldo de Campos about Mira Schendel describes a similar situation, and the comments he makes may be relevant here: “In this exhibition at Casa da Rosas, organized by Aguilar, there is a Mondrianesque painting by Mira, but captured from behind. That is, she takes the structure of the frame, its rectangular structure, and turns it around, in a pictorial intervention which results in a sort of brutalist Piet Mondrian, it’s the other side of Mondrian. Or, if we were to jest, it’s a piece of neoplasticism seen from the rough side, the back, the side of the almost raw material”.
 If one supposes, more as an image than a concept, some sort of “brutalist constructivism”, attention can be thus given to the results of these material operations (recalling the expression “text operation” by Haroldo de Campos himself). In Manfredo’s case, it is hardly necessary to recall the materials wood, pigments, glass, metals, canvases and so on. So it is no surprise that names such as Torres Garcia, Amílcar de Castro, Celso Renato and Mira Schendel frequently arise in relation to his work.

6. 

As in the junction of two surfaces which form a line, Manfredo’s pieces were made up by the junction of various canvases organized to form straight lines. These lines could blend, for example, with sides of the triangles which make up various works. Indeed, what could occur is that one line be formed by the junction of three surfaces – two smaller ones on one side, a larger one on the other –, and so the would only partially blend with just one side of a triangle, since would in fact blend with a sequence of sides. Thus, the lines crossing the works do in some way have an independence in relation to the sides of the triangles. However, since they are formed thanks to these triangular surfaces, there is no intercession of straight lines, there are perpendicular straight lines, which in turn take part in various angles in the figures.

These are territorial delimitations, defining the picture’s organization. In this way, these structural lines, formed by the internal borders of the canvases, relate to the pictures’ external borders, in the various, sometimes irregular forms, explored by the artist. In the development of his output, these aspects were sometimes dealt with in complex ways and were altered by the elimination or addition of new components. This becomes clear after a certain moment, when paintings are made up of one single surface, a single canvas, and the spaces of colour share the same surface, causing another type of line.
This is the curved line which stretches along the same plane of colour or colours covering the surface. It can be seen as a narrow, stretched space of colour. It has to do with the contours of certain surfaces of colour, which no longer occupy separate canvases and are distributed in the same canvas, as if delimited by a colour which surrounds them like a line. This recalls the line Gertrude Stein talks about, the wandering line of the square sections of earth – wandering when perhaps freed from the function of a contour and allowed to run a narrative course. It certainly continues to have a structural function, when, on a surface of uniform colour, it provides intersections, frontiers; or when the same line runs across different surfaces, working as an element which seems to both integrate different spaces, as well as stress that the organization of the whole implies these different spaces. With the impression of being freed from the function of a contour, this line emphasizes its own movement – line as displacement of a point etc. – and thus also has a narrative function. And as far as movement is concerned, it is present in various ways in Manfredo’s work – when it abandons regular forms, when the picture is able to take on various arrangements on the wall, when one pictures the rearrangement of the forms made up by the colours. This movement implies a tempo which, as has already been said, may be slow, and thus it implies rhythm. Speaking about the panting of Soulages, Henri Meschonnic notes that “it is the rhythm which means time becomes the organization of space”.
 But he also observes that there are “rhythms of working the material” and that “the specialization adds other rhythms”.
 So there are more external rhythms, of elaboration, as well as organizational rhythms. The memory these works carry – as alluded to at the outset – has to do with these rhythms. Since this memory has to do with the slow development and the returning previous project, we may be lead to suppose that, in the case of Manfredo’s work, there is at least a certain function of time in the context of the organization of his spaces.
7

These aspects appear in the plans and drafts kept by Manfredo for his own interest, but which  also tell us a lot about what is being discussed in the work. They are never drained dry when they are finished, and can be later restated themselves or even unfold into other works. This would already be sufficient to show an element of progress, a slow one, as the work develops. This material can take care of what can be considered the work’s structure, or, in isolation, its colour, the distribution of colours, the concatenation of colours, or even the two dimensions together. If this may appear a separation not compatible with the work’s wholeness, in the end it has strictly to do with its organization. A same structure can bear a variation in the organization of colours, just as this organization will be modified according to different structures.
The sketches, or plans, or notes, which together may be considered preparatory material, allow us to observe a more intimate relationship between the works. These may allow us to talk of variants (a term more suitable to texts), in other words, an alteration which makes the new work merely another version of the previous one. This way of perceiving the works, without ceasing to the consider them autonomous, of course, merely highlights their constitutively interlinked development.

About this, the artist says: “My working method always goes through planning, which is a drawing and sometimes a prototype, based on which I build the work. But not all are made the minute they’re conceived. They remain archived or as references to which I return in search of latitude and direction”.
 One can sense in this comment the works’ character of reflection and discussion, which cannot be separated from their sketches – on the contrary, it is as if they remained ever present within them. This sort of material may be useful for comprehending the procedures adopted by the artist and the actual creation of the work; however, in Manfredo’s case, the material appears to play a broader role, because a work plan may in fact relate to different works. It is as if the coming and going between works and plans constituted a conversation, a permanent analysis, and as if the work were always contained in the plans, and each work were the plan of the next.
8.

