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This dissertation offers the first comprehensive art-historical study of the painting practice 

of Severo Sarduy (1937–1993), the Cuban writer and critic best known for his literary work and 

theorization of the Neo-Baroque. Through sustained formal and contextual analysis of nearly sixty 

works produced between 1965 and 1993, it demonstrates that painting was not an ancillary activity 

but a central and generative component of Sarduy’s intellectual project. Repositioning Sarduy 

within transnational postwar debates across Latin America, Europe, and the United States, the 

dissertation reconstructs the major phases of his artistic production and situates key series of works 

in dialogue with his art criticism. It argues that Sarduy’s visual practice intervenes in postwar 

discussions of abstraction and the legacies of modernism, addressing questions of autonomy and 

instrumentality, materiality and dematerialization, and authorship and influence. Developed 

outside academic training and institutional frameworks, his paintings engage international artistic 



  

currents while critically reworking modernism’s binary logics of center and margin, politics and 

aesthetics, and structure and excess. At the core of the dissertation is the concept of the 

hypertelic—drawn from José Lezama Lima and mobilized in Sarduy’s own creative and critical 

practice—which describes a condition in which form exceeds both function and completion. In 

Sarduy’s paintings, hypertelia emerges through chromatic saturation, compositional layering, grid 

and woven structures, and ornamental proliferation that resist transparency and interpretive 

closure. By foregrounding close visual analysis as a mode of critical inquiry, this study 

demonstrates that Sarduy’s paintings generate their own conceptual vocabulary, expanding how 

art history accounts for practices that traverse media, geographies, and discursive regimes. 

Ultimately, the dissertation integrates Sarduy’s visual work into global histories of postwar art and 

repositions him as an artist and theorist whose marginality functions as a critical vantage point 

rather than a condition of exclusion. 
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Introduction 
 

In the acclaimed and controversial Cuban film Fresa y Chocolate (Strawberry and 

Chocolate), directed by Tomás Guitérrez Alea and released in Havana in 1993, Diego is a 

homosexual artist whose critical views of a post-revolutionary Cuban society make him a 

dangerous subject and an outsider. In one of the first scenes, Diego lures David to his apartment. 

The attractive university student and aspiring writer whom he has just met at the popular ice cream 

parlor Coppelia is curious to learn more about the “must know” Cuban writers and wants to borrow 

a book. Once in the apartment, David is both excited and intimidated by Diego’s theatrics and the 

arsenal of exotic objects crowding the domestic space (Fig. 1). A religious altar with anachronistic 

objects and photographs of naked men intrigue and unsettle the young party militant. At one point, 

and as an essential component in his glossary of illicit materials, Diego urges David to read the 

work of a then forgotten Cuban writer named Severo Sarduy.  

After the publication of his first two novels in Cuba—Gestos (Gestures) (1963) and De 

dónde son los cantantes (From Cuba with a Song) (1968)—Severo Sarduy was soon regarded as 

an exiled writer and effectively excluded from the island’s official literary historiography for more 

than three decades. By the end of the 1960s, the revolutionary government had intensified its 

repression and censorship of artists and writers, subjecting them to public reprimands, professional 

ostracism, forced labor camps (UMAP), and expulsion from their posts. Sarduy’s exclusion formed 

part of a broader wave of silencing that defined the period. Among the most significant cases—

whose full scope has only become broadly recognized over the past twenty years—are that of poet 

Heberto Padilla, who was arrested in 1971 after the publication of Fuera del juego (Out of the 

Game), igniting the international scandal of the “Padilla Affair” and painter Antonia Eiriz, who 



 2 

was banned from exhibiting her stark, expressionist canvases in 1968 and withdrew from public 

artistic life.1 This tightening of cultural control not only suppressed internal dissent but also led to 

a widening rift between the Cuban state and international leftist intellectuals, producing clashes 

within the institutions of what had once been one of the region’s most vibrant centers of political 

and cultural exchange. Although Sarduy experienced this anti-intellectual and openly homophobic 

political culture from abroad, it decisively shaped his decision to extend his stay in France.  

Cuban cultural criticism of Sarduy in the late 1960s and early 1970s frequently framed his 

work as foreign and ideologically subversive. Roberto González Echevarría discusses this context, 

citing the words of Ambrosio Fornet, who in a polemic against Mundo Nuevo referred to Sarduy 

dismissively as “el escritor francocubano” (the Franco-Cuban writer), a label underscoring his 

exile and French intellectual affiliations. González Echevarría also notes that Roberto Fernández 

Retamar mockingly refers to “el mariposeo neobarthesiano de Severo Sarduy” (Severo Sarduy’s 

neo-Barthesian fluttering), a phrase he reads as symptomatic of the homophobic and anti-

cosmopolitan inflection of the Cuban revolutionary context.2 Meanwhile, in the France of May 

1968 and during the consolidation of an international leftist movement in which intellectuals were 

expected to assume militant positions, Sarduy was likely perceived much as Lezama Lima—

politically conservative or insufficiently aligned with revolutionary orthodoxy—and as Virgilio 

Piñera—ideologically suspect and inadequate, unfit for the revolutionary mandate. Sarduy’s rapid 

ascent in the French and international intellectual zeitgeist made him a pariah in Cuba and an 

 
1 Lourdes Casal, ed., El caso Padilla: literatura y revolución en Cuba (Miami: Ediciones Universal, 1972); 
Alejandro Anreus, “The Road to Dystopia: The Paintings of Antonia Eiriz,” Art Journal 63, no. 3 (2004): 4–17, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00043249.2004.10791131; Heberto Padilla, Self-Portrait of the Other (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 1990). 
2 For a fuller account of the criticisms directed at Sarduy by Cuban writers and cultural officials, see Roberto 
González Echevarría, La ruta de Severo Sarduy (Hanover, NH: Ediciones del Norte, 1987), 49–51. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00043249.2004.10791131
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anomaly within a very vocal exile community, particularly in light of his refusal to publicly 

condemn the Cuban government’s repressive system of censorship and its persecution of 

homosexuals. Conscious of his paradoxical condition as an internationally celebrated Cuban 

author—unable to return to his homeland and resistant to positioning himself publicly on political 

matters—Sarduy turned his critical and creative work into a lifelong meditation on the politics of 

marginality. 

Born in Camagüey to a working-class family of mixed-race heritage (Basque, Chinese, and 

Afro-Cuban), Sarduy emerged from a generation of poets who quickly rose to national 

prominence. This generation came of age during the convulsive years of what was then a popular 

revolution against a cruel and bloody dictatorship. A precocious student, he moved with his family 

to Havana in 1953 to study medicine at the university. Social instability—particularly the frequent 

protests and strikes at the university—along with his growing ties to avant-garde intellectual 

circles, pulled him away from his studies and led him to writing and later to art criticism. In 

December 1960, Sarduy left Cuba on a government-sponsored scholarship to study in Spain, a 

country he abandoned after a few months to move to Paris. There he befriended members of the 

avant-garde intellectual circle of the post-structuralists, attended Jacques Lacan’s lectures at the 

Sorbonne, and became an active participant in their lively debates (Fig. 2). Two years later he 

obtained a certificate in art history at the École du Louvre, published his first novel, and began 

contributing articles to the avant-garde journal Tel Quel. His novels were published in several 

languages, earning him success and recognition within European institutions. In the Americas, his 

literary and essayistic work circulated in exclusive intellectual circles, where he remained an 

influential but elusive figure, an erudite and impenetrable writer, detached from the political 

militancy that would come to define Latin American art and literature. Within academic circles, 
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his novels and essays have been the subject of numerous studies, especially his theory of the Neo-

Baroque, which has made him a pivotal figure within various critical fields such as literary and 

cultural theory as well as performance studies.3 

This dissertation intervenes in the existing scholarship on Severo Sarduy by offering the 

first comprehensive art-historical study of his painting practice. It repositions his visual production 

as central—not ancillary—to his broader intellectual project, demonstrating how literature, 

criticism, and painting operate as interwoven components of a single creative and theoretical 

enterprise. Although his paintings have been the subject of occasional retrospective exhibitions 

and exploratory articles, the full scope of his artistic production has remained largely unexplored.4 

Through sustained formal and contextual analysis of nearly sixty works produced between 1965 

and 1993, this study demonstrates the extent and trajectory of Sarduy’s engagement with painting. 

This neglect is due, in part, to the breadth and density of his writings, which have overshadowed 

his visual work, as well as to the intermittent nature of his engagement with painting prior to the 

1980s. Only in that decade did he devote himself more fully to the medium, exhibiting in group 

and solo shows and attracting the attention of the Parisian gallerist Lina Davidov (Fig. 3). 

Structured chronologically and thematically, the dissertation reconstructs the major phases 

of Sarduy’s artistic production and situates key series of works in sustained dialogue with his art 

 
3 See Jossianna Arroyo, Travestismos culturales: literatura y etnografía en Cuba y Brasil (Pittsburgh: Editorial 
Iberoamericana, 2003; reissued Leiden: Almenara, 2019), offers a critical rereading of cultural models in the work 
of Fernando Ortiz (Cuba) and Gilberto Freyre (Brazil), interrogating how race, gender, and sexuality intersect in 
their literary and ethnographic representations through Severo Sarduy’s neo-baroque articulation of cultural 
performance. 
4 The catalog for the posthumous exhibition Severo Sarduy organized by the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofía from January to March of 1998 is the most comprehensive publication with illustrations of his artworks. See 
Cámara de eco: Homenaje a Severo Sarduy, ed. Gustavo Guerrero and Catalina Quesada (Madrid: Verbum, 2013), 
and Mayte Harbinson, Obliterated Margins: Severo Sarduy's Writing and Painting (PhD diss., University of Illinois 
at Chicago, 2020). These works offer both interdisciplinary and theoretical-literary perspectives on Sarduy’s 
engagement with painting as integral to his broader creative and critical practice. 
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criticism, demonstrating the conceptual continuity between his visual and textual practices. Close 

visual analysis and comparative study form the core of this investigation, bringing to light Sarduy’s 

critical engagement with the international artistic currents of Latin America, the United States, and 

Europe. Developed outside academic training and institutional frameworks, his visual practice 

constitutes a sustained intervention into the artistic debates of the second half of the twentieth 

century, particularly through its reworking of Modernism’s binary logics and hierarchical 

structures. Each chapter traces the evolution of Sarduy’s visual practice in relation to his literary 

and critical work, establishing his distinct position within the polarized political and cultural 

landscape of his time. 

The Artist as Critic 

Sarduy’s multifaceted body of work—encompassing novels, poetry, essays, literary and art 

criticism, playwriting, painting, radio, and journalism—emerged from the vibrant intellectual 

climate of Havana in the 1950s and was shaped by a “critical spirit” defined less by adherence to 

political ideology than by resistance to dogmatic and official culture. During that decade, Cuban 

artists started to reject artistic styles rooted in figurative and folkloric representations of nationalist 

tropes. The arrival of gestural and geometric abstract art tendencies in the early 1950s unleashed 

numerous debates regarding the extent to which the elements of Cuban identity could be integrated 

within anti-humanist and individualistic aesthetic trends. Unlike most critics, Sarduy saw in 

abstract art an opportunity to update and expand the scope of artistic experimentation in Cuba that 

would fuel and stimulate the field of art criticism through a dialogue with the broader international 

contemporary art scene. His early exhibition reviews challenged simplistic interpretations of the 

Cuban avant-garde, arguing against the reduction of abstraction to a mere rejection of figuration. 

This critical stance was reinforced through close associations with artists who shared this 
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sentiment. Among those with whom Sarduy found intellectual affinity was Mexican draftsman and 

printmaker José Luis Cuevas, one of the most controversial artists of his generation. Cuevas was 

known for his outspoken rejection of Muralism, which he denounced as a state-subsidized national 

art that blocked outside influence—what he famously termed “the cactus curtain” (Fig. 4).5 

Another is Spanish painter Luis Feito, a founding member of the abstract art group El Paso, who 

faced censorship under Franco’s dictatorship and retreated from the national scene alongside other 

abstract Spanish artists (Fig. 5).6 Moreover, throughout his life Sarduy maintained strong personal 

ties with exiled Cuban artists who operated from the margins of dominant aesthetic movements, 

tendencies, and artists’ groups (Fig. 6–7). 

In Paris, Sarduy occupied a marginal position within the French post-structuralist circle. 

His homosexuality, non-European origin, non-militant posture, and fascination with North 

American artists made him a dissonant figure and idiosyncratic mediator between languages, 

cultures, artistic and literary circles. This continuous process of multimodal translation would 

become one of the central pillars of Sarduy’s literary and artistic work.7 Extensive travels across 

Asia and many visits to sacred Hindu and Buddhist sites shaped Sarduy’s own unique form of 

critical dissidence (Fig. 8–9).8 By turning eastward, Sarduy sought to reclaim elements of Cuban 

culture that had been largely ignored or censored, including, on the one hand, the Chinese presence 

 
5 José Luis Cuevas (1934–2017) published “La cortina del nopal” (The Cactus Curtain) in 1956, an essay criticizing 
the dominance of Mexican muralism and later associated with the Generación de la ruptura. 
6 Luis Feito (1929–2021) and Fernando Zóbel (1924–1984) were central figures in postwar Spanish abstract art. In 
1966, Zóbel founded the Museo de Arte Abstracto Español in Cuenca, Spain, which became a key platform for 
experimental abstraction under the Franco regime. Bringing together artists committed to non-figurative practices, 
the Cuenca circle fostered a form of artistic production that operated largely outside the dominant institutional 
canon, positioning abstraction as an alternative to state-sanctioned cultural narratives. 
7 Ricardo Vázquez Díaz employs the term transduction as a mode of translation between diverse fields of 
experience—including the visual, sonic, literary, and beyond—in his dissertation “Una isla sonora: Auralidad, 
literatura y política en la obra escrita y radial de Severo Sarduy (Cuba, 1937–Francia, 1993)” (PhD diss., 
Salisbury University, 2022). 
8 See Gustavo Guerrero, ed., El Oriente de Severo Sarduy (Madrid: Instituto Cervantes, 2020), the most 
comprehensive biographical and critical study of Sarduy’s engagement with the East. 
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on the island and, on the other, the many different religious traditions that had congealed within 

Cuba’s syncretic cultural formations. The incorporation of Eastern philosophical and spiritual 

traditions into his work was not a passive absorption of a fashionable trend but a deliberate practice 

of destabilization, aimed at unsettling inherited European epistemological frameworks and 

exposing the lingering effects of Europe’s protracted encounter with its Others. 

Moving fluidly between philosophy and science, literature and the visual arts, Sarduy 

brought both rigor and imagination to the field of art criticism. His critical thought was rooted in 

the modest but sophisticated tradition of cultural, literary, and artistic criticism in Cuba, and 

nourished by the ideas of José Lezama Lima and Virgilio Piñera, later forging a unique 

constellation of interlocutors from fields such as psychoanalysis, astronomy, the natural sciences, 

media theory, and others. In carrying forward the legacy of Lezama Lima—going so far as to call 

himself his heredero—Sarduy mobilized a Lezamian critical praxis that investigated the formal 

structuring principles and liberating possibilities within language. Lezama bequeathed a broad 

lexicon of terms that challenged the spatial-temporal hierarchies of modernity through baroque 

counter-modernist strategies. Among these terms is one that Lezama used to define his poetic 

system, which Sarduy later mobilized in one of his seminal texts about contemporary art and which 

serves as the critical catalyst of my exegesis. 

An Art of the Hypertelic 

In Latin America, avant-gardism asserted regional and cultural identity as a source of 

aesthetic innovation against European notions of artistic superiority that relegated practices outside 

its centers to the status of peripheral and derivative. Sarduy revalorized this critical tradition by 

destabilizing the spatial-temporal frameworks that structured artistic discourse and practice. 
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Although modernism had facilitated the circulation and dispersal of ideas, postwar art intensified 

the binaries of Western thought along ideological lines within the geopolitical landscape of the 

Cold War. Sarduy’s engagement with postwar art wrestled with the legacy of modernism by 

building upon Lezama’s counter-modernist discourse. Baroque strategies such as doubling, 

parody, masking, juxtaposition, and superposition unsettled these renewed oppositions, activating 

a critical model grounded in the double orientation of his creative and critical practice. Sarduy’s 

relational praxis foregrounds erotic play as the dynamic unfolding of binary systems in which no 

final resolution is possible. Although this positions him within broader postmodern and 

postcolonial debates, Sarduy deliberately sidestepped the instrumentalization of his theories by 

aesthetic or political factions, opting out of what literary scholar Sergio Villalobos has described 

as a productivity-oriented nihilism that has shaped much late twentieth-century critical discourse.9 

Sarduy’s relational ontology juxtaposes the contained order of logos and the expansive impulse of 

eros. Yet, the non-functional quality of this dynamic signals a void in the sequence of production, 

rendering his work difficult to contextualize, given the “oblique manner in which the relationship 

is developed and presented between his texts and the sociopolitical context in which his work is 

usually situated.”10 In this sense, Sarduy’s relational model does not eliminate binary structures 

nor dissolve them into postmodern indeterminacy; rather, it transforms binary logic into a dynamic 

system of relations in which oppositional terms remain operative but no longer function as 

hierarchical partitions. Thus, rather than fixing Sarduy’s artworks within a specific context, this 

 
9 Sergio Villalobos, “Nihilismo afirmativo y desistencia viral: La última novela de Sarduy como testamento 
posible,” in Desistencia y polémica en el Caribe: Imagen, crítica, política, ed. Juan Carlos Quintero Herencia 
(Madrid: Almenara, 2024), 23. 
10 Villalobos, “Nihilismo afirmativo,” 44. My translation. 
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study examines how his artistic practice critically engages and reconfigures the very contexts that 

seek to contain it. 

To accomplish this undertaking, I draw on the concept of the hypertelic as neither an 

aesthetic theory nor another word to describe hybridity or cultural syncretism. The term hypertelic 

derives from the Greek hyper (beyond, excessive) and telos (end or purpose), designating a 

condition in which form or action exceeds its presumed function or goal. The hypertelic is essential 

for understanding Lezama’s intervention in the intellectual debates of his time, as it foregrounds 

the autonomy of creative processes, particularly his poetic system, by abandoning the teleological 

narratives and spatial order of modernity. “The act that overcomes all determinism in order to go 

beyond” is how Lezama defined it during an interview.11 Hypertelia, he writes in his diary, “is a 

phenomenon that exceeds its purpose—a decoration.”12 Although the idea of non-causality was 

not unique to Lezama, the hypertelic is an operative term that exits the functionalist and 

progressive ethos of modernity. By suspending the spatial and temporal causality of a telic order, 

the hypertelic devises an open and indeterminate process where there is both continuity and 

change. This deviation of purpose, this ever-open telos that interrupts the preemptive function of 

creative and intellectual activity opens for this study a “new scene of reading” of Sarduy’s work 

and context.13  

While this study engages Jacques Lacan’s theory of the optic drive to theorize the 

instability of vision in Sarduy’s work, it does not reduce hypertelia to a psychoanalytic 

explanation. In Lacan’s seminar, optics and vision function as critical axes through which the 

 
11 José Lezama Lima: Diarios (1939–1949/1956–1958), comp. and notes by Ciro Bianchi Ross (Havana: Ediciones 
Unión, 2010), 158. 
12 Lezama Lima: Diarios, 76.  
13 Villalobos, “Nihilismo afirmativo,” 47. 
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subject is constituted within the dynamic of seeing and being seen. The binary that structures this 

field—gaze and object, seer and seen—is not a rigid system of partitions but a relational dynamic 

in which the subject emerges precisely through its exposure to the field of visibility. The optic 

drive thus elucidates the structural indeterminacy of seeing: vision is never fully possessed by the 

subject but returns from elsewhere, from the field in which the subject is inscribed. Within this 

Lacanian framework, the prophylactic dimension of the evil eye signals a movement from the act 

of seeing and the anxiety of being seen toward an effect marked upon the body.14 In Sarduy’s 

artworks, Lacan’s optics of desire and capture are countered by a visual dynamic in which the 

object of the gaze and its desiring drive function as veiling: a surface that both reveals and conceals, 

staging visibility as layering, masking, and deferral. The body thus appears not as sovereign 

perceiver, but as exposed surface, caught within the play of appearances rather than positioned 

outside them. 

Building on this shift, hypertelia names the formal and material operations—masking, 

chromatic saturation, compositional layering—through which Sarduy’s paintings enact instability 

at the level of surface, composition, and color. In this sense, hypertelia does not function as a 

psychological category but as a visual and compositional logic internal to the work itself. If the 

optic drive explains the instability of vision structurally, hypertelia materializes that instability 

through the camouflaged body, which anchors the gaze while simultaneously dispersing it. The 

binary of visibility and invisibility thus becomes not a system of opposition but a relational 

dynamic in which exposure and concealment operate simultaneously. This distinction further 

clarifies Sarduy’s engagement with—and eventual distancing from—semiotic models that 

 
14 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Alan 
Sheridan (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1998), 118. 
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privilege transparency, decoding, and signification. Rather than treating the image as a system of 

signs to be deciphered, hypertelia insists on surface density and opacity as conditions of meaning, 

thereby displacing the semiotic reduction of the visual to language. 

In Sarduy’s own work, the hypertelic operation prevents the object from being closed and 

captured. He particularly embraced Lezama’s analogy of decoration to articulate a politics of the 

margin through a single practice of mark-making that weaves together diverse fields and themes 

in his work. If the decorative is a critical element in the baroque aesthetics of Lezama—interrupting 

and subverting the stable order of literary narrative and discourse through excess—it is Sarduy 

who more explicitly sets it against the functionalist ethos of modern art.15 Throughout the twentieth 

century, the decorative was, in Greenbergian terms, “the great enemy” of the visual arts, serving 

as that against which modernism defined itself.16 The decorative appears throughout Sarduy’s work 

as an image of what is rejected yet remains visible only as surface. Yet rather than a subjective 

position, it is a critical operation that problematizes identity-based approaches emerging from 

postcolonial studies in two fundamental ways. On the one hand, marginal ornamentation both 

frames and destabilizes the closed unity of Western epistemology. On the other, it resists capture 

by pointing to the excess of language as the limit of its communicative and discursive function.  

 
15 See Walter Gropius, The New Architecture and the Bauhaus (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1965), which codifies 
the Bauhaus ethos of functionality and utility in design; and Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch,” in Art 
and Culture: Critical Essays (Boston: Beacon Press, 1961), 3–21, where he defends Modernist purity against the 
ornamental and decorative. 
16 Clement Greenberg’s modernist criticism repeatedly defines the decorative and ornamental as antithetical to the 
autonomy and purity of modern art, particularly in his insistence on medium specificity and the exclusion of applied 
or decorative effects from serious painting; see Clement Greenberg, “Avant-Garde and Kitsch” (1939) and 
“Modernist Painting” (1960). 
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In fact, the hypertelic emerges at a moment when Sarduy’s theory of the Neobaroque had 

begun to be mistaken for a merely aesthetic program.17 Sarduy deployed the term to signal an 

operation within contemporary art that was at the same time a mode of reading—that is, a critical 

practice rather than a stylistic designation. Far from being reducible to an aesthetic category, this 

concept unfolds as a relational dynamic with multiple applications across Sarduy’s visual and 

textual production. In his artworks, it names the overlapping layers of color and geometric and 

textural patterning that saturate the surface of the canvas or paper while exposing its material 

support. This saturation produces a mode of visibility that resists transparency even as it 

foregrounds the conditions of its own appearance. Rather than privileging a specific artistic lineage 

or subjective position, Sarduy’s paintings open onto a critical activity in which exposure and 

concealment operate in tandem, revealing the dynamics of relational encounter. In this sense, the 

hypertelic aligns with others used by Sarduy—such as “the apotropaic gaze”—which designate a 

critical strategy in which the object of the gaze resists capture, a gesture that reappears throughout 

his work and articulates an escape from identification, as suggested in a double-exposure portrait 

of him (Fig. 10). This operation lies at the core of Sarduy’s intervention within a cultural field 

increasingly governed by the binary of visibility and invisibility—one that sought to render its 

objects fully transparent, safely assimilable into dominant discourses, and thus stripped of their 

disruptive force. If the hypertelic guides my reading of an artist who, as Villalobos observes, 

understood himself to be perpetually examined and scrutinized, it does so in order to illuminate 

Sarduy’s marginal politics as a critical practice in its own right. 

 
17 The best-known case is when the paintings of the Cobra group—an experimental postwar collective of artists and 
poets from Copenhagen, Brussels, and Amsterdam (1948–1951)—were associated with Sarduy’s theorization of the 
Neo-Baroque. 
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Discussions of Sarduy’s work have often emphasized his proximity to structuralist and 

poststructuralist thought, treating these theoretical frameworks as determinants of his practice. In 

contrast, my approach understands his engagement with theory as an active mode of intervention, 

inseparable from his visual production. By reclaiming the relational dimension of structuralism, 

Sarduy reconfigures space and time as mutable, layered, and excessive, generated through 

correspondences rather than fixed structures. This understanding resonates with what Yves-Alain 

Bois describes as a formalism that, like structuralism, might be retrieved from “the wastebasket of 

discarded ideas.”18 Understood as a critical and structural operation rather than a stylistic 

commitment, this kind of formalism aligns Sarduy with a transatlantic avant-garde tradition 

articulated most clearly in Wifredo Lam, whose dialogue with Picasso mediated the circulation of 

formal experimentation between Europe and Latin America. In Lam’s unstable and shifting forms, 

as in Sarduy’s, gesture and structure remain inseparable, unsettling art’s framing devices without 

abandoning either the gestural and expressive or the structural dimension of form. 

Nowhere is this tension between structure and excess more visible than in Sarduy’s 

reworking of the margin. The margin, once a space of silence underwriting the authoritative text, 

is both adornment and commentary on the main body of the page. Sarduy preferred the term 

filigrana—a decorative pattern reminiscent of the tracery found in medieval manuscripts—over 

that of marginalia. Illuminated margins often featured intricate vines and hybrid creatures, 

functioning as ornamental borders and symbolic or satirical commentary on the text. Marginalia 

suggest that the edge is not merely peripheral but a space where meaning can be expanded, 

 
18 On formalism understood not as a stylistic doctrine but as a critical operation that can be “retrieved” in relation to 
structuralism, see Yves-Alain Bois, “Formalism and Structuralism,” in Art Since 1900: Modernism, Antimodernism, 
Postmodernism, 2nd ed., ed. Hal Foster, Rosalind E. Krauss, Yve-Alain Bois, and Benjamin H. D. Buchloh (London: 
Thames & Hudson, 2011), 35. 



 14 

questioned, or reimagined. While the relationship between margin and marginalia reveals a tension 

between structure and subversion, frame and deviation—and highlights how the border itself can 

become a site of creative and critical engagement—the decorative quality of the filigrana 

withdraws from the functional logic of marginalia, assuming a hypertelic character in which any 

message it carries passes unnoticed, indistinguishable from ornament. 

If the hypertelic is central to both Lezama Lima and Sarduy, it is because it articulates a 

sustained refusal of modern functionalism’s suspicion of ornament and excess, and of the twentieth 

century’s increasing displacement of the gestural and the bodily by the conceptual and the 

industrial. In a visual culture progressively governed by clarity and efficiency, decoration came to 

be understood as an obstacle to meaning rather than one of its conditions. Against this logic, 

Lezama—and later Sarduy—insist on excess not as stylistic residue but as a mode of knowledge 

that unfolds through accumulation, digression, and surface density. In this sense, the hypertelic 

interrupts both functionalist reduction and conceptual dematerialization, insisting on surface and 

gesture as sites of critical thought. Sarduy’s emphasis on ornamentation exploits, exceeds, and 

escapes the dialectics of vision and subject positions through a critical politics of marginality. 

Rather than situating him as a Latin American artist working from the margins, this study examines 

his singular intervention into the trope of the “excess of the margin,” a figure that came to shape 

much criticism in the second half of the twentieth century.19 His visual work reveals the hypertelic 

operation as a summons to the subject’s appearance that simultaneously suspends or defers any 

 
19 See Paul Julian Smith, Writing in the Margin: Spanish Literature of the Golden Age (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1988). Smith’s work is a cornerstone of the theoretical and critical field that Sarduy both anticipates and participates 
in, showing how the margin functions as a site of excess, destabilization, and new meaning rather than as a mere 
periphery. 
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attempt to stabilize it within “the slow filigrana of the margin.”20 As he explains: “The baroque 

work, precisely because it plays with a cultural model, presupposes a space of dialogism: its 

graphic representation would be a network of successive filigrees, not linear, bidimensional, and 

flat, but volumetric, spatial, and dynamic.”21 It is the central proposition of this study that Sarduy’s 

visual works deepen our understanding of a relational paradigm unfolding through the irregular 

grids, woven patterns, and pigmented textural surfaces that characterize his paintings, staging a 

critical operation that opens “a new scene of reading” for global contemporary art. 

Overview of Chapters 

This dissertation follows both a chronological and thematic order, beginning with Sarduy’s 

first engagements with art and art criticism in the cultural environments of his native Camagüey 

and later Havana in the 1950s. The first chapter establishes the intellectual foundations of Sarduy’s 

relational model by tracing the early influence of Orígenes, the cultural magazine and literary 

project founded by José Lezama Lima, which developed a form of art criticism rooted in 

philosophical and metaphysical reflection. It also examines Sarduy’s intellectual activity in 

Havana in the late 1950s, particularly his involvement in Virgilio Piñera’s literary project and 

magazine Ciclón, where his critical theories centered on the body and eroticism began to take 

shape. During these formative years, Sarduy encountered poets and painters engaged with 

emerging abstract tendencies, developing an interest in contemporary art and criticism that would 

later inform his visual practice. The final sections address his first years in Europe under a 

 
20 Severo Sarduy, “La desviación de los cuerpos que caen,” in Ensayos generales sobre el barroco (Buenos Aires: 
Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1987), 11. 
21 Severo Sarduy, “La obra barroca por el hecho de que juega con un modelo cultural supone un espacio del 
dialogismo: su representación gráfica sería una red de sucesivas filigranas, y esta representación no sería lineal, 
bidimensional y plana, sino en volumen, espacial y dinámica,” in Conversación con Severo Sarduy, by Emir 
Rodríguez Monegal, Revista de Occidente 93, no. 315–343 (1970), 331. 
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government-sponsored scholarship and the aesthetic discourses that shaped the style of his first 

novel, Gestos. 

The second chapter presents a sustained analysis of Sarduy’s early forays into painting 

alongside his art criticism. A group of small-format abstract works on paper revisits the legacy of 

Impressionism within contemporary abstraction. In these nearly monochromatic compositions, 

Sarduy deploys irregular grids composed of liquid transparencies and opacities, juxtaposing 

Impressionism with Kineticism and exploring the relationship between structure and color, science 

and nature. The chapter further examines his self-portraits as investigations into the interplay of 

surface, color, and structure, as well as their articulation of topographic and topological landscapes. 

A series of red paintings produced alongside the development of his theory of the Neobaroque 

reveals his engagement with North American art—gestural abstraction, color field painting, and 

Minimalist primary structures. These formal experiments also inform his visual poems, where 

contemporary cosmological models shape his critical reassessment of Modernism and its legacies. 

The third chapter turns to landscape as both genre and recurring motif in Sarduy’s visual 

practice. Beginning with his critical reflections on landscape under Lezama Lima’s influence, the 

chapter explores how his painterly land- and waterscapes reinterpret the legacy of Modernism in 

response to encounters between East and West. Sarduy’s travels to Asia and the French countryside 

prompt a revision of Impressionism through tensions between modernization and nature, desire 

and loss. It is in this context that the hypertelic emerges explicitly in his art criticism as a critical 

term intended to resist reducing the Neobaroque to a stylistic category. The chapter also examines 

Sarduy’s engagement with Lacanian psychoanalysis, particularly the optic drive as a model for 

understanding the instability of vision and the dynamics of seeing and being seen. Rather than 
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subordinating Sarduy’s work to psychoanalytic theory, the chapter shows how hypertelia 

materializes this condition at the level of surface, composition, and color, transforming optics into 

a bodily and relational effect. Finally, Sarduy is situated within broader debates on the Caribbean 

aesthetic archive, where the archipelagic effect enacted by his image-texts reinterprets insularity 

as a relational field rather than a bounded cultural identity. 

The final chapter examines the works Sarduy produced from the 1980s until his death in 

1993, a period François Wahl termed the “definitive stage” due to the consolidation of a singular 

aesthetic both in dialogue with and in departure from his contemporaries. During this period, 

Sarduy exhibited mixed-media paintings in group and solo shows under the representation of 

Argentine-Spanish gallerist Lina Davidov. This chapter analyzes a large body of works structured 

through woven and grid-like formats that establish a relational dynamic between writing and 

painting, linking visual practice to processes of weaving, repetition, bodily decay, and material 

transformation. These works intervene in artistic discourses that sought either to render the artwork 

transparent or to dissolve it into pure concept. The final section revisits Sarduy’s revalorization of 

Wifredo Lam to demonstrate how this critical gesture unsettles anthropocentric and logocentric 

models of interpretation within Latin American intellectual discourse. 

As is often the case with the first in-depth study of an artist’s work, this dissertation seeks 

to provide a foundation for future research on Sarduy’s visual production. Its aim is not to enclose 

his work within a fixed biographical or stylistic trajectory, but to situate it within the global artistic 

debates of the second half of the twentieth century. By foregrounding Sarduy’s sustained 

engagement with the materials, techniques, and discourses of the visual arts, this study repositions 
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his painting as central to his broader critical project and proposes a relational model that challenges 

teleological and functionalist readings of modern and postwar art. 
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Chapter 1. The Poet as Critic (1953-1963) 
 

“The eye feels shape but hears color,  
because color is a body of flesh where a heart beats.” 

—Malcolm de Chazal, Plastic Sense 
 

Tres 

In 1953, the local newspaper El Camagüeyano published a poem by a young and unknown 

poet from Camagüey named Severo Sarduy. “Tres” (Three), as the poem is titled, marks the entry 

of Sarduy into the Cuban literary world and lays the groundwork for what would become the 

central axis of his intellectual and creative practice. Rooted in the tradition of the Cuban literary 

avant-garde, the nexus between the visual arts, literature, and criticism is a central axis of this 

poem, serving both as a tribute to the origenistas and a call to move beyond pre-existing symbolic 

and cultural references.22 Far from a coincidental event, the appearance of “Tres” in the local 

newspaper resulted from Sarduy’s own efforts to intervene in the country’s literary scene. Using 

his savings to have one hundred copies of the poem printed at a local printshop, the young poet 

distributed it among writers and intellectuals from Camagüey and Havana.23 A youthful impetus 

is not sufficient reason to justify such a deliberate act. What crystallizes with the poem's 

publication is the sensitivity of the critic, who proclaims the urgency of new critical and aesthetic 

horizons arising from a rich and prolific avant-garde tradition. The political field examined in this 

chapter is defined by the conditions that shape critical discourse and artistic practices in Cuba 

during this period. Sarduy’s position within this field is neither doctrinaire nor indifferent; rather, 

 
22 The literary and cultural magazine Orígenes was founded in 1943 by Cuban writer José Lezama Lima and soon 
became the center of an influential intellectual and literary circle in Havana. 
23 Joffre Mihály Dés, “Una autobiografía pulverizada,” Quimera, no. 102 (Barcelona, 1991): 34. 
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it is grounded in an intellectual practice that actively challenges institutional authority and the 

political ideologies imposed on artistic creation. 

Beginning with a discussion of “Tres” and ending with an analysis of Sarduy's first novel 

Gestos, this chapter resituates the central role the visual arts played during his formative years in 

Camagüey, Havana, and Europe. First, I examine the influence of the origenistas’ aesthetic 

philosophies in Sarduy’s articulation of a poetic avant-garde at a moment when abstract art burst 

into the cultural scene, challenging critical practices and artistic conventions. I then provide an 

overview of his activities as both a poet and art critic in the convulsive context of Havana during 

the second half of the 1950s, and as part of an intellectual circle associated with the literary 

magazine Ciclón, whose radical spirit was occluded by the totalizing rhetoric of a popular 

revolution. The boom of abstract art in Cuba, which gained momentum in the middle of the 1950s 

before disappearing almost completely a decade later, coincided with a moment of tremendous 

social, cultural, and political upheaval. New abstract art trends gained ground in the work of a 

young generation of artists, influencing also a new intellectual avant-garde that sought to interrupt 

and critique the institutionalization of artistic and cultural discourses.  

In order to trace the most important events and influences impacting the work of Sarduy 

during these formative years, I here provide an overview of Cuba’s literary and intellectual culture 

of the 1950s and early 1960s by drawing on recent scholarly revisions of this widely recorded and 

studied history. I also discuss the shifting attitudes regarding cultural and art criticism within the 

two most important intellectual projects of this decade, focusing on the role that abstract art played 

in propelling new critical approaches to Cuban art and culture. Examining the trajectory that goes 

from the philosophical counter-modernism of Orígenes' poetic program to the post-nationalist 

literature and critical paradigm of Ciclón offers a nuanced approach to Sarduy's early influences. 
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In doing so, I situate the genesis of his poetic work and art criticism in the intricate and contentious 

dialogue that emerged between the visual arts, literature, and cultural criticism amidst the restless 

social and political events that marked this decade. 

Tres24 (Three) 

Caminando por siete mundos,                                        Walking through seven worlds 
Recostado a un silencio,                                                 Leaning against silence, 
Que no hay voz que rompa,                                            Without a voice that could break it, 
Ni ser que lo divida,                                                        Nor a being that can divide it, 
Inestable e inexacto,                                                       Unstable and inaccurate 
Plástico,                                                                           Plastic, 
En un móvil infinito,                                                       In an infinite mobile, 
Y un tiempo sin espacio,                                                 And a time without space 
Nueve dimensiones,                                                        Nine dimensions, 
Detrás,                                                                             Behind, 
Tierra,                                                                             Ground, 
Metido en la tierra y formando parte de ella,                 Under the ground and forming part of it, 
Fósil,                                                                               Fossil 
Esperando un mensaje, un mesías,                                 Awaiting a message, a messiah                        
Un Cristo con doce discípulos,                                      A Christ with twelve disciples 
Última primer etapa                                                       Last first phase, 
Alma o vida aún no liberadas                                        Soul or life not yet set free, 
—Imposible—                                                               —Impossible— 
Concibiendo un término,                                                Conceiving up a term 
un cuadro                                                                        a frame 
una imagen,                                                                    an image, 
Aquí así, así ocho veces,                                                Here like this, like this eight times, 
Mirando al sol y elástico,                                               Looking at the sun and elastic, 
Recogiendo al cuerpo.                                                   Collecting the body. 
Hoja.                                                                               Leaf. 
Reloj.                                                                              Clock. 
reloj-hoja.                                                                       clock-leaf. 
Sin una forma donde prolongarme.                                Without a way to prolong myself 
Ni un instante para dormir sobre mí.                              Nor an instant to sleep upon me 
Todos los insectos, las rocas y las luces,                        All the insects, the rocks, and the lights 
Vestidas con papel periódico,                                         Dressed in newspaper, 
Callando al cielo, y con esto que no es más,                  Silencing the sky, with no more 
Que la foto de un hombre sumergido al alba,                Than a photo of a man submerged at dawn 
Y clareando con ella,                                                      And growing brighter with it, 

 

24 Severo Sarduy, “Tres,” in Severo Sarduy en Cuba (1953–1961), ed. Cira Romero (Santiago de Cuba: Editorial 
Oriente, 2007), 19. All translations are my own, unless otherwise noted. 
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Nueve dimensiones…… ¡¡Ya!!                                Nine dimensions…. That’s it! 
 

A point in a two-dimensional plane represents a static unity, while two points connected by 

a line imply direction and movement. When three points are connected in the same plane, however, 

a space is enclosed and defined. The number three is an abstract concept, regarded as sacred in 

both occult and esoteric traditions, and it is fundamental to the rhythmic and tonal structures of 

most Cuban musical genres. As the basis of polyphonic music, it conveys a sense of instability and 

dynamism. Sarduy’s poem “Tres” traces multiple stages in a subject’s journey, destabilizing 

spatial, temporal, structural, hierarchical and symbolic relations. The poem opens with the image 

of a subject “walking through seven worlds,” initiating a sequence of spatial and temporal 

transmutations. The first four lines follow a structured, rhythmic cadence that leads into a shorter 

verse composed of only two adjectives, culminating in the climactic single-word line: plástico. 

This term, referring both to the malleability of materials and to the visual arts, marks the endpoint 

of a transmutation. The subject or being, ambiguous and indeterminate, is presented as a moving 

body, a space, or a silence— “whole, unstable and inaccurate.” Not exactly an object, the being is 

described instead as “an infinite mobile,” a “time without space.” In this first part of the poem, 

plástico functions as a marker of the instability inherent in the concepts of subject, object, and 

space, thereby disrupting spatial, temporal, and physical ontologies as foundational frameworks. 

Tracing a journey of spatial, temporal, and material permutations, the poem unfolds 

through a series of breaks with directional space and teleological time. For instance, a “ninth 

dimension” is situated “behind,” where something lies “under the ground.” There is no ascension 

or progression; instead, space and time are anchored in the geological duration of the fossil—an 

ancient temporality that gives way to the “last first stage,” in which “soul and life are yet to be 
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liberated.” This disruption of spatial hierarchies and temporal progression leads to an encounter 

with limit. Conceptual and material structures are defined as “the conceived term, frame and 

image,” as they appear to “collect the body” within an expansive contact with nature, where the 

subject is “watching the Sun and elastic.” The final stage of the journey unfolds through the figures 

of “paper leaf and clock”—at once objects and technologies that structure time and space. These 

elements prevent the subject from “prolonging itself” or “sleeping upon itself.” Ultimately, a 

newspaper becomes an enveloping fabric, dressing “insects, rocks and light,” suggesting a merging 

of subject and nature through the recuperation of the object as an embodied surface. The poem 

concludes as the boundary between body and object dissolves in the metamorphosis of the image. 

In the line “the photograph of a man submerged at dawn,” the transition from object to image is 

enacted through the submersion of the body into nature. A ninth dimension is reached once more: 

repetition and timelessness are realized, allowing the poem to continue indefinitely. At the end, a 

sudden exclamation bursts into the scene—like the flash of a camera—bringing the poem to an 

abrupt end through a definitive awareness of its limit. 

Sarduy’s poem “Tres” stages the central themes and ideas that traverse the origenistas’ 

engagement with the visual arts, articulating a theory of the poetic image as embodied landscape.25 

At the same time, the poem functions as a critical exercise that interrogates the limitations of a 

theory that seeks to dissolve all subjectivities, while speculating on what might come next. It is 

both a generational outcry and a rehearsal of the critical terrain already gained. A literary canon 

had slowly taken shape in the pages of Orígenes, reinforced by a sustained critical practice 

grounded in strong philosophical and theological inclinations. By the early 1950s, Orígenes had 

 
25 José Lezama Lima, “Las imágenes posibles,” in Analecta del Reloj (Havana: Editorial Orígenes, 1953); José 
Lezama Lima, Analecta del Reloj (Havana: Editorial Orígenes, 1953); José Lezama Lima, La expresión americana 
(Havana: Universidad de La Habana, 1957). 
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become the leading intellectual project in Cuba, and its connections to writers and intellectuals 

across Latin America and Europe had elevated it into an international phenomenon. Sarduy was 

still a teenager when he first encountered the magazine, though already the youngest member of 

the literary group Novación. In “Tres,” he echoes Lezama Lima’s tendency to fuse counter-modern 

poetic and critical models. The poem’s combinatory play—unfolding through unstable, 

provisional, and ubiquitous categories—voices the central concerns animating origenista aesthetic 

and philosophical thought. Yet the poem’s final exclamation brings this process of continuous 

transformation into a screeching halt. To the extent that the poem acknowledges its own condition 

as a mutable object—mobile, paper leaf, and clock—the final interruption can be interpreted as a 

rupture, a shift in direction, a cessation of the search for form. In other words, it encapsulates the 

proliferating energy behind the origenistas’ writings while also signaling a generational 

exhaustion. Lezama Lima’s art criticism played a crucial role in this context, helping to consolidate 

the work of Cuban avant-garde painters by providing a critical vocabulary that was at once in 

dialogue with, yet distinct from, European modernism.26 At the same time, a new generation of 

artists was beginning to emerge, engaging with artistic tendencies that moved decisively away 

from Europe. In the following paragraphs, I outline the philosophical reflections articulated by the 

origenistas through their engagement with the visual arts, highlighting the points of convergence 

and divergence as they surface in Sarduy’s poem. 