In the case of an artist like Manfredo, or rather, in the case of the relationship of his work with the material, the notion of atelier becomes broader than merely the place where work is created. The atelier gains a dimension in which it is associated with the work itself, in a way which might be called productive, and can even become one of its elements. The organizers of the work by Francis Pongein in the Pléiade collection gave the title “atelier” to the numerous sections referring to the various books by the author, in which material was grouped as different versions of the texts or earlier notes. Perhaps these sections might be called “archives”, but the notion of atelier signals more evidently the link between the material and the production of the work. Manfred talks in a text about the atelier as a physical space which allows the artist’s work, and which might even influence the dimensions of the work. He also talks about another sort of relationship: “The artist ends up impregnating his surroundings with his own subjectivity, with his work, and this creates a context for the work’s emergence.” Thus, the atelier is no longer merely the space for creation, but relates more intimately to the creation itself. He then speaks of a third situation: “As well as the physical space of the work’s construction, there is the problem of storing it. Previous works are important for the creation of new ones, which is why I always seek to keep works whenever I feel that, upon being executed, they have indicated new directions for me. They are like marks guiding the work. I think it’s important to keep them”.
 The artist refers to the preservation of all this material in its condition as documentation, his archive, but it is a documentation which is maintained active in his production. So his work implies, and as has been referred to earlier, this documentation, these sketches and plans,  but it also implies this activity constituted by the atelier. This is aspect is a clear one, and Aguinaldo Farias draws attention to it with one reservation, in the hopes of avoiding misunderstanding: “The artisan workmanship of his work, a choice he maintains to this day and which is clear in his varied range of materials and techniques, cannot be taken as a simple anachronistic impulse”.
 So the materials are present in his work, obviously, but also the plans for the materials, and this may be a way of understanding this type of workmanship.

9.

A recent (2015) work by Manfredo – made up of four rectangular canvases of different formats, is arranged in such a way that in the centre there is an empty rectangle, the background of which is the wall. Without frames, with sides also painted, all this adds to the incorporation of the background in the central square, highlighting the depth of the work. The four canvases aren’t the same colour, but they are quite similar – two are dark red, two brown (one with a small black strip in one of its extremities and another which also has a small strip in one if its extremities, but in another shade of brown). So they are sombre in colour and in format, but nevertheless offer a spatial situation and quite a special movement. If there is an occupation of the space by the colours, there is also the space outside the canvases, not only the central rectangle, but that which is adjacent to the different canvases – they create various shapes in the space around them. Above all, there is a line which, passing from one canvas to another, forms a trail, a figure which extends across the four canvases. The line of a much lighter colour thus constitutes a full trail embodying the four canvases, the central space and the surrounding space. In going from one canvas to another, it passes over the space between them; here, the line, a colour, disappears, becomes virtual; in its movement, it proposes relationships between all the work’s components, as a colour which dislocates. In its impulse, it is as if it transmits movement to the ensemble, in other words, what is virtual is its process, its movement. The line is an impulse of movement transmitted to the ensemble. More and more, the colours, stretched out across surfaces or moving as lines, constitute and articulate spaces, and this seems to be the most preponderant aspect of Manfredo’s overall work in progress.

10.

QUASI ELEMENTS 

A.

there is colour    the material of colour     the material of concretion of colour    the material and process of concretion of colour    place where the material and process of concretion of colour     the exercise where the material and process of concretion of colour     the plane of the exercise where the material and process of concretion of colour       the history of the plane of the exercise where the material and process of concretion of colour     there are the lands of the history of the plane of the exercise where the material and process of concretion of colour       the strata of the lands of the history of the plane of the exercise where the material and process of concretion of colour        there is the prospecting of the strata of the lands of the history of the plane of the exercise where the material and process of concretion of colour
B..

Just like the colour that reveals itself,

reveals itself as material,

the canvas which supports it,

supports itself first

as material of its own self

and all integrates from

all that organizes itself in the whole

– above all there, on the margins,

where it indeed shows itself between,
with the colour laying it bare,

in an unresolved edge which,
although rather rough,

finally truly reveals,

the raw, the whole matter of a plan.

C.

What sustains the surface,

doesn’t only sustain, 

organizes it, in such a way 

that it becomes part. 

Or:

This framework
which sustains the territory
end up not being dissociated 

from the whole body.

Or:

This wood (the structure
itself) which wholly (the canvas) sustains 

end up integrating themselves
in the whole configuration
– until they impose themselves, 

in going beyond, exposing themselves, 

the limits 

of that which sustains...

...and thus other surfaces,

the projections, the combinatories.

D. 

it happens that one or other line cuts loose from the frontiers of colour

a line becomes lost in some field of colour

if a trail is drawn along the thread of a simulacrum of uncertainties
and essays about what becomes the trace of improbable excavation 

in fact essays about nuanced matrixes of spaces 

no the colours don’t always occupy just one space

sometimes the colours themselves do constitute spaces

there’s no reason not to say that colours can be forms
E.

From some vertex, like corner 

which turns with indubitable steps? 

For a curved hypothesis? 

The estimates of dispositions
might carry some schisms?

Such as that with each reconfiguration
a colour may not always be
exactly the same as itself?

Or that which it gains 

as if inflections like a voice?

If the displacements across the
territories of colour, how to calculate them? 
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