 

26 For more on Lezama Lima’s art criticism see the following studies: Carlos Orlando Fino Gómez, La sustancia de 
lo inexistente: Estética e historiografía del arte en la obra crítica de José Lezama Lima, 2ª ed. (Bogotá: Ediciones 
Uniandes; Editorial Universidad Nacional de Colombia, 2016); and Mónica María del Valle Idárraga, La nación en 
imágenes: Críticas de arte de José Lezama Lima (PhD diss., Michigan State University, 2007). 
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Orígenes  

One of the defining features of Orígenes as an intellectual project under the leadership of 

José Lezama Lima is the centrality of poetry as a privileged genre.27 Yet far from being merely 

another modernist project centered on formal innovation, Lezama Lima’s poetic program was 

conceived as a laboratory of ideas, where poets and writers critiqued and reinterpreted the 

European tradition—from classicism to modernism—tracing the development of Romanticism 

and the Baroque in Europe and across Hispanic America. From the literary dialogue among the 

magazine’s most prominent members emerged a corpus of critical texts that would come to be 

known as la poética origenista. Among the most relevant and influential texts of this corpus are 

Lezama Lima’s “Las imágenes posibles” (The Possible Images) (1947) and “Introducción a un 

sistema poético” (Introduction to a poetic system) (1954); Cintio Vitier’s “Nemosine (datos para 

una poética)” (Nemosine: data for a poetics) (1948); and Fina García Marruz’s “Lo exterior en la 

poesía” (Exteriority in poetry) (1947). These three authors frequently merged poetry and essay, 

blurring generic boundaries to distance themselves from the disinterested experimentation of 

modernist poetry and from the authoritative, conclusive tone of the essay as cultural criticism or 

political discourse. 

Another key element of the Orígenes poetic program was its close connection to the visual 

arts.28 First- and second-generation avant-garde painters such as Amelia Peláez, Fidelio Ponce de 

León, Carlos Enríquez, Víctor Manuel, Wifredo Lam, Mariano Rodríguez, René Portocarrero, 

Raúl Mijares, Cundo Bermúdez, and Roberto Diago were not only the subjects of poems and 

 
27 Orígenes emerged out of the foundation of the Cuban literary magazine Espuela de Plata (1937–1941), which 
included many of the same contributors. For an in-depth analysis of la poética origenista, see Alfredo Chacón, 
Poesía y poética del grupo Orígenes, Biblioteca Ayacucho 182 (Caracas: Biblioteca Ayacucho, 1994) 
28 Orígenes carried on the tradition of the Cuban literary magazine Revista de avance (1927–1930), which 
championed the work of Cuban vanguardia painters through the exhibition Arte Nuevo (May 1927). 
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essays but also contributed drawings and prints that illustrated the magazine’s cover. Their 

contributions helped define the magazine’s aesthetic and content from its inception. Inspired by 

the unique qualities of the Cuban landscape, history, and culture, avant-garde painters sought to 

convey a subjective experience through artworks that could no longer be considered derivative. 

But the origenistas did more than promote or support national art. Their philosophical and poetic 

approach to the visual arts advocated for a form of art criticism that was independent and 

uncompromising—one not dictated by prevailing artistic trends or political imperatives.  

An exhaustive study by literature scholar Roberto Méndez reveals how the nexus between 

the visual arts and poetry played a key role in the origenistas’ reformulation of concepts such as 

identity and subjectivity.29 Méndez’s analysis of the philosophical and interpretive exercises 

undertaken by José Lezama Lima, Fina García Marruz, and Cintio Vitier shows that it is through 

a deconstruction of the sensory and affective elements mediating aesthetic experience that the 

authors reflect on the metaphysical relationship between subject and world. For example, Marruz’s 

influential essay “Lo exterior en la poesía” considers how the effectiveness of an image lies in its 

ability to translate the relationship between gaze and things—an illegible vision inherent to the 

poetic and painted image. Méndez states: “To her, an aesthetic, a style, are determinants of a gaze, 

[…] while others seek to affirm interiority, the inapprehensible Kantian ‘thing in itself,’ she would 

vindicate the humbleness of an exteriority so revealing when the eye has necessary innocence to 

contemplate it.”30 The operative terms in Marruz’s poetics of exteriority, such as lejanía (distance) 

and surface, posed stimulating problems for rethinking the relationship between experience and 

painting. The poetics of the origenistas provided Sarduy with a rich linguistic literary program, a 

 
29 Roberto Méndez, La dama y el escorpión: Heredia. Ensayo (Santiago de Cuba: Editorial Oriente, 2000). 
30 Méndez, La dama y el escorpión, 221. 
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rigorous analytical model and an introduction to a philosophical form of critical text that did not 

concede to ideologies or political rhetoric but instead was itself a form of undoing the accustomed 

and inherited epistemologies of European culture and of modernism. 

For his part, Cintio Vitier was interested in the invisible affective links that mediate visual 

representations of the world. Mnemonic visual metaphors animate Vitier’s discussions of 

engraving and photography, where he distinguishes between the effect of light in photochemical 

processes—which produce stasis and fixity—and light as a temporal element captured in paintings 

of natural environments and interior spaces. Vitier’s metaphysics of light, rooted in the 

atmospheric effects of Impressionism and the religiosity of Baroque tenebrismo, privileges 

painting over photography. In fact, painterly light becomes a central metaphor in the writings of 

the origenistas, partly due to the influence of Cuban painter Fidelio Ponce de León, whose 

obsession with opacity and organic detritus is apparent in his impasto textures of earthy ochres and 

greyish whites. 

The poem “Tres” recovers lo plástico as a dynamic state within a combinatory system of 

symbols and material transformations, wherein object and body ultimately merge with nature. 

Drawing together Marruz’s notion of exteriority, Vitier’s invisible affective links, and Lezama 

Lima’s theory of the image as embodied nature, Sarduy positions himself as a direct heir to the 

origenistas. However, by referencing modern technologies—particularly photography—Sarduy 

also gestures toward the immediacy of the present, understood as a temporality shaped by chance. 

New media technologies were not only absent from the work of avant-garde painters but were 

generally avoided as topics by the origenistas. Marruz wrote exclusively about painting, and 

Vitier’s interest in the daguerreotype took a conservative tone by centering on its mnemonic 

function.  
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In Lezama Lima’s work, photography holds an inconspicuous presence. The inaugural 

issue of Orígenes featured a lengthy text titled “Las imágenes posibles,” in which Lezama proposes 

an ontology of the image.31 To distinguish between the image as likeness and the image as fixity, 

Lezama offers elaborate metaphors derived from photographic processes. He writes that “in seeing 

and reconstructing itself, the image creates a poetic substance, like a trace or a trail that closes on 

itself with the hardness of an extremely cohesive material.” Later, he adds: “And since the 

resemblance to an essential Form is infinite, paradoxically, the image is the only testimony of that 

resemblance that thus justifies its voracity of Form, its penetration, the only possible one, on the 

reverse that is fixed.” This description evokes the development of a photographic negative in the 

darkroom, where the original film is enlarged, exposed, transferred onto paper, and immersed in 

chemical baths that stabilize and fix the image onto a physical surface. Lezama alludes to this 

process when he writes: “How that being can contemplate the body forming the image or the same 

being reoccupying the body to form an object.” He privileges both the material and immaterial 

aspects of photography to theorize the identity of image and being as one defined by transmutation 

and permanence. Although photography remains unnamed in his prose, it functions as the central 

metaphor in Lezama’s theory of the poetic image as a process of transpositions, reversals, and 

metamorphoses. And it is precisely through the covert nature of these photographic references that 

Lezama critiques modernism’s dominant metaphors of technological motion, shifting attention 

instead to the question of permanence.32 

The photographic medium posed a stimulating challenge to reimagine the image beyond 

traditional notions of subjectivity. It was photography’s disembodied operations that led the 

 
31 José Lezama Lima, “Las imágenes posibles,” Orígenes, no. 1 (1948): 1–3. 
32 José Lezama Lima, La fijeza (Havana: Editorial Orígenes, 1947). 
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origenistas to consider not the effects produced by a mechanical apparatus, but rather those of 

organic and natural processes—thereby establishing the primacy of phenomena, matter, and 

affective states in the ongoing formation of both image and being. In “Tres,” the photographic 

image simultaneously collects and submerges the body into dawn, functioning as both a containing 

structure and a vehicle for dissolving the boundaries between humans and nature. Sarduy’s 

recuperation of the photographic image as exteriority, affective presence, and embodied surface 

captures the philosophical imaginary of the origenistas, aligning with their counter-modernist 

humanism. Yet the natural—and often tropical—landscape that served as a central subject in the 

work of avant-garde painters and their intellectual counterparts appears abstracted in the cosmic 

horizon of “dawn,” an indeterminate setting that fuses day and night, city and nature. Even the 

poem’s final exclamation bursts in like the flash of a camera. The technological object, itself 

subject to chance, sparks a sudden and unexpected shift in direction. Sarduy was not alone in 

believing that new media and aesthetic tendencies infused art and cultural criticism with novel 

interpretive paradigms. Sarduy would inherit many of the operative terms introduced by the 

origenistas. Yet as the group came to be perceived as conservative—searching for a stifling notion 

of identity and obsessed with the metaphysical and theological elements of Cuban culture—

members of a new generation began to claim allegiance to a new cultural and intellectual zeitgeist 

eager to rearticulate Cuban identity through a resurgent cosmopolitanism aligned with processes 

of modernization. The following paragraphs examine how the growing presence of abstract art and 

new media technologies shaped the ways in which artists and writers sought to reinterpret national 

culture. 

The irruption of abstraction in Cuba in the 1950s was accompanied by a surge in art 

publications, in which artists and critics sought to delineate the values and principles of non-
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figuration within a national context. On the one hand, there was a need for new interpretive models 

and critical approaches; on the other, discussions surrounding non-figurative art raised questions 

about its social function, attacking formalism as a bourgeois value with little to contribute to 

national popular culture. Scholar Ernesto Méndez Conde has produced, to date, the most thorough 

study of the aesthetic politics that emerged alongside abstract art in 1950s Cuba. Méndez Conde 

frames its emergence as distinct from that of earlier avant-garde generations. Abstraction 

introduced “a rupture, above all, of an aesthetic order, which has to do with the possibility of 

representing lo cubano through the abandonment of iconic and allegorical references.”33 Although 

artists shared a desire to move beyond tourist-oriented, stereotypical representations of national 

identity, the debates focused on whether a Cuban sensibility could be conveyed through 

abstraction. Nevertheless, artists began embracing international artistic trends, often publishing 

short notes introducing them to the general public.34 Even those aligned with Surrealism became 

increasingly interested in aesthetic developments outside of Europe—particularly in cities like 

New York, São Paulo, and Buenos Aires, which were emerging as key centers of artistic activity 

in the postwar years. By the mid-1950s, most young Cuban artists had adopted some form of 

gestural or geometric abstraction, drawing on international currents to forge a new generation of 

Cuban art. 

In the early 1950s, a young generation of artists—heavily influenced by Wifredo Lam’s 

fusion of Cubism and Surrealism—began to embrace the improvisational style of American artist 

Jackson Pollock’s drip paintings. In addition, the use of organic materials and textured surfaces by 

 
33 Ernesto Menéndez-Conde, Trazos en los márgenes: Arte abstracto e ideologías estéticas en Cuba (New York: 
Ediciones Dador, 2019), 39. 
34 Noticias de Hoy, an artist-run magazine, published articles on Abstract Expressionism—also known as Action 
Painting or the New York School. 
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European artists during the rise of Art Informel in the 1940s and ’50s, along with experiments in 

new media technologies such as photography and film, appeared as generative forms of artistic 

exploration.35 Concretism, a specific strand of Geometric Abstraction, was favored by a group of 

artists who explored its practical applications in commercial and industrial design. The 

iconographic motifs and color symbolism that had shaped the visual imaginary of previous 

generations began to fade as artists engaged with universal themes, fueled by new aesthetic 

languages unrestricted by nationalist and political ideologies. Nevertheless, abstract art carried an 

apparent lack of direction, and its political ambiguity would become the reason for both its rise in 

popularity and its complete disappearance only a decade later. During these years, abstract artists 

were equally involved in protests against Batista’s corrupt military dictatorship while working for 

advertising companies and architectural projects. Modernization led to rapid changes in the urban 

landscape, and an increase in international influence fueled a growing dissatisfaction with 

traditional approaches to Cuban art and culture. By mid-decade, a new generation of artists and 

writers—drawn to film, photography, graphic arts, and design—began to chart new critical and 

aesthetic horizons through which to articulate the singularity of their own social and cultural 

zeitgeist.36 

Novación 

The rise of abstract art in Cuba is generally understood as a phenomenon shaped by 

growing influence from the United States and the rapid process of modernization taking place in 

Havana during the 1950s. However, these new practices maintained strong ties to the work of first- 

 
35 Informalism (or art informel) refers to postwar European abstract painting characterized by gestural brushwork, 
material experimentation, and an emphasis on spontaneity over formal structure, often seen as a counterpart to 
American Abstract Expressionism. 
36 Abigail McEwen, Revolutionary Horizons: Art and Polemics in 1950s Cuba (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2016). 



 32 

and second-generation avant-garde painters. Early traits of Art Informel can be discerned in the 

late-period canvases of Fidelio Ponce de León, particularly in their engagement with the colors 

and textures of organic detritus. Meanwhile, Lam’s integration of Cubism and Surrealism can be 

read as loosely anticipating the early developments of Lyrical Abstraction and Abstract 

Expressionism. As art historian Abigail McEwen has noted, for young artists, embracing new 

tendencies in abstraction did not signify a rejection of previous generations but rather a renovation 

of the avant-garde inheritance.37 Although the history of abstract art in Cuba is usually centered 

on the modernization of its capital, Havana, this was not the only place where international trends 

would be felt. Sarduy’s own city of Camagüey—located in the central region of the country and 

historically recognized for its vibrant artistic and literary circles—had its own representatives 

within the abstract art movement. Two important figures were painter Julio Matilla and poet 

Rolando Escardó. Matilla’s canvases from this period reflect the influence of Lyrical Abstraction 

(Fig. 11), while Escardó’s colorful ink experiments recall the drip paintings of American artist 

Jackson Pollock (Fig. 12). After the Havana-based artist group Los Once brought their exhibition 

to Camagüey in 1955, the connection between abstraction and the avant-garde literary group 

Novación began to solidify. Sarduy and Escardó, the group’s youngest members, not only 

identified with the work of the abstractos, but saw them as generational counterparts. It was one 

of the canvases featured in that exhibition titled “Tarde Lunada” (Moonstruck Afternoon) by the 

painter and poet Fayad Jamís what inspired Sarduy’s homonymous poem from the same year (Fig. 

13). 

As members of Novación, Severo Sarduy and Rolando Escardó found in abstract art both 

a model and a referent for their formalist approach to poetry, as the iconoclastic spirit of abstraction 

 
37 McEwen, Revolutionary Horizons, 37. 
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fueled their desire for freedom from stylistic genealogies and nationalist tropes. From his earliest 

encounters with the abstractionist movement in Cuba, Sarduy defended abstraction for its capacity 

to affirm the work’s critical autonomy. In fact, abstract art went hand in hand with Sarduy’s 

formalist approach to the décima, an improvisational style of spoken poetry that is sung out loud 

and practiced primarily in the countryside. This complex poetic form requires great virtuosity and 

is known as a skill that cannot be taught. It is a genre that demands both technical dexterity and 

the ability to improvise. By emphasizing the formal qualities of the décima, Sarduy avoided 

reducing vernacular language to a mere symbol of national folklore. This principle was central to 

the poetic program of Novación, whose members were committed to formal experimentation and 

to the rejection of inherited stylistic constraints.38 This approach was especially evident in the 

poetry of Clara Niggerman, a leading member of the group, whose studies in theosophy influenced 

the younger poets—particularly Sarduy, whose poem “Tres” contains elements of esoterism and 

mysticism.39 Infusing poetry with new stylistic and cultural referents was one of the primary and 

unifying principles of Novación. Moreover, the link between poetry and the visual arts had the 

potential to generate new critical paradigms through which to reinterpret national art and culture. 

The absence of an innovative critical vocabulary in literature and the visual arts—beyond 

the traditional and often overused tropes of national identity—became increasingly evident with 

the emergence of abstract art in the 1950s. Aside from politically motivated critiques of abstract 

art’s perceived disengagement from social causes, and the occasional briefing notes offering 

overviews of international trends, substantive engagement with issues specific to the visual arts 

 
38 Gladys Zaldívar, contribution to Epitafios: Imitación: Aforismos, Colección Clásicos Cubanos (Miami: Ediciones 
Universal, 1994). 
39 Oneyda González, Severo Sarduy: Escrito sobre un rostro, Colección Suma y Reflejo (Camagüey: Editorial 
Ácana, 2003). 
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remained scarce, if not entirely absent. Publications focused exclusively on visual art were few 

and short-lived, and the role of the art critic had traditionally aligned more with that of the 

ethnographer or educator. Within this critical vacuum, Sarduy saw an opportunity to make an 

intervention that would build an autonomous and sophisticated turn in art criticism. The 

unexpected death of Guy Pérez Cisneros in 1953 marked the end of an era in Cuban art criticism—

one shaped by didacticism and nationalism. More than a critic, Pérez Cisneros served as a cultural 

emissary. His diplomatic work shaped the tone and content of his writings, which either introduced 

modern European art to Cuban audiences or emphasized themes of national identity in Cuban art.  

Although the origenistas had explored philosophical and humanist traditions of thought, 

their literary project remained rooted to genre conventions and thematic tropes of first- and second-

generation avant-garde painters. Regarding the emergence of art criticism as an autonomous field 

in Cuba during this period, scholars offer differing interpretations. While Roberto Méndez 

identifies the writings of the origenistas as a foundational model of independent critical practice, 

Abigail McEwen contends that their privileging of literature ultimately prevented art criticism 

from attaining full autonomy. Taken together, these views suggest that although the origenistas 

fostered a discursive space free from political co-optation, they fell short of addressing the specific 

questions and challenges unique to the visual arts—particularly those posed by abstraction. In their 

efforts to transcend modernism’s paternalistic primitivism and national vernacular, the origenistas 

often turned to the Baroque, the Renaissance, or classical antiquity. Even Surrealism—a movement 

widely embraced by Cuban artists—was conspicuously absent from Lezama Lima’s writings on 

art. It is precisely in this context—one shaped by intense artistic activity and innovation—that 

Sarduy identified an opportunity to bring abstract art into sustained dialogue with an emergent 

critical discourse, forging a mode of engagement in which artistic practice and critical thought 
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could actively shape one another beyond inherited historical and ideological frameworks. His early 

poems are infused with this rebellious and innovative spirit shared by both artist and poet. In “La 

vida libertada” (The Life Set Free), “Lo que el poeta anuncia” (What the Poet Foretells), and “Mis 

poemas sin firma” (My Poems Without Signature), the young Sarduy transforms the poem into a 

liberating gesture in the face of a teeming void—one defined not by form, but by limit.40 

Ciclón 

In 1955, after graduating with honors from high school, Sarduy was admitted to the 

University of Havana to pursue studies in medicine. One of his high school teachers praised his 

outstanding academic performance, celebrating the valedictorian’s decision to pursue medical 

studies despite possessing what was clearly a “literary vocation.”41 Aspiring to eventually earn a 

degree in psychiatry, Sarduy was then considered a rising star—full of promise—for both the city 

of Camagüey and his family. The following year, the entire family moved to Havana to support 

Sarduy’s academic pursuits at the university.42 During an anatomy lesson, he witnessed a body 

dissection—an experience that would have a lasting impact on his literary work, inspiring several 

characters in his novels and shaping his lifelong interest in scientific theories and the human body. 

The body would go on to become the thematic axis of Sarduy’s entire creative and critical oeuvre, 

and its origins can be traced back to this period. As his intellectual interests began to take 

precedence, the disemboweled body of the anatomy lab was replaced by the liminal body of erotic 

and violent encounters, which became the central trope of a new literary and intellectual project 

surrounding the cultural magazine Ciclón. The following pages examine the impact this 

 
40 All of Sarduy’s poems from this period have been compiled in Severo Sarduy en Cuba (1953–1961), ed. Cira 
Romero (Santiago de Cuba: Editorial Oriente, 2007). 
41 This note is included in a collection of epistolary exchanges between Severo Sarduy and his family in Cuba, 
edited and annotated by his sister, Mercedes Sarduy. See Mercedes Sarduy, Cartas a mi hermana en La Habana: 
Correspondencia de Severo Sarduy (Coral Gables, FL: Severo Sarduy Cultural Foundation, 2013), 54, 135. 
42 Sarduy, Cartas, 133. 
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remarkable cultural and intellectual project had on Sarduy’s formative years, while also offering 

new insights into its broader implications for the field of art criticism. Ciclón provided Sarduy 

with a model of critique that was anti-puritan, anti-conservative, iconoclastic, irreverent, and above 

all culturally and socially transgressive—a transformative force akin to a storm that mirrored the 

cultural and social convulsions of the times. 

Meeting Cuban writer Virgilio Piñera soon after his arrival in Havana would prove to be, 

in Sarduy’s own words, “the most important event of that year.”43 Piñera had become a key figure 

in Havana’s intellectual and literary circles, as his contributions to Orígenes were marked by a 

spirit of irreverence. In 1954, Piñera formed an alliance with translator and editor José Rodríguez 

Feo, and together they founded a new literary and cultural magazine.44 By the time Sarduy arrived 

in Havana, he was already familiar with the group. One of his poems, titled Poema (Poem)  had 

appeared in the magazine the previous year as part of a special feature introducing “Cinco poetas 

jóvenes cubanos” (Five Young Cuban Poets). However, it was his friendship with Piñera that 

cemented his affiliation with the magazine, which sought to dethrone and replace Orígenes. 

Encouraged and inspired by his new mentor, Sarduy tried his hand at writing short stories—a genre 

Piñera himself cultivated and promoted in opposition to the strictly poetic program of the 

origenistas. With Ciclón, Rodríguez Feo and Piñera charted a new literary constellation, turning 

their backs on the canonical figures of Hispanic and European literature privileged by Orígenes, 

and choosing instead to spotlight the work of lesser-known writers operating on the margins of the 

 
43 José Rodríguez Feo was an editor, translator, and patron who financed multiple avant-garde literary publications 
in Cuba during the 1940s and ’50s, including Orígenes and Ciclón. He helped build the transnational intellectual and 
literary networks of both projects and formed an alliance with Piñera after a dispute with José Lezama Lima. See 
Norge Espinosa Mendoza, José Rodríguez Feo, orígenes de un ciclón: Homenaje a José Rodríguez Feo, Giraldilla 
(La Habana: Ediciones Extramuros, 2017). 
44 Severo Sarduy, “Poema,” in “Cinco poetas jóvenes cubanos,” Ciclón, no. 4 (July 1955): 40. 
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artistic and literary canon. Ciclón was also defined by its belligerent stance against the 

institutionalization of national culture. Frustrated by Orígenes’ transcendentalist and baroque 

articulations of national identity, Piñera embraced the banality of everyday life in short stories and 

plays that explored the psychological lives of individuals trapped within conservative and sexually 

repressive societies.45 Unlike earlier vanguardia projects, which sought to fuse life and art through 

the ideal of “culture,” Ciclón responded to the historical moment through taboo subjects such as 

sexuality—particularly homosexuality.46 Whereas in Orígenes, art and poetry served as sanctuaries 

for intellectuals to pursue erudite and apolitical cultural critique, in Ciclón, criticism became an 

iconoclastic gesture: a form of exposure that was simultaneously anti-establishment and deviant. 

According to Cuban writer and intellectual Antón Arrufat, within the Orígenes circle, 

Piñera had always been an outsider—or rather, a misfit.47 Living in the distant port capital of 

Buenos Aires, Argentina, from 1946 to 1958, he returned to Cuba only for brief periods, developing 

most of his work under the influence of, or in dialogue with, the exiled Polish writer Witold 

Gombrowicz. As a special correspondent for Orígenes, Piñera was instrumental in establishing an 

intellectual exchange with the avant-garde literary magazine Sur, led by Argentine writer Victoria 

Ocampo, with Jorge Luis Borges as one of its most prominent contributors. Much like Orígenes, 

Sur was invested in gaining acceptance within the contemporary European canon by developing 

its own national literary and cultural style. Although Borges had an expansive view of history and 

culture and maintained strong interests in the French and British literary traditions, Piñera 

identified more closely with Gombrowicz’s experimental and deeply personal literary style, 

 
45 Roberto Pérez León, Tiempo de Ciclón, Letra en el Tiempo (El Vedado, Ciudad de La Habana: Ediciones Unión, 
Unión de Escritores y Artistas de Cuba, 1995). 
46 Robert Merle’s “Oscar Wilde en prisión,” published in the "Revaluaciones" section of Ciclón, no. 5 (May 1955), 
is one of the earliest texts in the magazine to directly address the topic of homosexuality. 
47 Antón Arrufat, introductory essay to Cuentos completos, by Virgilio Piñera (La Habana: Editorial Letras Cubanas, 
Instituto Cubano del Libro, 2011). 
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characterized by scathing humor and satirical social critique. Whereas Piñera was indeed 

responsible for fostering one of the most significant transnational intellectual exchanges in the 

Latin American literary avant-garde, his alliance with Gombrowicz led to a distinctive mode of art 

and literary criticism—one that actively rejected the institutionalization of national canons.48  

Piñera’s intellectual playground, Ciclón, paved the way for a new form of social and 

cultural criticism born out of an alliance between literature and psychoanalysis. There, he 

published groundbreaking texts on sexuality and the body that exposed intellectual, social, and 

cultural forms of censorship. The first two issues of the magazine featured translated excerpts from 

the controversial—and frequently banned—unfinished novel 120 Days of Sodom, or The School 

of Libertinage (1785), by French writer and philosopher Donatien Alphonse François, better 

known as the Marquis de Sade.49 The excerpts recount a series of calculated, highly regulated 

sexual transgressions committed by esteemed members of the French court. The publication of 

these texts, along with Piñera’s introductory note, served as an open invitation to consider sexuality 

outside the bounds of conventional moralism and hypocritical censorship. He writes, “Through 

terror, Sade expresses the dark sexual life of man.”50 Sexuality and homosexuality are central 

themes in Sade’s work, where the French writer mocks bureaucratic culture and authority figures. 

His grotesque imaginary served as a preamble to Ciclón’s own avant-garde literary program, which 

 
48 On Piñera’s critical reinterpretation of the national and Latin American canon in connection with the work of 
Witold Gombrowicz, see Nancy Calomandre, El diálogo oblicuo: Orígenes y Sur: Fragmentos de una escena de 
lectura latinoamericana (1944–1956) (Almenara, 2015), 138. See also Milda Zilinskaite, “Witold Gombrowicz y 
Virgilio Piñera,” in Una isla llamada Virgilio, ed. Jesús Jambrina (Doral, FL: Stockcero, 2015). 
49 Marqués de Sade, “Introducción” and “Discurso del Duque de Blangis,” Las 120 jornadas de Sodoma, Ciclón, 
vol. 1, no. 1 (January 1955): 36–41. 
50 Virgilio Piñera, “Textos futuros: Las 120 jornadas de Sodoma,” Ciclón, vol. 1, no. 1 (January 1955): 35. 
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privileged antihero narratives centered on bureaucrats and the petty bourgeoisie, rendered through 

absurdity, irony, paradox, and scathing humor.51 

As an affront to the religious undertones and philosophical inclinations of Orígenes, Ciclón 

tested the boundaries of a tradition that was slowly but steadily becoming official culture, replacing 

the former’s metaphysical, transcendental body with what Piñera and other writers began to call 

carne [meat].52 Cannibalism appears throughout Piñera’s work from this period, particularly in his 

short stories “La carne” (The Meat), and “La caída” (The Fall), where ingesting another person’s 

body is linked to carnal desire. Here, cannibalism is framed as an act of intimate, sensuous, and 

physical exchange—an encounter in which no sense of subjecthood is gained. Piñera’s cannibalism 

is concerned with loss and death amid the banality of erotic games, in stark contrast to the 

productive form of cultural cannibalism theorized by Brazilian avant-garde writers through the 

concept of antropofagia.53 Piñera’s treatment of the body as meat aimed to liberate it from the 

origenistas’ mystification and sacralization of both body and being. Through the literal 

dismemberment of the body, Piñera treated it as just another object among others, debasing 

elevated notions of subjecthood while disrupting the apparent order imposed by convention and 

banality. This heretical approach to the body as a carnal object was accompanied by a renewed 

interest in psychoanalysis, particularly through the writings of Jacques Lacan, whose innovative 

reinterpretation of Freudian theory was the subject of an influential article by French novelist 

Maurice Blanchot, published in Ciclón in November 1956.54 

 
51 Alfredo Alonso Estenoz, “La paradoja como forma en la obra literaria de Virgilio Piñera,” in Una isla llamada 
Virgilio, ed. Jesús Jambrina (Doral, FL: Stockcero, 2015). 
52 José Rodríguez Feo, “Una alegoría de la carne” review of La carne de René, by Virgilio Piñera, Ciclón, section 
“Barómetro,” no. 1 (January 1955). 
53 Oswald de Andrade coined the term antropofagia in his Manifesto antropófago (Cannibal Manifesto), published 
in 1928. The concept proposes a new way of understanding cultural influence—one in which European art and 
culture are transformed by local and Indigenous traditions through their very attempts at domination. 
54 Maurice Blanchot, “Freud,” Ciclón, vol. 2, no. 6 (November 1956): 39–47. 
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Sarduy’s contributions became more frequent toward the final years of the magazine. In an 

issue dedicated to Freud, several of his poems address psychological themes. Yet his interest in 

psychoanalysis is made more explicit in his review of Jean Guitton and Michel Carrouges’s book 

L’Enfer (Hell). More than an evaluation of the book’s merits, Sarduy’s text, “Sobre el infierno” 

(On Hell), offers a reflection on the history of literary narratives in which hell and evil function as 

concepts through which to justify or condemn experiences of suffering and violence.55 This early 

attempt at deconstruction reveals Sarduy’s precocity and signals the emergence of a deeply 

thoughtful young writer already establishing himself as a serious critic. By engaging with a subject 

that holds a strong presence in both painting and poetry, Sarduy explores the potential for new 

theoretical investigations capable of reinvigorating the field of aesthetic and cultural criticism 

within the national context. Scholar Raúl Antelo considers this text foundational within Sarduy’s 

broader oeuvre—an indication of his early contributions to Ciclón’s critical corpus and a prelude 

to the role he would later play in transnational intellectual circles.56 

The visual arts, however, did not occupy a prominent place in the pages of Ciclón. Ten 

years after the publication of his provocative article “El país del arte” (The Land of Art), Piñera 

maintained a critical attitude towards the institutionalization and commercialization of the visual 

arts.57 Nonetheless, the editors made a notable effort to intervene in the debates surrounding the 

visual arts in the 1950s—particularly those concerning abstract art, which was often the target of 

sharp criticism for its extreme rationalism. Lezama Lima’s glorification of the natural baroque 

world dismissed the increasing presence of the machine, falling short of critically engaging with 

the advent of modernization in a rapidly evolving social and cultural landscape. Only two articles 

 
55 Severo Sarduy, “Sobre el infierno,” Ciclón, vol. 2, no. 1 (January 1956): 54. 
56 Raúl Antelo, “Sarduy na Geena. As patatautologias,” Alea: Estudos Neolatinos 19, no. 1 (2017): 39–55. 
57 Virgilio Piñera, “El país del arte,” Orígenes, no. 16 (1947): 34–38. 
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directly addressed the topic of abstraction. The first, by Argentine writer Ernesto Sábato and titled 

“Sobre el arte abstracto de nuestro tiempo” (On the Abstract Art of Our Time), outlines three 

historical causes behind the emergence of abstraction: its roots in Renaissance art; its return within 

a dialectical model in which figuration and abstraction reflect class divisions; and a third cause, 

linked to postwar sensibilities.58 Regarding contemporary abstract art, Sábato writes that it reveals 

how “anguished spirits often have the tendency to seek in the clarity and security of a mathematical 

organization a system of coordinates to which to cling and where to find the calm that their inner 

disorder denies them.”59 His use of a Marxist framework marks a clear departure from Lezama’s 

humanist and philosophical paradigm. The second and final contribution to this discussion was 

even more radical in its stance. Argentine critic Julio E. Payró’s text, written in defense of the 

machine, signaled an unapologetic embrace of modern technologies.60 Such provocative ideas 

were intended as a challenge to both critics and artists. The latter, according to Rodríguez Feo, had 

to find “new ways to treat the landscape without falling into the trap of easy imitation [of European 

artists] or a gratuitous abstraction.”61 For his part, Piñera’s only contribution to the subject of the 

visual arts—a text titled “Surrealism Trasnochado” (Outmoded Surrealism)—questioned the 

continued relevance of what had, until then, been the most influential artistic movement of the 

century.62 

A space dedicated exclusively to art criticism is markedly absent from Ciclón. Piñera’s 

rejection of all artistic canons—including the Cuban one—and Rodríguez Feo’s critique of 

 
58 Ernesto Sábato, “Sobre el arte abstracto de nuestro tiempo,” Ciclón, vol. 1, no. 1 (January 1955): 9–15. 
59 Ernesto Sábato, “Espíritus angustiados tienen a menudo la tendencia a buscar en la claridad y seguridad de una 
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interior les niega,” in “Sobre el arte abstracto de nuestro tiempo,” Ciclón, vol. 1, no. 1 (January 1955): 14. 
60 Julio E. Payró, “La pintura moderna y el medio en que se desarrolla,” Ciclón, vol. 1, no. 6 (November 1955): 49–
54. 
61 José Rodríguez Feo, “El dilema de nuestra pintura,” Ciclón, vol. 2, no. 2 (March 1956): 84. 
62 Virgilio Piñera, “Surrealismo trasnochado,” Ciclón, vol. 1, no. 6 (November 1955): 75. 



 42 

abstraction’s empty aestheticism left little room for a new generation of Cuban abstract painters. 

However, in an effort to position Ciclón as a bridge between generations and to test new critical 

models for national art, a series of articles celebrating the work of avant-garde painters such as 

Wifredo Lam, Mariano Rodríguez, and Abela included brief mentions of two young artists also 

associated with the abstract art movement: sculptor Agustín Cárdenas and painter Agustín 

Fernández.63 Articles on photography and cinema also appear sporadically throughout the 

magazine, while the publication of theatrical works became more frequent in its final years.64 

Nonetheless, it is worth noting that the literary corpus that coalesced around the themes of sexuality 

and the body as metaphorical sites for the critique of modernization would go on to influence a 

new generation of artists and writers.  

By ousting national art from the center of cultural and intellectual life—an iconoclastic 

gesture in its own right—the magazine positioned sexuality, the body, and everyday experiences, 

ranging from the banal to the most visceral, as key sites for rethinking the national body and its 

conservative aesthetic conventions. The poem “La vida escrita” (The Written Life) by Argentine 

poet César Fernández Moreno, which treats body makeup as a form of self-writing; the essay “Arte 

y neurosis” (Art and Neurosis) by American literary critic Lionel Trilling; and the published 

excerpts from Sentido Plástico (Plastic Sense), a collection of aphorisms by Mauritian artist 

Malcolm de Chazal, are core texts within this corpus and important influences during Sarduy’s 

formative years.65 In resisting the privileging of any single international movement or discourse 

 
63 Agustín Cárdenas (1927–2001), was a Cuban sculptor associated with Surrealism, particularly through the 
influence of Wifredo Lam. He was a member of the abstract art group Los Once. Agustín Fernández (1928–2006), 
was a Cuban painter whose work combined erotic, mechanical, and abstract imagery. 
64 An article about the film Carmen Jones by Virgilio Piñera appeared in the September 1955 issue of Ciclón, and 
Tomás Gutiérrez Alea’s Un cuadro de Bruegel appeared in the July issue of the same year. 
65 César Fernández Moreno, “La vida escrita,” Ciclón, vol. 2, no. 4 (July 1956): 25–26; Lionel Trilling, “Arte y 
neurosis,” Ciclón, vol. 2, no. 5 (September 1956): 20–32; Malcolm de Chazal, “Sentido plástico,” Ciclón, vol. 2, no. 
3 (May 1956): 23–29. 
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associated with the visual arts, Ciclón continued the legacy of Orígenes. Yet in its anti-

establishment and iconoclastic stance, the magazine appeared to adopt the perspective of an 

insider-outsider witness. Much like a photographer, Piñera’s project sought to embody the 

penetrating gaze of a voyeur—one who captures the unfolding social drama from a critical, 

disengaged distance.66 

When Ciclón appeared in 1955, the sharp tone of its sweeping proclamation resonated with 

the declarations and actions of the clandestine armed struggle against the dictatorship of President 

Batista. The attack on the Moncada Barracks on July 26, 1953, in the city of Santiago de Cuba had 

been the largest and most consequential act of violent resistance led by an organized civilian group 

against the military government—an event that would set the stage for a full-scale revolutionary 

effort to overthrow it. In Havana, university students and factory workers were frequently engaged 

in protests and strikes that often ended in violent confrontations with the police, and even in death. 

In addition, clandestine groups—endorsed and supported by the July 26th Movement—planted 

bombs in public places such as hotels, bars, movie theaters, electrical plants, and private 

businesses. The most notorious of these coordinated acts of sabotage occurred on November 8, 

1957, in an event known as “La noche de las cien bombas” (The Night of the One Hundred 

Bombs), when nearly one hundred dynamite bombs exploded across neighborhoods throughout 

Havana.67 This intensifying unrest would eventually lead to the closure of the University of Havana 

in 1958, leaving hundreds of students—including Sarduy—on indefinite academic hold. 

 
66 The connections between the photographic practice of Julio Berestein and Virgilio Piñera’s short story Pequeñas 
maniobras are the focus of Pilar Cabrera Fonte’s article “En la lente de Julio Berestein,” included in the anthology 
of critical texts La futuridad del naufragio: Orígenes, estelas y derivas, edited by Juan Pablo Lupi and César 
Augusto Salgado (Leiden, The Netherlands: Almenara, 2019). 
67 Nicolás Rodríguez Astiazarán, Episodios de la lucha clandestina en La Habana, 1955–1958, Colección Memorias 
(La Habana: Editorial de Ciencias Sociales, 2009), 102. 
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The social and political upheaval of these years stemmed from internal conflicts across 

multiple social and political formations. There was a widespread rejection of Batista’s corrupt and 

violent regime, but the growing intervention of North American companies in the national 

economy—along with the exploitation and privatization of the country’s land, resources, and rural 

areas—further deepened social and economic disparities. Meanwhile, urbanization and 

modernization projects in Havana recruited both blue- and white-collar workers for jobs in 

construction, service, marketing, design, and communications. A surge in tourism brought 

significant capital investment to the entertainment industry. In the 1950s, Havana’s nightlife was 

among the most effervescent in the hemisphere, so much so that it became the default backdrop 

for many of Hollywood’s tropical escapades. Restaurants, hotels, and social clubs—from the most 

luxurious and exclusive to the humblest local bar or corner tavern—bustled with live music and 

late-night dancing. In the streets, the atmosphere was buzzing. Radio stations broadcast soap 

operas and delivered updates on the armed resistance forming in the mountains. This was the 

cultural and social backdrop of Ciclón, where the body-meat emerged as a literary trope through 

which all experiences—from the most banal to the most transcendental—would take place. 

The end of the 1950s proved to be a time of intense intellectual activity, but Ciclón’s 

readership remained very small. The growing popularity of radio, television, and cinema painted 

a grim future for rigorous and autonomous avant-garde intellectual and cultural publications. 

Artists and writers increasingly took jobs in the marketing, advertising, and entertainment 

industries, either through private agencies or government institutions. Sarduy himself took a 

position as head of the Editorial and New Ideas Department at the Técnica Publicitaria 

Panamericana (Panamerican Technical Publisher). The bureaucratization of everyday life was 

perhaps most palpable in the emergence of new social types, such as the government bureaucrat 
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and the private agency employee—the latter the subject of Sarduy’s short story “El Seguro” (The 

Insurance), published in Carteles in 1957. By the time the university reopened in 1959, following 

a military coup and the establishment of a temporary revolutionary government, Sarduy had 

emerged as a notable figure within the rapidly changing cultural and political landscape. The young 

poet, aspiring to become an art critic and serve the Revolution, joined a new generation of 

promising intellectuals who saw in the social and political chaos an opportunity to advance fresh 

and radical ideas. Crushed by the sweeping claims of yet another avant-garde—this one matching 

the energy and advancing the goals of a popular revolution—Ciclón published its final issue in 

February 1959. The magazine ended as it had begun, with a tiff. Piñera’s extensive editorial open 

letter to the critic Acosta, who questioned his commitment to the values of the Revolution, 

anticipated the increasingly reactive cultural and intellectual environment that would come to 

define post-revolutionary cultural policy.68 In this piece, Piñera confronts Acosta’s claim that 

attacking the origenistas, specifically Cintio Vitier, was to be deemed counterrevolutionary. Such 

a reduction and simplification of the broader issue Piñera addresses—namely, the conservative 

attitude and metaphysical articulations of lo cubano advanced by this intellectual group—

demonstrates how a new wave of critics, willing to recast intellectual polemics and aesthetic 

critiques as political positions, would become increasingly dominant. This tendency functioned as 

a means of regulating and silencing intellectual activity and critical thought that did not explicitly 

and strictly advance the political cause of the Revolution. 

 
68 Virgilio Piñera, “Refutación a Vitier,” Ciclón 4, no. 1 (La Habana, enero–marzo 1959): 51.  
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Lunes de Revolución 

1959 proved to be an auspicious year for Sarduy. He contributed articles to a dozen 

publications, many of which had been newly founded. In March, Lunes de Revolución appeared 

as the new avant-garde cultural and literary magazine. Guillermo Cabrera Infante, a young writer 

who emerged at that moment as a leading figure within a new generation of intellectuals, was 

named its director. In the first issue, dated March 23, he wrote: “The Revolution means getting 

closer to life, and that is for us getting closer to political, social, and economic phenomena.”69 The 

rhetoric of avant-gardism was not intended as a metaphor, but as a tangible project that called for 

a definitive integration between art and life and more explicitly urged the merging of private life 

with political life. Sarduy was assigned the role of art critic, but his intellectual and literary 

activities were not limited to Lunes.70 Unlike Ciclón, which was circulated among small national 

and international intellectual circles, Lunes aimed to address and reach the whole national public. 

Suddenly, writers found themselves read and discussed by people from all walks of life. A 

massification of art and culture was undertaken by the revolutionary government through a 

strategic nationalization of—and investment in—the communication and entertainment industries, 

transforming them from within. Havana buzzed with cultural activity, and there was a general 

optimistic spirit about the positive changes ahead. The reconciliation and unification of different 

generations in support of the revolution took place in Lunes, where both Lezama and Piñera 

became regular contributors, the latter eventually holding a permanent editorial position. The new 

avant-garde remained, once again, in a paradoxical state of rupture and continuity. Yet the 

 
69The first issue of Lunes de Revolución (March 23, 1959) opened with an introductory note by Guillermo Cabrera 
Infante, in which he framed the supplement as a cultural space for the Revolution, aimed at promoting literature, the 
arts, and criticism in alignment with the ideals of the new political process. 
70 Sarduy directed a literary page in Diario Libre and contributed articles. His texts on art criticism appeared in 
Nueva Revista Cubana, edited by Cintio Vitier, and in Artes Plásticas, the first high-quality print magazine 
published by the Directorate of Culture of the Ministry of Education. 
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absence—at least initially—of an official artistic program generated widespread optimism among 

artists and intellectuals.  

This same year, Sarduy participated in public debates and frequently described himself as 

an avant-garde poet and intellectual indebted to the legacy of both Orígenes and Ciclón.71 His 

essays and poems attest to this, as he continued to engage Lezama Lima’s poetic metaphors and 

philosophical debates. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Sarduy saw no contradiction in drawing 

from the ideas of the origenistas and Ciclón to develop new categories and standards within a 

revolutionary intellectual and artistic avant-garde. His text “Contra los críticos” (Against the 

critics)—published in February of 1959 in another magazine founded around this time— 

advocated for carrying on a legacy while rejecting the formulaic, by-the-book, and unimaginative 

attacks that critics often launched against specific artistic styles. In his new role as art critic, Sarduy 

condemned simplistic and conservative approaches to the visual arts, as they were often used to 

advance political ideologies and narratives. He also published exhibition reviews and artist 

biographies, and conducted interviews with painters from different generations, serving as a bridge 

and mediator between groups often considered anathema to one another. In his occasional incisive 

notes on the state of art criticism, he championed abstraction and warned against the danger of 

requiring art to serve solely a social function. Although Sarduy supported what he then referred to 

as a “popular revolution,” he maintained an apolitical stance, praising above all the leaders’ initial 

commitment to artistic freedom—one that would soon be put to the test. Sarduy can be thought of 

as both politically committed to the revolutionary cause based on a generational affiliation with 

the reformist and socialist goals of the populist movement and apolitical, insofar as he was not 

 
71 “Severo Sarduy y Roberto Branly hablan de poesía cubana,” in Severo Sarduy en Cuba (1953–1961), ed. Cira 
Romero (Santiago de Cuba: Editorial Oriente, 2007). 
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militant nor had he been involved in protest or actions against the Batista regime. Yet he 

consistently defended the autonomy of a critical and artistic field not as an apolitical activity but 

as uncommitted to the authority of the canon, the institutional centers, and political ideologies. In 

the field of art criticism, this amounted to rejecting the hierarchical narratives of art, its obsession 

with the “isms” and prefixed notions of cultural and national identity. 

A fervent defender of abstraction at a time when its ambiguous nature was either viciously 

attacked or openly co-opted, Sarduy firmly believed in its potential to infuse artistic and literary 

practices with new critical perspectives. Meanwhile, a particular branch of postwar North 

American criticism launched a pervasive critique of abstract art that framed it in terms of a divide 

between the social and cultural content signified through legible referents and the absolute void of 

language implied in the transcendental event of mark-making. The revolution came to be perceived 

and interpreted as an open field of signification in which all were ostensibly included, and artistic 

representation increasingly demanded a public statement of political alignment. Artistic freedom 

was gradually reduced to a subordinate concept, a residual excess of bourgeois culture that 

privileged taste over function. Although abstract art was initially associated with freedom, 

experimentation, and ambiguity, it was gradually co-opted and reframed as a revolutionary 

aesthetic. In Art and Revolution in Latin America, David Craven recounts a visit to Havana by a 

Soviet delegation in the early 1960s, during which the group paused before a semiabstract mural 

by Cuban painter René Portocarrero. When one Soviet official scornfully asked, “And this, what 

does it mean? What does it have to do with the Revolution?”, Fidel Castro replied, “Nothing at all. 

It doesn’t mean anything whatsoever. It’s just some crazy stuff created by a madman for people 

who happen to like this kind of craziness, and it was commissioned by the madmen who made this 
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Revolution!”72 This response, ironic and theatrical, mocks the ideological rigidity applied to art. 

However, in attempting to reclaim abstract art as an emblem of revolutionary identity, Castro 

transforms the space of uncontainable excess accessed through abstract art into a void open to 

totalization. 

Sarduy navigated abstraction’s ambiguity by returning to the origenistas’ metaphors of a 

national cultural landscape as continuous formation. Lezama Lima’s open-ended poetic visions 

were particularly resistant to defining the Cuban landscape—and, for that matter, Cuban identity—

in definitive terms. Scholar Roberto González Echevarría notes that, for Lezama, the Cuban 

landscape was “an explosion of lights, a series of brilliant beginnings, each one unprecedented.”73 

The ambiguity at the core of Lezama’s metaphors would later be exploited by revolutionary 

intellectuals and cultural institutions throughout the 1960s, cementing Cuba’s exceptionalism.74 

Yet contemporary scholars argue that the ambiguity inherent in Lezama’s vision continues to yield 

counter-institutional interpretations of his critical project.75 Lezama’s ontological and cosmic 

explosions of light were never intended as metaphors for the messianic advent of a historical event 

or hero. They were part of a philosophical imaginary that theorized the collapse of unitary space 

and time through multiple beginnings, all unfolding within the inapprehensible activity of cosmic 

matter. Such imagery inspired many Cuban writers and artists in the 1950s, among them Sarduy, 
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whose continuation of the origenistas’ project sought to carry on a tradition that infused aesthetic 

and plastic processes with the ability to generate their own ontologies. 

Praising the paintings of Cuban abstract artist Loló Soldevilla, Sarduy said they 

“transcended the dreamlike labyrinth of surrealism to achieve an ontological conception, beyond 

the mimicry of all cabals, close to the immediate grasp of the undiscovered universe of intuitions,” 

describing her geometric compositions as “the new plastic, to which this painting has incorporated 

the mysterious algebra of light and time.”76 The metaphors of light and cosmic time resonated with 

the visual phenomena that inspired abstract artists at a moment when modernization was reaching 

its limit.77 Intertwined with the social and cultural phenomenon of the revolution, these cosmic 

metaphors served to reinforce a collective myth where the individual and the nation were 

inextricably linked. However, the interrelation between body and object, or body and machine, in 

the functioning of the psyche as addressed in Ciclón, as well as the metaphysical and spiritual 

symbolisms explored in Orígenes, shaped Cuban abstract art during such a short period that it still 

lacks in-depth study today. Engaging with poetic, philosophical, imaginative, and psychological 

themes, artists working in abstraction did not adhere strictly to any single movement, but often 

combined the structural rigor of geometry with the energetic lyricism of gestures to reimagine the 

Surrealist tropical landscape and reflect the new modes of social and cultural life. 

Many abstract artists were involved in the newly nationalized and reformed cultural and 

communication industries. Unlike Ciclón, the pages of Lunes were generously illustrated. 

Founding member of Los Once, artist Raúl Martínez, oversaw the magazine’s cover design, 

 
76 Excerpts from the text written by Sarduy for the program of the exhibition Loló Soldevilla: 1953–1957, held at the 
Centro Profesional del Este in Caracas, Venezuela, in 1957. 
77 Of note is the exhibition entitled Cosmos was held at the National Lyceum in 1958 and featured the work of 
Cuban abstract artists. 
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experimenting with various printing techniques, including photography, which played a prominent 

role, particularly through photo reportage. Martínez’s collages and constructivist photographic 

experiments from the late 1950s attest to his early interest in new media technologies, influenced 

by the work of László Moholy-Nagy and Robert Rauschenberg.78 Sandú Darié’s 1959 

experimental film Cosmorama—an homage to the cinematic experiments of the Surrealists and 

the Constructivists—alluded to the relationship between color, light, and surface as patterns akin 

to cosmic alignments.79 By the mid-1960s, Darié’s kinetic and geometric sculptural surfaces had 

faded in relevance. He went on to work for the film institute (ICAIC) making didactic 

documentaries that supported the government in advancing its industrialist nationalist agenda. 

The image of a sudden beam of light bursting into a dark space became a recurrent visual 

and poetic trope during the post-revolutionary years. However, this ambiguous figure of white 

luminosity was often the site of a double meaning—something both blissfully revealing and 

violently blinding. Sarduy’s post-revolutionary poetry reveals much about the ways in which he 

exploited such ambiguities. “To be born is to enter a violent light” is the opening line of a poem 

from 1960 published in Lunes. The act of coming into being through the transcendental event of 

birth stands as a metaphor for the revolutionary epic, and what is newly born enters the national 

space, symbolized as a violent light. This ontological beginning continues Lezama’s creationist 

cosmic explosions. Yet, instead of ending in chaos or dispersion, the poem’s creative act concludes 

with the newly formed image of “a beautiful star.” At once an abstract shape and a cosmic body, 

a single star is also a symbol of unity in the Cuban national flag. Much like an abstract painting 

 
78 Corina Matamoros Tuma and Raúl Martínez González, Raúl Martínez: La gran familia (Madrid: Ediciones 
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composed of geometric shapes and painterly marks, the images evoked throughout the poem are 

impressions of optical and affective phenomena. Thus, reading this poem solely as evidence of 

Sarduy’s political commitment would be misleading, even if it is admittedly an ode to the youthful 

spirit of hope that many people shared about the revolution. 

Sarduy’s revolutionary poetry reveals little about his political inclinations and more about 

his aspirations as a young poet and intellectual. The following note accompanied his poem “Dos 

décimas revolucionarias” (Two Revolutionary Poems) introduced the poet and his work to the 

readership of the recently founded magazine Revolución: “All his work is written in short forms. 

Rather than state, it suggests. That is why he is a poet of ‘atmosphere.’ Today we present—

something rare in Sarduy—unpublished verses written against the defeated tyranny. That is why 

both décimas—and the poet alternates classical meter with free verse—were written in 1956. They 

also circulated clandestinely. That’s all.”80 The conclusive tone of the final sentence resonates with 

the sudden, emphatic exclamation at the end of “Tres,” functioning as a personal signature and 

suggesting that Sarduy himself may have penned the note. Presenting himself as a witness to the 

tragic events endured by the clandestine urban movement of the mid-1950s, and as a “poet of the 

atmosphere,” he distances himself from explicit political positions and likens the relationship 

between poetry and context to that between painter and landscape. At a time when most 

revolutionary poems cast factual events in grandiose terms, Sarduy’s romantic metaphors and 

intricate poetic compositions mourn the death of the urban clandestine fighters. Yet they resist 

narrativization in favor of surrealist imagery. His last two poems published in Ciclón mark the end 

 
80 Severo Sarduy en Cuba, ed. Romero. 
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of a period of intense literary activity as a poet, giving way to a new phase shaped by a growing 

interest in the visual arts and art criticism. 

Gestos 

Before the year came to an end, Sarduy was awarded a government-funded scholarship to 

study art in Europe. On December 12, 1959, he departed from the port of Havana, accompanied 

by his friend and fellow poet Manuel Martínez Cañas. Their plan was to arrive in Spain and 

establish student residency in Madrid. However, due to suspicions that he might have ties to 

communism, Martínez Cañas was denied entry to the country and decided instead to go to Paris, 

which at the time was a far more welcoming environment for young students traveling under the 

auspices of the Cuban revolutionary government. For a young Cuban writer with aspirations of 

being read and published, Madrid seemed a more promising destination than France, where the 

language posed a barrier. However, escalating political tensions between revolutionary Cuba and 

Francoist Spain soon forced Sarduy to leave the country only two months after his arrival, and join 

Martínez Cañas in Paris. In February, Sarduy arrived at the Maison de Cuba inside the Cité 

Internationale Universitaire de Paris, where he was greeted by Martínez Cañas and Guido Llinás, 

a young black Cuban abstract art painter who was also there on a government-sponsored 

scholarship. Within a few months, Sarduy enrolled as a student at the École du Louvre with the 

goal of obtaining a certificate in art history that would allow him to work in museums. However, 

his art education had effectively begun the moment he set foot in Spain. In Europe, he was able to 

experience and study in person works of art he had previously only seen in poor-quality magazine 

reproductions. He was already well-acquainted with the work of the Cuban avant-garde and with 

contemporary international artistic trends, but in Europe, his exposure to museums and exhibitions 

significantly deepened and enriched his knowledge of European and contemporary art. 
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During the first years of his scholarship, Sarduy continued collaborating with cultural 

magazines in Havana, contributing poems and critical assessments of the most significant events 

in contemporary art. In one article, he praises the printing technique used in Picasso’s new series 

of linoleum prints exhibited at the Parisian gallery Louise Leiris.81 Another article offers his 

impressions of the Venice Biennale, highlighting the innovative use of materials and technological 

experimentation in the creation of "plastic objects," and encouraging Cuban artists to follow suit 

(Fig. 14).82 He also wrote about the Rome Quadrennial, praising the work of painters from the 

Roman School, who were united by a shared rejection of the official and institutionalized artistic 

currents that had defined Italian art in the 1940s.83 Through critical assessments and poetic 

descriptions of works of art, Sarduy demonstrates a mastery of the technical language of the visual 

arts—both figurative and abstract—as well as the history of modern art and its canonical figures 

and styles. Yet as a critic, he privileges artists and movements that operated on the margins of, or 

in opposition to, dominant trends, institutional centers, and nationalist discourses. This is evident 

in his interview with Japanese painter Kumi Sugaí, whose fraught relationship with his native 

country becomes apparent in the exchange recorded during a meeting at the Venice Biennale.84 

(Fig. 15) In Paris, Sarduy visited the Louvre Museum weekly—initially out of personal interest, 

and later as part of his formal studies. He also visited museums in Amsterdam and Rome, where 

he met the French writer, critic, and editor François Wahl, then a member of the Parisian avant-

garde intellectual circle surrounding the literary magazine Tel Quel. Wahl would later introduce 

 
81 Severo Sarduy, “Desde París. Picasso expone,” Lunes de Revolución 72 (August 15, 1960): 16–17. 
82 Severo Sarduy, “La Bienal de Venecia,” Lunes de Revolución 65 (June 27, 1960): 23. 
83 Severo Sarduy, “La Quadriennale de Roma,” Artes Plásticas 1, no. 1 (1960). 
84 Severo Sarduy, Sugaí, Lunes de Revolución, (99): 22, Marzo 13, 1961. 



 55 

him to some of the most important writers and thinkers working in Paris during the early 1960s, 

significantly expanding the scope of Sarduy’s literary, intellectual, and creative activities. 

A few months after his arrival in Paris, Sarduy began writing his first novel. Gestos tells 

the story of a young Black woman and her lover.85 During the day, she plants bombs at various 

locations around Havana city, and at night she sings boleros in a city bar. Sarduy’s debut novel 

reconstructs the sensorial and psychological urban landscape of the modern tropical coastal city in 

the late 1950s, treating the text as if it were a textural surface—a collage of images and sounds 

that evokes the layering of materials, color densities, and lines found in abstract paintings, or the 

overlapping of voices and sound glitches from radio broadcasts. The novel engages with the most 

recent literary experiments and theories emerging in contemporary French literature, especially 

those associated with the nouveau roman or New Novel.86 In a letter to his family dated August 

23, 1960, Sarduy offers a glimpse into the formal and conceptual foundations of his novel. He had 

no interest in pretending to know the psychology or mental state of his characters, and would 

instead “describe the fingerprints left in the cups on the table, the noise of liquor glasses, the music, 

because deep down I think that the author can never know if the character is happy or not…”87 For 

a “poet of atmosphere,” the new style in French literature would not have come as a novelty. As 

he had done before, Sarduy wrote about his style by establishing a parallel between writing and 

painting, imagining both as gestures on a canvas.  

 
85 Severo Sarduy. Gestos. (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1963). 
86 In her study of Sarduy’s innovative approach to genre and literary theory, Adriana Méndez Rodenas 
acknowledges the possible influence of Alain Robbe-Grillet. See Adriana Méndez Rodenas, Severo Sarduy: El 
neobarroco de la transgresión (Colección Opúsculos. México: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 
Facultad de Filosofía y Letras, 1983). 
87 Severo Sarduy, Cartas, 240, 250. 
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In another letter to his family, dated May 1962, he explained: “What is important is the 

gesture of the writer, just like that of the painter, and because in my characters the most revealing 

thing about their relationships and character is not their dialogues nor their interior thoughts, but 

the involuntary movements, barely perceptible, of their hands, and the trembling in their faces, 

etc.”88 By privileging descriptive over explanatory or narrative language, Sarduy breaks with the 

functional logic of language and the spatial-temporal structure of the traditional novel. However, 

this form of descriptive narration differs from that of French writers in its refusal to anchor 

characters and situations in a specific historical time and place. Instead, Sarduy describes places 

and situations through a parodic system, where wordplay and the excess of description that 

animates his baroque writing style transforms characters and places by shifting the reader’s 

perception of them. Like beams on a scaffolding, words and passages are treated as cut out pieces 

in a collage. All the elements in the novel function as ready-mades or found objects, images and 

elements from paintings layered together through an ekphrastic exercise. Deeply influenced by 

Piñera and the Ciclón circle, the novel’s farcical and parodic tone assigns all its gestures to the 

theatricality of language, turning the novel into the ontological scene of representation, where 

painting and writing become acts of social and cultural performance.  

According to Justo C. Ulloa, Sarduy’s reading and writing of specific paintings into the 

novel function as a structuring principle.89 This mode of writing—where the material plástico 

(plastic material) is elucidated through various forms of intertextuality—includes quotations of 

famous works of art, such as Picasso’s Guernica and Lam’s La Jungla (The Jungle), as well as 

descriptive passages in which the deconstructive logic of Cubism, the combinatory systems of 

 
88 Ibid. 
89 Justo C. Ulloa, “Severo Sarduy: Pintura y Literatura,” Hispamérica, August 1985. 
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kinetic art, and the intuitive movements of action painting come into play.90 Ulloa explains that 

the translation of painting into writing in Sarduy’s novel functions as a critical engagement with 

reality—one that aligns with how painters capture the visible world through what is distinct, 

concrete, or specific to painting. The presence of such “códigos plásticos” (plastic codes), he 

argues, is meant to reveal the novel’s artificiality. It could thus be concluded that the plastic and 

structural elements in Gestos also collapse the nature-artifice binary that structured contemporary 

novels of the new realism, as well as artistic trends in France during the 1960s, which reclaimed 

the real as the opposite of artifice. Not only was the novel part of this phenomenon of laying bare 

appearances, but so too was New Wave cinema, with its preference for documentary style or 

candid street footage, and Nouveau Réalisme, with its focus on the indexical trace of the real—

urban debris, weathered wall surfaces, and photography. Gestos intervenes in this phenomenon by 

juxtaposing nature and artificiality in a way that suspends the very concept of the real, presenting 

the novel as a construction that is also a practice of mark-making. Technologies of recording and 

mediation act as agents in a game of concealment and revelation, where both affects and cultural 

or vernacular inscription practices are transmitted and distorted by a heterogeneous space and 

relational medium. 

In the novel, the critical role the plastic code plays in the subversion of traditional notions 

of national cultural identity cannot be overstated.91 From an art historical perspective, the 

proverbial gesture referenced in the novel’s title is that which marks a shift toward the painterly 

and gestural mark of the New York action painters. The novel’s title deliberately pays homage to 

 
90 Pablo Picasso’s Guernica (1937) is a monumental antiwar painting by the Spanish painter Pablo Picasso (1881–
1973), while La Jungla (1943) is a landmark work by the Cuban artist Wifredo Lam (1902–1982). 
91 Roberto González Echevarría discusses how Sarduy's novels reinterpret the cultural theories of José Lezama Lima 
and Alejo Carpentier. See Roberto González Echevarría, La ruta de Severo Sarduy, 1st ed., La Serie Rama, 506 
(Hanover, N.H.: Ediciones del Norte, 1987). 
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the action painters Jackson Pollock and Franz Kline.92 And yet, the novel’s direct quoting of 

Picasso’s Guernica and Lam’s La Jungla locates the gestural mark in the plastic code of violence 

which is, ultimately, the tragic theme of the novel. Even the description of the cultural urban 

environment of 1950s Havana is an exciting and frightening concatenation of uncertainties and 

mutations. Numbers and animals are called out in Chinese bingo, and X signs appear on street 

walls and doors throughout the city, recalling Abakuá secret symbols used during initiation 

ceremonies.93  The ambiguous nature of the mark, as both visible sign and unintelligible code, 

carries with it all the various layers and systems of mediation. Thus, both the Chinese charade and 

Abakuá symbols incorporate elements from the Cuban natural, human and cultural landscape and 

are, therefore, multivalent sites of meaning making. In this heterogeneous space language reveals 

itself as artifice, as an arrangement of malleable codes lending themselves to the violence of 

subversion and distortion.  

The novel’s parodying of cultural types such as the Black woman, the Chinese figure, 

Black musicians, and the police reveals how each participates in, and is ultimately subsumed by, 

the same system of violence. Much like the late nineteenth-century theatrical genre known as 

teatro bufo—a Cuban popular theater form built on racialized stock characters and political 

satire—the novel stages a theater of cultural codes in which subjectivity manifests as exteriority 

and concealment, colliding violently against one another. The accidental death of the Black 

terrorist singer—killed by the implosion of one of her own bombs—is simultaneously heroic and 

absurd. The incident quickly becomes the talk of the town, but the character remains anonymous. 

 
92 Harold Rosenberg, the American art critic, coined the term “Action Painters” in his influential essay “The 
American Action Painters,” first published in ARTnews in December 1952. In it, Rosenberg characterized Abstract 
Expressionist painting as an arena of action rather than a space for pictorial representation. 
93 The Abakuá was a secret brotherhood and society active in Havana during the late 19th century and eradicated as 
part of the revolutionary government’s efforts to end racial segregation.   
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The subjectivity of the Black woman—transformed not only into the heroine of the urban struggle, 

but also into a historical symbol of Cuban identity—is caught in the semantic trap of language, 

hypersexualized and distorted within the artifice of a code that is both fixed and emptied in the 

violence of its totalizing ethos. Gestos brings together the intellectual and literary fields to which 

Sarduy was exposed in the Havana of the late 1950s and the Paris of the early 1960s as it articulates 

a literary style that subverts narrative structure and parodies the stereotypical subjects of Cuban 

national culture, juxtaposing violence and eroticism onto bodies whose gender identities are as 

elusive as their everyday activities and material environment are familiar. 

The trajectory I have traced in this chapter covers Sarduy’s formative years as a poet, short 

story writer, and art critic, offering a view of the evolution of the field of cultural criticism in Cuba, 

where the visual arts would always be at the forefront of the avant-garde and, at the same time, 

subject to scrutiny and co-optation by political agents and discourses. Many of the intellectual 

projects, spanning several decades and generations, advocating in defense of artistic autonomy 

defined their politics through the free exercise of thought. In the context of post-revolutionary 

Cuba, the very definition of criticism was shaped by political and social transformations, coming 

under the totalizing and absolute control of national institutions and subject to government 

censorship. Sarduy’s commitment to criticism would be threatened and curtailed by the censoring 

cultural apparatus established during the post-revolutionary years, bearing witness to the 

accelerated transformations that unfolded over little more than a decade in Cuba’s mid-century 

intellectual and artistic scene. While the relationship between writing and painting—or literature 

and the visual arts—anchored the interdisciplinary and intermedial nature of his work, this nexus 

represents its core principle and critical axis. For this reason, Sarduy’s visual art practice is 

essential to gaining a deeper and more complete understanding of his work in relation to the Cuban 
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context and, later, to the international intellectual and artistic circuits with which he engaged. This 

is the context and the set of influences that shaped Sarduy’s intellectual and literary work during 

this early period and that serve as the foundation for his entire creative and critical oeuvre. The 

remaining chapters of this dissertation are devoted to exploring these developments in detail. 
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Chapter 2. The First Works (1965-1980) 

 

“Cosmology has once again become a scientific discipline.” 
—Jacques Merleau-Ponty and Bruno Morando, The Rebirth of Cosmology 

 

The 1960s marked a second foundational period in the intellectual trajectory of Severo 

Sarduy. As Havana had a decade earlier, Paris now offered a vibrant cultural and intellectual 

milieu. Following the success of Gestos and the completion of his studies in French and art history 

at the École du Louvre, Sarduy became actively engaged in the Parisian intellectual scene.94 He 

contributed essays to several influential literary journals, including Tel Quel (1960–1982)—the 

avant-garde project founded by French writer and critic Philippe Sollers—and Mundo Nuevo 

(1966–1971), the editorial venture of Uruguayan critic Emir Rodríguez Monegal, published in 

Paris and supported by an international network of Latin American writers and critics.95 In the 

mid-1960s, Sarduy attended Jacques Lacan’s seminars alongside Jacques Derrida and Michel 

Foucault, both of whom would go on to publish seminal works influenced by psychoanalytic 

theory. Lacan’s ideas had a profound impact on Sarduy, shaping the development of his own 

theoretical project. Equally significant was his friendship with French literary theorist Roland 

Barthes, one of Sarduy’s most enduring and formative intellectual relationships. This chapter 

examines Sarduy’s first visual works from the mid-1960s through the 1970s. These early 

experiments, particularly the series I call the Neo-Baroque paintings, have received little sustained 

 
94 Severo Sarduy graduated from the École du Louvre in 1962, completing a thesis on Flavian portraits. 
95 Two books have traced the institutional and cultural politics of these influential literary magazines. See Idalia 
Morejón, Política y polémica en América Latina: Las revistas Casa de las Américas y Mundo Nuevo, Colección 
Polémicas 4 (México, D.F.: Ediciones de Educación y Cultura, 2010); and Danielle Marx-Scouras, The Cultural 
Politics of Tel Quel: Literature and the Left in the Wake of Engagement, Penn State Studies in Romance Literatures 
(University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1996). 
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attention. Yet they are essential not only for understanding the later phase of painting for which he 

is better known, but also for grasping the broader artistic stakes and debates that informed his 

visual practice as a whole. 

Sarduy’s second novel, De dónde son los cantantes was published in 1967 as he immersed 

himself in the writing of radiophonic theater plays.96 In 1970, his radiophonic theater plays were 

broadcast by Radio France Internationale and Süddeutscher Rundfunk in Germany, followed by 

theatrical performances in Kassel and Paris.97 In 1968, his collection of critical essays, Escrito 

sobre un cuerpo (Written on a Body), was published in Buenos Aires, Argentina.98 As an 

interlocutor and transmitter of the philosophical and theoretical currents animating Paris’s 

intellectual avant-garde, Sarduy became a mediator between Europe and Latin America, 

consolidating his stature as a decisive voice within the international artistic and intellectual 

circuits. The poetic conceit of a “text written on a body” engaged the artistic discourse around 

medium specificity and support by reframing it through a form of cultural critique that sought to 

reinterpret the legacy of modernism through a revalorization of Latin American avant-garde 

movements. It was during the 1970s that his Neo-Baroque project was crystallized, as the visual 

arts began to have a more central role in his theoretical approaches to the Baroque and to José 

Lezama Lima’s work.99  

 
96 Originally published in 1967 by Casa de las Américas in Cuba, De dónde son los cantantes was later translated 
into English as From Cuba with a Song (Suzanne Jill Levine, 1971). It was among the first of Sarduy’s works to 
circulate widely outside Latin America and the last of his works published in Cuba. 
97 Sarduy, Cartas a mi hermana en La Habana, 119. 
98 Severo Sarduy, “Escrito sobre un cuerpo,” Tel Quel 94 (1974): 78–95. 
99 For more on the Baroque in Sarduy’s Neo-Baroque theory, see Rolando Pérez, The Neo-Baroque Image of 
Thought: The Work of Severo Sarduy (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994) 
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In the collection of essays Barroco (Baroque, 1974), Sarduy juxtaposes cultural epistemes 

understood as opposites within a hierarchy of values dominated by the West.100 The subtitle of the 

essay, Yin Yang, stages a juxtaposition of contrary epistemes. Yet throughout the text, Sarduy 

establishes a series of correspondences between Baroque aesthetics, particularly the configuration 

of elliptical space, and the Chinese philosophical principle of correlation. Sarduy’s relational 

paradigm foregrounds the currents, flows, and exchanges between different cultures, against 

traditional models of thought based on hierarchical and teleological dichotomies of time and space. 

These oppositions are not negated; rather, they are made to function relationally, so that each term 

becomes legible through its dynamic exchange with the other rather than through hierarchical 

partition. Thus, through a renewed engagement with the work of Lezama Lima, and in dialogue 

with contemporary thinkers from diverse scientific disciplines, Sarduy critically engages the 

dominant artistic discourses and practices of his time. Until now, the Neo-Baroque universe that 

frames Sarduy’s work has been understood primarily through its engagement with the aesthetic 

strategies and scientific theories of the Baroque. This chapter, however, offers a new perspective 

on the Neo-Baroque as an intervention into the dialectic of modern thought underpinning artistic 

discourses. It explores how the neo-baroque operation emerges through a sustained formal 

exploration of antithetical artistic practices and traditions, as an interpretive paradigm for the art 

of the late twentieth century. 

First Works 

Sarduy’s earliest visual works engage a foundational problem of postwar abstraction: how 

to produce depth after the rejection of illusionistic space, and how to locate sensorial and material 

 
100 Severo Sarduy, Barroco (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1974). 
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experience within the surface itself. In these small-format experiments on paper, the use of 

irregular grids and the tension between transparency and opacity place Sarduy in dialogue with 

central concerns of postwar abstract art, particularly the relations between structure and color, and 

between surface and illusion. These first works date from 1965, when Sarduy was still living in a 

small room at the Cité Internationale Universitaire de Paris—a circumstance that may account for 

the modest scale of a group of abstract monochromatic compositions. Executed in concentrated 

and diluted layers of acrylic inks that cover the entire surface of the paper, these works appear to 

have been inspired by Claude Monet’s Nymphéas (1914–1918), particularly the interplay of 

transparency and opacity in the lily ponds at Giverny.101 Sarduy’s engagement with the 

Impressionist painter reflects on a pivotal moment when a turn toward nature coincided with a 

heightened interest in perceptual and material phenomena.  

What is ultimately at stake in these works, however, is not simply an allusion to 

Impressionism or an homage to its painterly techniques, but an investigation into perceptual 

instability and optical vibration—one that makes the painting resemble the shimmering surface of 

water. This reinterpretation of Monet’s water surfaces oscillates between the representational and 

the abstract by employing a grid pattern of irregular vertical and horizontal rectangular units. The 

composition exhibits both geometric rigor and irregularity, with each unit functioning as a deposit 

of paint in varying degrees of saturation and translucency. The irregular grid fragments color into 

discrete units, evoking the broken reflections of light on moving water, while the thin layers of 

paint suggest the liquid transparency of dark, swampy depths. The accumulation and softening of 

 
101 François Wahl, “Relato de una doble migración,” in Severo Sarduy, (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofía, 1998), 39. 
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these layers produce alternating hard and soft linear edges that delineate each rectangular unit, 

yielding an effect that recalls watercolor in both texture and pigment density. 

Together, these four works operate less as discrete images than as a laboratory in which 

Sarduy tests how chromatic density, grid structure, and transparency might generate depth without 

recourse to illusionistic space. The subtle variations in the four small paintings on paper suggest 

distinct atmospheric environments. The first three display a gradation of predominantly blues and 

greens, while the fourth is composed primarily of reds and browns. It is unclear which works were 

created first or whether they follow any specific sequence. Rather, they seem to function as 

variations on a theme—studies in the transition from a dark environment to a luminous one, or 

vice versa. In my arrangement of them, I follow the customary rule used by artists in studies of 

light, whereby values are best understood when visualized as a scale from dark to light. In the first 

watercolor, thin and thick layers of dark olive green and blue form an image reminiscent of the 

muddy waters of a pond at dusk (Fig. 15). The central area is a dense block of navy, with 

surrounding areas of thick and thin layers of ultramarine, Prussian blue, and blotches of olive green 

that evoke the reflections of tree foliage on a glassy surface and the accumulation of underwater 

vegetation. Blotches of earthy yellow acquire the luminosity of golden dust, gradually shifting into 

smudges of green against the discolored sheet of paper.   

In the second composition, the dark and navy blues are absent (Fig. 16). Instead, dense 

geometric strokes of purple have been applied from one corner toward the center of the picture. 

There is a greater presence of olive and green units, and the irregular geometric grid contains fewer 

straight lines, appearing less structured, with edges softened by paint applied with less precision. 

The third work is remarkable for its luminosity (Fig. 17). Here, narrowing rectangular units 
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compressed to the center of the geometric grid pattern recreate the quick motion of rippling water. 

Scattered marks of bright olive and a yellowish green also known as chartreuse—a hue associated 

with a type of seaweed and the French liqueur of the same name—resemble plant stems or roots 

growing underwater. Much like Monet’s Nymphéas, Sarduy’s small acrylic paintings create a 

pictorial space in which sky, water, and land converge. Yet the incorporation of the geometric 

grid—the compositional device underpinning geometric abstraction’s non-objective, anti–three-

dimensional, and anti-mimetic system—introduces a field in which organizing structure and 

mimetic activity coincide.  

In these works, the foliage of trees reflected on the water fuses with the submerged 

elements of the dark, muddy pond. The flatness of the support permits the integration of multiple 

material processes and perceptual phenomena that develop independently yet converge within a 

shared spatial field, much as water operates as a surface of infinite depth or opaque and saturated 

when mixed with colored pigment or matter. The interplay between paper and paint produces a 

superposition of elements closely resembling the stratifications observed on the liquid surface of 

a pond or other body of water. What emerges is not a choice between flatness and illusionistic 

depth, but a reconfiguration of depth as a surface effect—one produced through layering, 

reflection, and perceptual instability. In this sense, Sarduy’s experiments participate in a broader 

postwar attempt to reconceive vision as a material and embodied process. These small acrylics 

should not be understood merely as early exercises in abstraction, but as Sarduy’s first sustained 

engagement with a set of problems that defined the stakes of postwar abstraction more broadly. 

They relocate depth within the surface itself, testing how color, grid structure, and layering might 

generate perceptual intensity without recourse to illusionistic space. Situating these works within 

the Parisian context of the 1960s—marked by kinetic art’s interrogation of vision and renewed 
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attention to the material conditions of painting—reveals how Sarduy’s practice unfolded 

alongside, rather than apart from, contemporary debates. His exploration of chromatic structure 

resonates with both the phenomenological ambitions of artists such as Jesús Rafael Soto and the 

material investigations of Mark Rothko. At the same time, these experiments must also be read 

within a Cuban genealogy of abstraction, where geometry, symbolism, and material gesture were 

brought into dynamic relation. 

The perceptual instability staged in these small paintings did not emerge in isolation. 

Rather than reading them primarily as an homage to Impressionism, I place them in dialogue with 

the work of Jesús Rafael Soto and the broader Parisian context of kinetic art, where vision itself 

had become a problem of artistic and theoretical inquiry. By the 1960s, the abstract paradigms that 

had defined artistic production in the preceding decades were reaching a point of saturation, giving 

rise to renewed tensions between material presence and immaterial effect. In Paris, the dominance 

of lyrical abstraction was challenged by artists invested in perceptual and optical phenomena. 

Sarduy remained keenly attuned to these developments, paying regular visits to Galerie Denise 

René, which since its pivotal 1955 exhibition Le Mouvement had become synonymous with the 

emergence of kinetic art and cinétisme. That exhibition brought together an international 

constellation of artists whose practices redefined the relationship between viewer and artwork 

through movement and optical destabilization. Among them was Jesús Rafael Soto, who would 

later hold solo exhibitions at Denise René in 1967 and at the Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de 

Paris in 1969.102 Sarduy’s use of the geometric grid finds in Soto’s kinetic works a significant 

 
102 The exhibition Le Mouvement, held in 1955 at the Galerie Denise René in Paris, presented works by an 
international group of artists and inaugurated a trend in abstract art later known as kinetic art or cinétisme. The 
participating artists included Alexander Calder, Marcel Duchamp, Yaacov Agam, Pol Bury, Jesús Rafael Soto, Jean 
Tinguely, and Victor Vasarely. See Galerie Denise René: Le Mouvement: The Movement, Paris, Avril 1955: Agam, 
Bury, Calder, Duchamp, Jacobsen, Soto, Tinguely, Vasarely (Paris: Éditions Denise René, 1975). 
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referent for his own experimentation with optical effects and the monochromatic grid. The optical 

effects of Soto’s paintings and sculptures displaced the pictorial field into an embodied encounter 

that required the spectator’s perceptual engagement. His three-dimensional constructions and 

spatial environments materialized only through the viewer’s movement, conceptualizing vision as 

contingent and unstable rather than fixed. In this sense, Soto advanced an understanding of visual 

experience as fundamentally immaterial, insisting that his interest lay in “la réalité sensible de 

l’univers.”103 Sarduy’s engagement with the grid is best understood against this backdrop, not as 

an adoption of kinetic strategies, but as a parallel investigation into how structure activates, rather 

than suppresses, perceptual and material experience. 

This emphasis also establishes Soto’s debt to Impressionism, especially through his 

investigations into optical phenomena such as the moiré effect, which led him to reconsider 

traditional artistic media in favor of perceptual experiences activated in the retina (Fig. 18). Soto’s 

work was often framed in relation to what Marcel Duchamp had polemically termed “retinal art,” 

a category Duchamp himself sought to surpass. Duchamp’s rotating spirals, or Rotoreliefs, while 

optical in effect, were not grounded in scientific research in the manner later associated with Op 

and kinetic art (Fig. 19). Rather than pursuing perception as a measurable visual phenomenon, they 

emerged within a Dada context concerned with illusion, irony, and the psychoanalytic dimensions 

of desire, concerns that would later inform Surrealist practice.104 Soto’s association with retinal 

phenomena thus aligned him with a scientific strand within Impressionism’s legacy, yet without 

 
103 Jesús Rafael Soto and Musée d’Animation-Recherche-Confrontation, Soto (Paris: Les Presses artistiques, 1969), 
28, 95. 
104 On Duchamp’s rejection of “retinal art” and the conceptual orientation of the Rotoreliefs, see Thierry de Duve, 
Pictorial Nominalism: On Marcel Duchamp’s Passage from Painting to the Readymade (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1991), 125–140; Rosalind Krauss, Passages in Modern Sculpture (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1977), 78–85. On the psychoanalytic and Dada contexts of Duchamp’s optical works, see Linda Dalrymple 
Henderson, The Fourth Dimension and Non-Euclidean Geometry in Modern Art (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1983), 219–235. 
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abandoning the material and spatial conditions of the artwork. The duality between science and 

nature, ideal structure and organic experience, was one that kinetic artists both exploited and 

sought to reconcile. But by the 1960s, Op Art had emerged as a new international trend, 

increasingly associated with cybernetics and computer technology.105 The turn toward the primary 

structures of artistic media, initiated by Impressionism and culminating in Cubism, brought art to 

a critical zero-point. However, the Cartesian division between body and mind continued to 

organize postwar debates, both humanist and anti-humanist, where materiality and chance were 

set against the pursuit of structural coherence and ideal order. 

If kinetic art foregrounded the immaterial and optical dimensions of abstraction, Sarduy 

turned instead to color as the site where structure and materiality might be reconciled. This is 

evident in his small grid paintings, where the monochrome gives form to the grid structure while 

granting it irregularity, volume, and transparency. For Sarduy, color in painting was not merely a 

retinal phenomenon, but a binding agent between the canvas as support and the canvas as surface, 

in the same way that color binds a body to its surface. Color, especially in its material properties, 

assumed a decisive role in the practice of artists seeking to probe the limits of the canvas as both 

material and structure. Among those working in this direction, American painter Mark Rothko 

emerged as a decisive exemplar. His sustained and rigorous investigations into chromatic 

experience and surface conditions became a crucial point of reference for Sarduy’s series of small-

scale acrylics. Sarduy himself admitted to this, dedicating several poems to the American painter 

 
105 The Responsive Eye was an exhibition held at the Museum of Modern Art, New York, from February 23 to April 
25, 1965. Organized by curator William C. Seitz, it brought together more than one hundred works by artists 
including Victor Vasarely, Bridget Riley, Jesús Rafael Soto, Carlos Cruz-Diez, and others. The show introduced a 
broad public to Op Art, emphasizing perceptual abstraction and optical effects, and became a landmark in the 
popularization of kinetic and optical art. 
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and describing his first encounter with his paintings as a quasi-mystical revelation.106 In Rothko’s 

canvases, Sarduy discerned the most essential and elevated property of the pictorial support: a flat 

surface capable of both absorbing and sustaining successive layers of pigment, reinforcing the 

simultaneous immaterial and sensuous quality of color. In this interplay, surface and paint mutually 

enhance one another’s qualities. The flat, woven surface—stretched taut over a rectangular 

frame—becomes saturated with superimposed strata of paint, each diffusing into fine particles of 

pigment. These accumulations both concentrate and destabilize the homogeneous unity of color, 

softening the rigid perimeter of the canvas even as the paint permeates the absorbent weave of the 

fabric. Rothko exemplified a decisive rupture with the idea that a concern with the materiality of 

color and a concern with structure were at odds. These elements had come to represent two distinct 

traditions within abstract art: one defined by an expressive ethos and the other strictly invested in 

the object’s medium. This reconciliation of structure and sensuous materiality provides a crucial 

precedent for understanding Sarduy’s own reconfiguration of surface and depth in the small 

acrylics. 

These debates were not confined to Paris or New York. For Sarduy, they also resonated 

within a specifically Cuban genealogy of abstraction, where the tension between geometry and 

material gesture was inflected by modernism’s persistent binary logic opposing reason to chaos 

and machine to nature. Over time, this dialectic was subsumed into the humanist/anti-humanist 

divide that came to dominate artistic discourse in the second half of the twentieth century. In Cuba, 

the fusion of Cubism and Surrealism had been introduced by Wifredo Lam, offering an integrative 

 
106 Mark Rothko’s works were exhibited in Paris in 1962 and, posthumously, in 1973, leaving only a faint imprint on 
the French artistic milieu of the period. See Mark Rothko, exh. cat. (Paris: Musée d’Art Moderne de la Ville de 
Paris, 1973). 
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model where different artistic concerns and cultural traditions were brought together.107 Lam’s 

paintings sustained the Cubist conceptualization of space through shifting perspectives that 

challenged spatial illusionism, while simultaneously foregrounding Afro-Cuban symbolism and a 

plastic gesture in line and color that recalls Chinese calligraphy in its controlled spontaneity. 

Furthermore, in Lam’s work, geometry and symbolic figuration coexist without hierarchy, offering 

a model in which structure does not suppress material gesture but intensifies it. This simultaneity 

between visual symbolism, material color, and geometric line served as a guiding principle for 

Cuban abstract artists. Among them, Guido Llinás stands out not only as a central representative 

of Cuban abstraction but also as a close interlocutor of Sarduy, whose own practice similarly held 

geometric structure and expressive materiality in productive tension. 

Llinás, a member of the group Los Once, belonged to a generation of painters that carried 

on Lam’s legacy, while also engaging with emergent international aesthetic currents. Llinás 

traveled back and forth between Paris and Havana during the 1950s and early 1960s. In 1963, he 

participated alongside other artists in Expresionismo abstracto (Abstract Expressionism), one of 

the last major exhibitions of abstract art held in Havana. He developed a distinctive visual language 

characterized by controlled yet spontaneous brushstrokes of simple, geometric forms set against 

dark, textured grounds. These signs—often reduced to elemental motifs—generate a sustained 

tension between color, texture, and the unity of the sign, producing a form of visual writing that is 

at once spontaneous and symbolic and that Sarduy describes as “black signs in their night of 

ink.”108 This description establishes a relationship among the various plastic elements through an 

exchange of properties that destabilizes rigid categorical distinctions. While the black signs might 

 
107 Wifredo Lam was of Chinese, African, and Spanish descent and is best known for his fusion of Afro-Cuban 
spiritual symbolism with modernist styles.  
108 Severo Sarduy, Las firmas negras: Noche de tinta (Paris, 1988). 
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initially suggest a white surface that renders them hyper-visible, the material quality of ink situates 

their origin in the liquid blackness of night, marking a threshold of language that metaphor only 

postpones. 

This linkage of words and associations unsettles the traditional hierarchy that privileges 

language or logos over the void or mark that cannot be named. Jacques Derrida conceptualizes this 

displacement through his notion of différance, the perpetual deferral of meaning produced by the 

mark—the material inscription that interrupts and disperses the linguistic sign, undermining the 

supposed primacy of speech over writing.109 For Sarduy, however, the oscillation between sign 

and mark becomes a deliberate strategy within his literary practice. As Luz Ángela Martínez 

observes, Sarduy approaches language as a form of masking, an act of covering a surface whose 

etymological origin points back to the painterly techniques of preparing a canvas’s ground.110 

Building on this reading, Horacio Acosta further characterizes Sarduy’s treatment of the text as 

though it were skin, turning to the French term épure to describe this relation.111 Derived from the 

verb épurer—to purify, refine, cleanse, eliminate, or ignite—épure acquires resonance in the 

visual arts, where it denotes both plasticity and the “working drawing” or constructive sketch. 

Tracing these etymological and visual associations reveals a process that culminates in ellipsis: a 

collapse of the boundaries between materiality and linguistic unit, where language itself seems to 

knot and weave a fabric. 

 
109 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1976), 23. 
110 Luz Ángela Martínez, “El mito-máscara en la obra de Severo Sarduy,” Revista Chilena de Literatura, no. 54 
(April 1999): 43–53, https://www.jstor.org/stable/40356938. 
111 Horacio Costa, “Sarduy: la escritura como épure,” Revista Iberoamericana 57, no. 154 (1991): 275–300. 
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Seeking to break with that paradigm, José Lezama Lima formulated his concept of the 

hypertelic, describing it as follows: “In reality, the support of every image is hypertelic; it goes 

beyond its purpose, disregards it, and offers the infinite surprise of what I call the ecstasy of 

participation in the homogeneous, a wandering point, an image, by extension.”112 In this 

formulation, Lezama indirectly confronts debates within abstract art centered around the structure 

and function of the painting’s support. Rather than binding the image to a predetermined purpose, 

he theorizes the hypertelic as a support that exceeds its own functionality, articulating both the 

image’s errant quality and its infinite potential as open telos—that is, without finality, arrival, or 

conclusion. This sense of an open telos establishes a relational dynamic that subverts the hierarchy 

between image and surface, unsettling the idea that the canvas was either the support of a mimetic 

exercise dominated by language and culture, or the total transparency of a flat surface and 

structure. The implications of this critical intervention extend into Sarduy’s practice of self-

portraiture, where echoes of his poem “Tres” resonate in the depiction of a figure immersed in a 

landscape. Seen within this broader historical and theoretical field, Sarduy’s early acrylics appear 

not as isolated experiments but as the visual condensation of the debates that shaped postwar 

abstraction and his own Neo-Baroque thought. The reconfiguration of surface and depth, structure 

and materiality, that we have traced across Paris and Havana becomes the operative logic of his 

subsequent visual practice. 

Against this dense network of artistic and theoretical exchanges, Sarduy’s self-portraiture 

emerges as the site where the tensions between surface and depth, structure and materiality, sign 

 
112 José Lezama Lima, “Confluencias,” Unión (Havana), no. 3 (third trimester, 1968): 6–20. “En realidad, todo 
soporte de la imagen es hipertélico, va más allá de su finalidad, la desconoce y ofrece la infinita sorpresa de lo que 
yo he llamado éxtasis de participación en lo homogéneo, un punto errante, una imagen, por la extensión.” My 
translation.  
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and mark become fully embodied. This concern with surface, color, and structure also informs 

Sarduy’s notion of authorship, as suggested by the title of his influential collection of essays 

Escrito sobre un cuerpo, which makes possible a reading of the self-portrait as a site where body 

and support become mutually implicated. Drawing on the legacy of gestural abstraction, Sarduy’s 

formulation of a continuous transfer between body and support owed much to the work of Jackson 

Pollock and Franz Kline. The North American action painters exemplified the idea that painting 

conveyed immediacy through the act of applying paint to a surface. This painterly action displaced 

the discursive function of representation in favor of painting’s material registers. Sarduy’s own 

literary practice likewise articulated the body as a textual register. In his self-portraits, the 

relational dynamic between body and support becomes an exploration of painting’s basic 

conditions: surface and structure. In other words, because body and canvas share their condition 

as surface, the portrait becomes a mediating point where the figure unfolds as both topological and 

topographic landscape across a single plane. In this sense, the self-portraits reinterpret the 

traditional mimetic exercise without renouncing it, making appearance contingent upon the 

elements that bind body and support. 

A small acrylic on canvas from the late 1960s titled Premier autoportrait sur toile [First 

self-portrait on canvas] resembles a topological landscape made of decorative patterns (Fig. 20). 

Despite its modest scale, the painting condenses a cosmological ambition into an intimate surface, 

collapsing bodily form and cosmic order within a tightly bounded field. The construction of a 

prototypical human body through thin lines and small geometric shapes connects the figure to the 

surrounding space, becoming one single charted territory of decorative motifs and adornments akin 

to another painting from this period that exhibits the same compositional linear pattern (Fig. 21). 

The topological landscape evokes the planarity and symbolic distribution of simple forms in 
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pictographs and petroglyphs, where the territory functions as a map of relations among the 

elements of nature—not according to hierarchies, but as a guide to itineraries. These paintings 

resemble maps; however, they not only represent terrestrial space but also serve as cosmological 

models that structure and bridge the realms of Earth and Sky. The most direct source of reference 

appears to be a drawing or print of a face made of linear patterns and calligraphic characters. Demi-

visage à la Chinoise (Half-face of a Chinese Man) is an engraving made from an original source 

and reworked as a model for his self-portraits depicting Purusha, the mythological figure central 

to Indian philosophical traditions and known as a Cosmic Man whose body serves as the generative 

matrix of the universe (Fig. 22). 

In the Bundahishn, a collection of Zoroastrian cosmogonies, the body of Purusha is 

described as follows: “the skin is like the sky, the flesh like the earth, bones like the mountains, 

and veins like rivers, blood in the body like the water of the sea, a belly like the ocean, hair like 

plants and breath drawn in and out like wind.”113 In the self-portrait, the physical features of the 

human body are rendered through lines, marks, points, and geometric patterns in a composition 

that functions simultaneously as landscape and decorative surface. The body merges with the 

terrain, becoming one with a symbolic and conceptual system of mapping that recalls a topological 

diagram. Sarduy represents himself as a body embedded within an interlaced system of decorative 

patterns. The landscape where the painted body is contained and constituted is a surface where 

writing and painting emerge simultaneously as a mark-making activity. Here, the self-portrait 

establishes a relationship between subject, space and activity through a process of transferring 

marks and patterns across a surface. 

 
113 Quoted in R. C. Zaehner, Zurvan: A Zoroastrian Dilemma (New York: Biblio & Tannen, 1972), 145. 
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An undated self-portrait, titled Fantouche (Puppet), executed in pastels, acrylics, and black 

ink on paper, marks a departure from the cartographic logic that had governed Sarduy’s earlier 

works (Fig. 23). In this piece, the painterly and textural representation of a body, enveloped by a 

field of blue, is no longer structured according to the principles of a topological map but instead 

through the material density of soil or sand. A textured layer of dry blue pigment surrounds the 

irregular outline and softened contours of the figure, recalling the fluid, unstable, and blurred 

quality of a form reflected in water. Here again, Sarduy stages a correspondence between body 

and medium through the open telos of the image. The opaque pastel layered across a dry, flat 

surface recalls the aridity of a barren field, sharply offset by the wavering, irregular contours of 

the drifting body. This tension between opposing material and visual qualities suspends the telos 

of the image and, as in his small acrylic monochromes, transforms the mimetic exercise into the 

act of inscribing or applying color onto a surface that itself becomes implicated in the making. The 

work also appears to consciously pay homage to French artist Jean Dubuffet. His postwar 

“anticultural” aesthetic inspired many Cuban artists in the 1950s to experiment with non-

traditional materials (Fig. 24).114 In Dubuffet’s conception of matière, matter itself was endowed 

with a cosmic and elemental agency that displaced the authority of the transcendental subject or 

creator. Sarduy’s telluric reworking of the portrait genre similarly enacts a material dislocation of 

the self as image. His portrait is reminiscent of Dubuffet’s paintings in the style of Art Brut, 

emphasizing the “drawing back” that lies at the etymological root of the word retrato.115 

 
114 Jean Dubuffet, “Anticultural Positions,” lecture delivered at the Arts Club of Chicago, December 11, 1951, 
published in Jean Dubuffet, Anticultural Positions (Chicago: The Arts Club of Chicago, 1951). 
115 Jean Dubuffet coined the term art brut (“raw art”) in the 1940s to describe works created outside academic and 
cultural traditions, often by self-taught artists, children, or the institutionalized, whose creativity was seen as 
unmediated by artistic conventions. 
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By the late 1960s, Dubuffet had come to embody a somewhat outdated postwar modernism, 

absorbed in a metaphorical art that referred to states of emotion or to reflections on the human 

condition. His work claimed the loss of all artistic values and of aesthetic form in favor of base 

material and organic surfaces that conveyed the death and loss of a Western humanist culture. By 

the time Dubuffet sought to revitalize his earlier concept of matière through an amalgamation of 

geometric and irregular shapes in his final series of works titled L’Hourloupe, Minimal Art had 

already pushed literalism to its most extreme consequences.116 This new North American brand of 

abstract art distinguished its objects from all other objects by virtue of their totalizing, stable, and 

self-referential quality. Greenberg’s radical exclusion of all referential and external elements from 

the artwork’s medium, privileging instead its critical self-investment, had marked a decisive 

turning point in modernist criticism by pushing the autonomy of art to its most extreme 

formulation.117 Minimalist sculpture carried Greenberg’s ideas to their final realization, translating 

the modernist demand for medium-specific autonomy into a literalist aesthetics of objecthood. But 

by the 1970s, critics approached minimal art from different and sometimes contradictory 

perspectives. Michael Fried characterized the object’s theatricality as antithetical to art, arguing 

that its dependence on the viewer’s presence undermined the modernist ideal of aesthetic 

presentness.118 By contrast, Rosalind Krauss contended that it closed the gap between artistic 

object and viewer, while Lucy Lippard celebrated the dematerialization of the art object.119 Sarduy 

 
116 James Mercer discusses the relationship between this series and Dubuffet’s earlier work to debunk views that 
position it as a complete shift within his trajectory. Jean Dubuffet: A Retrospective, exhibition catalogue for the loan 
exhibition organized by the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York, and the Centre national d’art 
contemporain, held April 26–July 29, 1973, at the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum and the Grand Palais, Paris. 
117 Clement Greenberg, “Modernist Painting,” Art and Literature 4 (Spring 1965), reprinted in Clement Greenberg: 
The Collected Essays and Criticism, Vol. 4, Modernism with a Vengeance, 1957–1969, ed. John O’Brian (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1993), 85–93. 
118 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” Artforum 5, no. 10 (Summer 1967): 12–23. 
119 Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art Object from 1966 to 1972: A Cross-Reference Book 
of Information on Some Esthetic Boundaries (New York: Praeger, 1973); and Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the 
Expanded Field,” October 8 (1979): 31–44. 
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celebrated Minimal art’s definitive break with illusionistic space, and its focus on structural 

support, particularly the ostensibly stable units of the square and the cube, informed his later 

formulation of the Neo-Baroque through his reading of Minimalism’s destabilizing effects. 

Two articles define Sarduy’s critical engagement with Minimalism. The first, titled 

“Cubes” and published in Tel Quel in 1968, reflects on the solo exhibition of California sculptor 

Larry Bell, held at the Ileana Sonnabend Gallery in Paris in 1967. In this piece, Sarduy positioned 

himself as a mediator between the Parisian avant-garde and the emerging minimalist practices of 

the United States, framing Bell’s work within broader debates on perception, materiality, and 

space.120 In this text, Sarduy commends the literalism inherent in Bell’s oeuvre, emphasizing the 

pivotal moment when the structural components of a work—the supporting body—converge with 

its form, theme, and opacity. The analogous white canvas and cube, representing the minimal 

spatial unit, served to distill art to a condition of non-representation. In the exhibition catalog, 

Annette Michelson celebrated Bell’s cubes as a liberating escape from the object through the 

evocation of infinite space (Fig. 25).121 In contrast, Sarduy identified in their literalism a critical 

potential to reformulate both the object and the artistic “product,” and the inseparable nature of the 

perceptual and conceptual fields. Unlike his North American contemporary, Sarduy did not 

interpret the full exposure of the object’s structure as a definitive abandonment of the scene of 

representation in favor of a triumph of concept over object. Rather than the homogeneous space 

that enveloped the minimalist object’s primary structure, Sarduy drew attention to the cube’s 

closed and stable form, the artwork’s fundamental unit against which all others would be reflected. 

 
120 Severo Sarduy, “Cubes,” Tel Quel, no. 32 (1968): 86–87. 
121 Annette Michelson and Raphael Sorin, Larry Bell (Paris: Galerie Ileana Sonnabend, 1967). 
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In a text published in Artpress almost two decades later, Sarduy adopts a more definitive 

stance on Minimalism, theorizing it as a decisive turning point in the history of Western art.122 He 

argues that whenever the structure of painting is denoted, it destabilizes the space of representation 

by exposing its dependence on the conceptual framework of a scientific paradigm—its focus 

imaginaire. The essay discusses three instances in modern history when the correspondence 

between art and science becomes most evident. The first example is from the Baroque, when 

Johannes Kepler’s astronomical discoveries—specifically the elliptical orbit of the planets—found 

their visual counterpart in Velázquez’s Las Meninas, where the pictorial space incorporates that of 

an imagined viewer. The second establishes a parallel between Einstein’s theory of special 

relativity and Picasso’s groundbreaking Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. Both challenged classical 

perspectives: Einstein by exposing the interdependence and variability of space and time, and 

Picasso by rejecting the Renaissance conception of a unified, singular viewpoint. The Cubist 

canvas fragmented space into autonomous regions, mirroring how relativity disrupted the notion 

of absolute space. This inaugurated what Sarduy describes as a “relativistic realism,” in which 

forms and perspectives become fluid and dependent on the position of the observer. 

The third and final case interprets Robert Morris’s fiberglass cube sleeves through the 

prism of Gottlob Frege’s mathematical theories, underscoring how the material and perceptual 

elements of Minimalism echoed the structures of meaning and abstraction underlying modern logic 

(Fig. 26). Sarduy drew on a contradiction Frege had noted in the relation between the number zero 

and the concept of “non-identical to self.” Zero, like the non-color white, is an absence that 

paradoxically initiates the series: the “nothing” that grounds the emergence of “something.” The 

transition from non-color to color thus parallels the progression of numbers, where absence 

 
122 Severo Sarduy, “Focus imaginaire,” Artpress, no. 50 (1981): 8–9. 
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functions both as negation and as the condition of possibility for presence. As Sarduy explains: 

“The transition from one color to the next—like the passage from one whole number to its 

successor—rests on the fact that white is counted as the non-color, just as the numerical series is 

supported by counting zero as one.”123 The sequence from zero into one, and from one into two, 

revealed the “empty fringes”—intervals or traces of absence—in Morris’s pieces as more 

structurally significant than the physical forms themselves. This emphasis is decisive, for it rejects 

the traditional form–content dualism, advancing instead a perspective in which empty space is 

recognized as structural and therefore as meaningful as visible geometric forms. Sarduy’s later 

account thus shifts from his earlier focus on the cube’s closure to the centrality of the interval, the 

void, and absence. His reinterpretation demonstrates a more defined critical approach to 

Minimalism, moving from the analysis of internal enclosure to the recognition of absence and void 

as structural principles within sequential and repetitive patterns. This critical turn is mirrored in 

Sarduy’s own artistic practice. A series of six earlier paintings reveals his Neo-Baroque 

intervention in dialogue with Minimalism and its Others: abstract artists as well as cultural, 

symbolic, linguistic, and material elements—color, texture, and traces of an expressionist legacy 

relegated to the margins. Taken together, Sarduy’s early works articulate a solution to the problem 

of depth without illusion, where the grid and chromatic saturation bind surface and support into a 

sensuous field. This resolution, however, does not close the problem of painting; rather, it displaces 

it. Sarduy’s encounter with Minimalism shifts the question from surface toward structure itself—

specifically, toward how the stable unit of modern abstraction generates, conceals, or disavows the 

void that conditions it. In this sense, his reinterpretation of Minimalism marks a decisive turn from 

 
123 Sarduy, “Focus imaginaire,” 8–9. 
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the analysis of internal enclosure to the recognition of interval, absence, and void as structural 

principles, a shift that sets the terms for a series of paintings that follow. 

Neo-Baroque Paintings  

A later series that I call the Neo-Baroque paintings develops these concerns through 

seriality and a system of correspondences, activating a dynamic relation between the perceptual 

and conceptual elements that structure painting. Here Sarduy engages the tradition of abstract art 

while simultaneously offering a counter-reading of Minimalism’s investment in structure and 

surface. With the problem of interval or fringe now foregrounded, this series offers a more direct 

engagement with a concern central to Sarduy’s thought: how the body, long excluded from modern 

abstraction, might function not as expression or figuration but as a structural principle. The 

interplay between internal structure and void is reexamined in a set of six paintings characterized 

by varied combinations of framing shapes, painterly textures, and symbolic ideograms on an 

almost entirely monochromatic red surface. Building on Minimalism’s deployment of sequence, 

the series establishes a system of correspondences among framing, surface, and color in which the 

interval becomes structurally operative. Red, itself a closed internal unit, functions as a binding 

agent between void and structure, as the color associated with the longest wavelengths of visible 

light, approximately 620 to 750 nanometers. Positioned at the limit of visibility, red marks the 

threshold where surface begins to suggest depth and material presence exceeds what can be 

optically apprehended. This apparent telos of the chromatic unit is disrupted when, at the center of 

the rectangular canvas covered in red paint, a textured red circle surfaces, almost indistinguishable 

from the surrounding field. The circle, whose circumference is measured by the infinite number π 

and traditionally symbolizes the abode, the cosmos, or the heavens, introduces a second order of 

structural instability and produces a new surfacing plane. This system of correspondences between 
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color, surface, texture, and frame produces a series of optical effects and symbolic relations that 

reveal the interdependence of interval and totality. 

The series unfolds as a sequence of units linked through the same primary elements of the 

material and structural support of painting. In each, the red paint that covers the canvas and the 

edges that frame the picture engage in a play of correspondences, where each element generates 

an effect that is destabilized by another. The interplay among all the elements organizes the 

sequence itself, and each painting appears as the inverse of another. The frame, as a device of 

enclosure, contains and delimits the canvas, which is coated with layers of red paint that in turn 

conceal the red texture of a circle. The tension between the red that evenly covers the flat surface 

of the canvas and the texture of the circle—which at times becomes imperceptible—opens a new 

textural plane within the spatial plane of the frame. This dynamic is repeated in multiple variations. 

The two geometric forms—the stable structure of the square and the infinite one of the circles—

also function as ideograms, inviting interpretation as plastic and symbolic codes contained one 

within the other. This sequence of six paintings can be divided into two groups of three, each 

presenting the same elements and the same optical dynamic between frame, flat surface, color, and 

texture. In one group, the starting point is the perceptual field of red saturating the canvas and the 

texture surfacing from beneath, contained within the rectangular frame. The other unfolds a 

conceptual field in which the ideogram reiterates the structure of the frame that holds both the 

spatial plane of the canvas and the texture of the inner imperceptible circle. 

In the first group of three paintings, the perceptual field organizes the pictorial space. The 

red ground covering the flat surface conceals the empty canvas, which is both contained and 

delimited by the frame. A circle, almost imperceptible, emerges as a texture upon the red ground. 
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In one instance, the circle occupies the middle ground, while in another it is smaller and positioned 

toward the upper plane, suggesting a movement from one level of space to another. In both cases, 

the texture of the circle—its relief endowing it with a quality distinct from the flatness of the 

canvas—interrupts the spatial illusion of the planes. The second group explores the conceptual 

field structured by the frame and by symbolic inscription, beginning with the ideogram as a 

linguistic unit that circumscribes the spatial plane of the painting. Insofar as it contains and 

organizes perspective from the frontal plane, the ideogram functions as a closed symbolic unit that 

can nonetheless be reordered. Rectangular and circular shapes at the center of the composition are 

outlined in white and underscored by a pattern of green, black, and white stripes resembling Morse 

code. 

Within the first group, each painting develops the relation between red ground, circle, and 

frame through variations of position and chromatic tension. In Rouge deux barres vertes latérales 

(Red with Two Green Lateral Bars), the interaction of complementary colors red and green 

reinforces the interdependence of structure and void: the lateral green bands compress the red 

pictorial field, which now appears as a red band framed by green (Fig. 27). The circle that emerges 

from the red is further accentuated below by two short, nearly imperceptible red bars, forming a 

symbolic unit, a code or ideogram. In Rouge avec cercle rouge et inscrit (Red with Red Circle and 

Inscription), the circle on the red ground is anchored by a single green bar at the bottom, while a 

short black bar in the lower right corner takes on the appearance of a seal or signature (Fig. 28). In 

Rouge avec une barre verte en bas (Red with Green Bar at the Bottom), the geometric shapes and 

colors of the preceding works overlap at the lower edge of the canvas, as if spilling beyond the 

frame through a superposition of compressed elements (Fig. 29). This layering disrupts the vertical 

plane of physical space—where bar and circle function symbolically as Earth and Sky—and 
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reconfigures it as a horizontal vision, where Earth and Sky are superimposed upon the red ground, 

now delimited by a horizontal white bar. Like the bare fabric of the canvas, this bar acts as a 

structural void that situates forms on a plane. 

The second group reprises this dynamic at the level of inscription and ideogram. In Rond 

rouge, sur barre verte (Red Circle on Green Bar) and Carré-rouge, sur barre verte (Red Square 

on Green Bar), the same configuration from the first group reappears, but with a crucial shift (Figs. 

30—31). Instead of the nearly imperceptible texture that once distinguished the forms from the red 

gound, here the geometric shapes are colored, set apart from the surface yet enclosing an orange 

nearly indistinguishable from the surrounding red. This new chromatic unit contains a circle that 

is, once again, almost imperceptible. Once more, the sequence unfolds as a succession of opposing 

elements in relation, where boundary and void mutually generate one another. The third painting 

in this set, Blanc [White], marks a limit point where the conceptual field of the ideogram meets the 

perceptual field of the void (Fig. 32). Distinguished by its white ground, it superimposes geometric 

shapes and colors into a new ideogram in which the symbolic relation between Earth and Sky 

corresponds to a horizontal, non-hierarchical plane of accumulation. White, as a void that enables 

forms and colors to be delineated and defined, shares its quality with both canvas and sheet of 

paper, with any surface of inscription. A relief of painted texture traverses and destabilizes the 

ideogram, transforming the void of white into a space without telos, where conceptual and 

perceptual fields interact and unsettle one another. The materiality of white paint upon the flat 

surface containing the ideogram renders the void its double—an artificiality that destabilizes and 

overtakes the perceptual space of the closed unity of meaning. 

With these paintings, Sarduy establishes a relational model that does not seek simply to 

integrate and fuse opposite fields of differentiation that emerged within Modernism but rather 
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demonstrates how each structures the other. The square that frames and delimits contains the circle, 

which empties and destabilizes, and in turn appears as a texture that emerges from within the flat 

and homogeneous red ground covering the canvas. The circle invokes the void of the homogeneous 

surface, yet its underlying texture within the red arises as a destabilizing element, since it opens 

another spatial plane. In this sense, the series displays the set of opposites that had fueled 

modernism, but rather than reconciling them in a unifying and totalizing hybridity, it stages the 

continuous emergence of what is a marginal undercurrent of the structural stable unit. What results 

is not indeterminacy as a collapse of meaning, but a structured field of tensions in which relation, 

rather than synthesis or negation, drives the work’s intelligibility. All elements participate in this 

game. The various textural and illusionistic planes formed on the surface of the canvas conform 

the ideogram, which is itself foldable within the always already empty space of the canvas. The 

sequence’s accumulation of primary plastic elements unfolds through the continuous dislocation 

of elements by their outside. Thus, the Neo-Baroque paintings operate as a double of the Baroque. 

Instead of advancing the proliferation of horror vacui they conjure a new horizon of emptying. 

Unlike North American Minimalism and Brazilian Neo-concretism, which stage the relation 

between object and body through symbolic inversions of the painting’s basic terms—square/circle, 

white/black, contained/exposed—Sarduy’s paintings insist that exclusion is structural: the 

“outside” is already internal, as the void or fringe that conditions and destabilizes every unity. 

In Sarduy’s paintings, elements that appear opposed or distinct constitute the support of 

one another, revealing a relational logic in which no form exists without its opposite. Color—and 

decisively red—emerges as the fundamental element that articulates this relation between structure 

and void: at once destabilizing and binding, it simultaneously embodies formal closure and an 

opening toward the indeterminate. These works thus establish a dialogue with Bell’s cubes and 
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Morris’s fiberglass sculptures, where the chromatic unity of the cube’s primary geometric unit is 

structured from zero or the void, the absence of color that plexiglass also embodies. The Neo-

Baroque paintings, excessively saturated with red and organized within a symbolic order, make 

color the plastic and symbolic principle capable of becoming either void or closed structure, insofar 

as it saturates and assumes the form of its support. The resemblance these paintings share with 

Tibetan thangka paintings—particularly in the use of red and symbolic structure—points to 

religious art as one of the outsiders of abstract art. In these paintings, the geometric proportions 

and diagrams that structure the image of the Buddha function simultaneously as material support 

and as emanation of his body.124 Lastly, the spatial instability implied by the collapse of 

perspectival and horizontal arrangements of forms recalls the scenography of the universe in 

Baroque astronomical charts, situating the Neo-Baroque within the same space that science, art, 

and religion have ontologically shared. 

If Sarduy’s Neo-Baroque paintings reinterpret Minimalism by revealing how color 

structures and destabilizes the stable geometric unit through its surrounding void and outside, they 

must also be situated alongside artists such as Zilia Sánchez and Luis Feito, whose work Sarduy 

engaged closely through his criticism. Read in this context, his intervention forms part of a broader 

transnational critique of modernist abstraction and its politics of exclusion. The artistic dialogue 

that unfolded demonstrates that these were not exceptional instances but rather part of a shared 

mode of practice that unfolded through connections and digressions with the strict syntax of 

Minimalism. In this light, Sarduy’s intervention is not anomalous but belongs to a collective 

horizon of experimentation that challenged Minimalism’s rigidity and opened it to other symbolic 

 
124 David and Janice Jackson, Tibetan Thangka Painting: Methods and Materials (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion 
Publications, 1984), 51. 
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and perceptual registers. In 1970, Sarduy once again wrote about Minimalism, arguing that by 

abolishing illusionistic space it revealed the support—the body of the artwork—that had 

previously remained concealed. However, its relapse into objecthood as a conceptual category 

overlooked the multiple relations at play between conceptual and perceptual fields by “ostensibly 

renouncing eroticism.”125  

This was, for Sarduy, the fundamental difference between the work of North American 

minimalist artists and the “erotic topologies” of Cuban painter Zilia Sánchez. Sarduy’s contribution 

to the catalogue of the exhibition Estructuras en secuencia (Structures in Sequence) held in 1970 

at the Museo Universidad de Puerto Rico extended a prior engagement with Sánchez’s work, 

nearly two decades earlier in Havana (Fig. 33).126 Here, Sarduy notes that Sánchez had transitioned 

from an informalist phase to one in which “the ink contours that organize the frame-object are her 

only subject.”127 After her contact with Minimal Art, Sánchez returned to the geometric language 

of her 1950s period as a member of the Concrete Art movement in Havana. Yet Sánchez found 

New York’s artistic environment hermetic and restrictive. By delineating the underlying structure 

of the canvas, she revealed its reverse as another constitutive void outside of the painting. This 

empty space and concealed structure that emerges in her canvases took shape through the theatrical 

scenography she designed for a stage production of Antigone in New York, where her panels 

resembled the wings that delimit the margins of the stage—rectangular curtains or panels that, 

from the outside, frame the scene of representation. In his own text, Sarduy points out the prejudice 

minimalist art held against any supposed external element. In particular, he calls attention to the 

 
125 Severo Sarduy contributed the text “Las topologías eróticas de Zilia Sánchez” (The Erotic Topologies of Zilia 
Sánchez) to the catalog of the exhibition Estructuras en secuencia, held in September 1970 at the Museo 
Universidad de Puerto Rico. 
126 Sarduy, “Las topologías eróticas.” 
127 Ibid. 



 88 

sensorial and tactile qualities of the support, which Minimal Art rejected in order not to corrupt it 

and “deliver it to context.” The comparison he establishes between Sánchez’s “erotic topologies” 

and minimalism yields both productive gains—such as the escape from illusionistic space—and a 

space beyond. The eroticism implicit in Sánchez’s shaped canvases stages the relationship between 

fabric and frame as analogous to that between body and mechanical object. Thus, Sánchez’s shaped 

canvases conceptualize the space of representation as already configured from the other side. 

Minimalism’s excessive literalism functioned as an “urban art,” privileging the primary structures 

of the support to stage a homogeneous topography within the literalist space of the city.128 As 

architectural plans structured post-industrial cities into legible surfaces, Minimalism’s insistence 

on transparency limited its perceptual field to “hypergraphic banners and signals.”129 In this 

contrast, Sarduy discerned the possibility of a structural practice that did not exclude the body, but 

folded it into the very structure of support and void. 

Sarduy’s position within the international art scene is most clearly articulated through his 

sustained engagement with artists who combined seemingly opposite aesthetic tendencies, such as 

Spanish abstract painter Luis Feito.130 Belonging to a generation of artists who adopted the 

language of abstraction despite institutional censorship, Feito was a founding member of the 

postwar avant-garde group El Paso in 1958.131 He developed a style first marked by the gestural 

and heavy brushwork of informalist lyricism, but later expanded to include elements of geometric 

abstraction, employing two-panel structures, flattened chromatic fields, and circular motifs. In a 

text about Feito’s work, Sarduy makes note of a recurring element in the painter’s work: a circular 

 
128 Severo Sarduy, “Por un arte urbano,” Mundo Nuevo (Paris), no. 25 (1968): 81–83. 
129 Sarduy, “Por un arte urbano,” 82. 
130 Luis Feito (1929–2021) was a Spanish painter influenced by Cubism and Informalism. He studied at the San 
Fernando School of Fine Arts and moved to Paris in 1956. Although he lived abroad for most of his life, he is 
considered part of the Spanish avant-garde of the 1950s and 1960s. 
131 Catálogo, Museo de Arte Abstracto Español (Cuenca: Fundación Juan March, 2016). 
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and textural tache that, over the years, became increasingly defined and insistent (Fig. 34). Sarduy 

calls it “the Sun of the hand,” “the circle that can be drawn with the body’s limbs, a gesture-object, 

pure referent: neither sign, nor symbol, nor icon.”132 Sarduy describes a painting composed of two 

panels that together form a single surface. The work, he writes, contains two registers—one 

celestial and one terrestrial—yet only a single reading. True to his habit of coining neologisms to 

describe the unique aesthetic operation at play, Sarduy uses the term “stereo-morphy,” in reference 

to the two-channel radio system. The double register collides on the canvas surface, and “the Sun 

of the hand” cannot be reduced to a fusion of opposites.  

In Feito’s work, as in Sarduy’s own painting, the collision of registers resists resolution 

into synthesis, opening instead a space of relational tension. The similarities with Sarduy’s Neo-

Baroque painting, particularly the interplay between color, texture, and geometric shapes, reveal 

the stimulating and enriching nature of their artistic dialogue (Fig. 35). Here, too, a juxtaposition 

of plastic elements binds Earth and Sky, and the gesture-object emerges as a body traversing the 

void between two channels, two separate units Feito’s collapse of spatial illusionism resists a 

relapse into a strictly graphic literalism, while configuring a space in the margins of modernist 

dialectics where color structures and closes the gap between the oppositions. Feito’s work can be 

inscribed in a liminal zone or fringe where color and texture open and connect the unit of the 

canvas to its sequential excess. In this sense, his thick geometric impasto lines and circles envision 

a relational space, visually and metaphorically, where ideal forms and painterly gesture support 

each other.  

 
132 Severo Sarduy, “La pintura de Feito. El sol en la mano,” Plural (Mexico), no. 18 (March 1973): 41. 
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From his early writings, Sarduy conceded to abstract art a critical potential, capable of 

operating across multiple registers, linking spaces, aesthetic traditions, and forms of knowledge. 

The attack on abstraction by nationalist ideologies had similar consequences in different contexts. 

Whereas in the post-revolutionary Cuba of the 1970s, abstract art was exiled from the artistic 

scene, in Franco’s Spain it had been censored and alienated. This marginal position, consequently, 

turned it into the de facto international artistic trend, a generative common language for artists 

marginalized by nationalist and repressive regimes, whose work resisted accommodation within 

established currents. Both the work of Sánchez and that of Feito incorporated elements that, since 

modernism, had been considered opposites. For Sarduy, these artists embodied the kind of critical 

intervention that he himself would insert into the center of Minimal Art: an insistence on the body 

as a structuring element—an analogue to the support—historically excluded and obliterated by the 

spatial illusion that had dominated Western art. Minimal Art had succeeded in stripping away 

illusionism to reveal the support, yet its emphasis on the stable, transparent, and closed unit, 

structured from within, only reinforced its own contradiction through the binding presence of its 

empty exterior. Against this closure, Sarduy’s intervention foregrounded texture and color as 

analogues of the body. Unstable, excessive, and relational, the body emerged as the structuring 

void from which Minimalism’s pure primary units arose. 

In a diptych from 1975, Sarduy explores color relationally, particularly as a unit of 

differentiation, a texture, and a homogeneous void (Figs. 36–37). Each panel consists of a 

rectangular canvas divided into two equal squares: one juxtaposes the contrasting colors red and 

green, the other pairs the analogous colors green and blue. The framed unit is internally multiplied, 

reiterating its stable order through repetition. Red and green, as complementary opposites, generate 

chromatic tension; rather than blending harmoniously, they intensify one another’s presence 
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through contrast. By contrast, blue and green, linked by proximity on the spectrum, produce a 

quieter modulation that releases that tension. What emerges is not merely a system of 

correspondences, but a structuring absence within the chromatic sequence. A transversal white 

linear pattern superimposed across the surface progressively—or retrogressively—splits, 

fragments, and reconstitutes itself, alternately opening and closing the field. Each panel contains 

one of the three primary colors: red in one, blue in the other. The green square, functioning as a 

hinge between the two panels, signals the simultaneous presence and absence of yellow, which it 

contains yet does not display. A soft graphic pattern traverses the “stereomorphic” homogeneous 

space, a term Sarduy himself employed in his analysis of Feito, bifurcating along a curve and 

transforming the white square into texture while opening a void that binds the divided forms. This 

splitting texture operates simultaneously as unit and void, much like the absent yellow embedded 

within green. Although rarely discussed, these paintings consolidated Sarduy’s critical position 

within the international artistic field through a sustained dialogue with his contemporaries. 

The paintings from this period define the critical operation of Sarduy’s Neo-Baroque as the 

continuous reconfiguration of structure and void through color, transforming geometric order into 

a relational field grounded in excess rather than stability. This reconfiguration of geometric order 

marks the point at which Sarduy’s interest in geometry extends beyond the question of the medium, 

situating it within the scientific paradigms of the twentieth century and the modes of vision linked 

to models of power and order. While Sarduy was not alone in articulating a connection between 

scientific and visual culture—indeed, his work resonates with a broader artistic concern shaped by 

the Space Race, astronomical theory, and new images of the cosmos—his intervention is 

distinctive in showing how artistic and scientific debates collide and intervene in one another 

through image and language, in a manner analogous to the entanglement of science and visual 
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culture in the Baroque. From this realization, his Neo-Baroque emerges as a critical operation 

distinct from Lezama Lima’s formulation yet fundamentally connected to it through a shared 

destabilization of ontological and epistemic orders. In this destabilization, time and space fracture 

the conditions that make discrete fields of knowledge and representation appear stable. 

Big Bang and Steady State 

In the final section of this chapter, visual poetry becomes the site where Sarduy’s Neo-

Baroque theory most explicitly engages the optics of modern cosmology and the plastic language 

of abstract art, particularly through the tensions between form and color, and structure and texture. 

From this point of convergence, the Neo-Baroque dialectic of structure and excess opens onto a 

broader inquiry into geometry as a model of vision and order across artistic and scientific 

discourse. In Sarduy’s work, geometry no longer functions solely as a formal or compositional 

device, but as an epistemological framework through which relations between image, language, 

and knowledge are simultaneously organized and destabilized. Against philosophical traditions 

that privilege logos as the primary site of meaning—as articulated most explicitly in Heidegger’s 

account of Being as disclosed through language—this shift situates Sarduy’s Neo-Baroque beyond 

the question of medium specificity, aligning geometry with twentieth-century scientific paradigms 

and with modes of vision historically linked to models of power and order.133  

The 1970s marked a highly prolific period in Sarduy’s intellectual and artistic production, 

during which his Neo-Baroque project consolidated across novels, essays, visual poetry, and a 

series of paintings produced around the same time. This expansion unfolded within a broader 

cultural context in which artists and intellectuals were increasingly drawn to cosmology, 

 
133 A. O. Karamercan, “Heidegger’s Question of Being: The Unity of Topos and Logos,” Sophia 62 (2023): 309–25. 
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cybernetics, and new scientific models of space and time. The Space Race, astronomical theory, 

and emerging technologies of visualization provided powerful conceptual structures for rethinking 

the relation between order and instability, structure and excess. Sarduy was not alone in 

articulating a connection between scientific and visual culture; his work resonates with a wider 

interdisciplinary engagement with perception, mediation, and the instability of reality itself.134 For 

Sarduy, cosmology was not merely a scientific discipline but a mode of knowledge and 

mythmaking that had long shaped human understandings of the universe and humanity’s place 

within it. Across cultures and historical periods, cosmological models established systems of 

correspondence linking earth and sky, body and cosmos, order and ornament. Jacques Merleau-

Ponty’s characterization of modern science as a “rebirth of cosmology” is particularly resonant 

here, foregrounding how twentieth-century physics and astronomy reactivated cosmology as an 

epistemological paradigm rather than a closed explanatory system.135 Sarduy undertook this task 

explicitly in Barroco, where he argued that theories of the universe maintain a direct 

correspondence with systems of belief, historical formations, and political as well as aesthetic 

structures.136  

In his revision of the Baroque, Sarduy situates the coexistence of astronomical models as 

the emergence of both a stable cosmological order and a destabilizing force that appears 

simultaneously within it. Copernicus’s heliocentric model proposed a universe organized around 

centrality, harmony, and circular perfection, while Kepler’s discovery of elliptical orbits 

 
134 Among the scientific and epistemological works referenced throughout Sarduy’s writings are Hubert Reeves, The 
Hour of Our Delight: Cosmic Evolution, Order, and Complexity (New York: W. H. Freeman, 1991); Michael T. 
Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity: A Particular History of the Senses (New York: Routledge, 1993); and Paul 
Watzlawick, How Real Is Real? Confusion, Disinformation, Communication (New York: Random House, 1976). 
135 Jacques Merleau-Ponty and Bruno Morando, The Rebirth of Cosmology, 1st American ed. (New York: Knopf, 
1976). 
136 Sarduy, Barroco. 
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introduced eccentricity, displacement, and imbalance at the very core of cosmic order.137 Sarduy 

reads Baroque excess in this same key: not as an opposition to order, but as a force that emerges 

at its margins, destabilizing from within through artifice, proliferation, and ornament. This 

cosmological paradigm reappears in modern science through the competing models of the Big 

Bang and the Steady State. The Big Bang theory announced a universe expanding and dispersed 

from an originating void, while the Steady State theory assured the permanence of cosmic order 

despite change. Placed side by side, these models repeat the same dialectical tension observed in 

the Baroque between order and excess, stability and disruption. The coexistence of a stable matrix 

and a destabilizing force thus becomes the basis of Sarduy’s Neo-Baroque theory. It is not to be 

mistaken for an aesthetic or a style but understood as an operation in which stable and destabilizing 

elements constitute the scene of representation, while revealing its artificiality.  

In a text Sarduy contributed to the Paris Biennial in 1977, introducing a group of Latin 

American artists to the fair, he described Latin America as having a “neo-baroque manifestation.” 

There he deliberately avoided defining it as an aesthetic directed toward a specific political or 

social context. Instead, he argues that it “does not refer to an essence, but rather to an operative 

function, to a brush stroke. It does not stop making folds.”138 In this sense, the Neo-Baroque 

manifests itself most explicitly in the dynamic relation between plastic elements and scientific 

discourse, revealing how any system of belief or thought contains—or is itself produced through—

a destabilizing force that remains folded within it, latent yet operative. It is within this 

 
137 Copernicus retained circular planetary orbits within a heliocentric system, preserving classical ideals of harmony 
and geometric perfection. Kepler, in Astronomia nova (1609), replaced circular motion with elliptical orbits 
governed by mathematical laws, introducing orbital eccentricity into the structure of celestial order. 
138 This discussion draws on the Spanish version, “Barroco furioso,” La Nación (Argentina), April 12, 1981, while 
situating the text within Sarduy’s intervention in the Paris Biennale (1977), where it appeared as “An Angry 
Baroque.” 
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epistemological framework that Sarduy’s visual poems take shape: the tension between scientific 

imagery and the graphic and material qualities of the text conforms a critical field in which multiple 

readings collide. 

In Big Bang the visual arrangement of the poetic text is structured around geometric forms 

whose directional logic is, in turn, destabilized by textural and color qualities. Two poems in Big 

Bang are visually arranged in the black shapes of a circle and a spiral. Yet, as in astronomical 

images, the isotropic quality of cosmic space—its relative uniformity in every direction—

destabilizes a linear and directional reading of the poem. Moreover, although the poems take on 

different shapes, they are organized according to the same relational structure, where color and 

texture provide a counter-structure to the shape’s circular direction. This is evident in “Como una 

piedra negra” (Like a Black Stone), where the words form a circle of horizontal lines (Fig. 38). 

The lines of black text make the circle appear as a blurred or diffused shape across the white 

surface of the paper. The circular form of the poem suggests a circular reading, but the material 

and sensorial connections established by the words destabilize any directional reading, opening 

the poem to a constitutive instability. 

Another poem titled “Espiral Negra” (Black Spiral), has the oval shape of an elliptical 

spiral. This poem displays the same formal play, where material and sensorial linkages disrupt a 

linear and progressive spatial-temporal order (Fig. 39). In his formulation of a Neo-Baroque 

cultural critique, Sarduy proposes a formalist reading of abstract art in the Americas as a 

culminating point in the Afro-diasporic transatlantic experience. The spiral reading moves outward 

from an empty black center and follows a path that culminates in Mondrian dancing Boogie 

Woogie. Yet the material and sensorial links established among the poem’s textural black lines 
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destabilize the concentric spatial motion of the spiral. With this, the poem opens itself to a 

multiplicity of readings. Mondrian dancing Boogie Woogie is at once a culminating point or a 

“triumph”—as the title of his final painting suggests—and an aesthetic journey toward blackness. 

The irony is that even the most outward point in the poem, which marks a peak moment in the 

Afro-diasporic experience when Black music attained maximum popularity and acceptance among 

white audiences, remains relative to the black center. The possibility of a seemingly random 

movement from one line of the poem to another does not alter its internal structure. This shifting 

within the homogeneous topos of Afro-diasporic music and culture renders the poem a relative 

space without a center—or rather, it is the semantic void, yet materially indelible “black center” 

that functions as the structural anchoring of the spiral’s centrifugal and centripetal motion. 

Structured by the inscriptional quality of black over the void of white, the tautological sign and 

pure register trigger a proliferation of spatial and temporal discontinuities. 

Steady State, published originally in the second and third issues of the Canarian magazine 

Blanco in 1980, occupies a distinctive and somewhat anomalous position within Sarduy’s body of 

work. While it remains deeply connected to the theoretical and plastic explorations that unfold 

across his paintings, essays, and visual poetry, Steady State is unique in its exclusive focus on 

astronomical imagery and on the poetic intervention of the scientific image-text itself. Unlike 

earlier collaborations—such as his work with Ramón Alejandro, where graphic and diagrammatic 

elements already appear alongside poetic language—Steady State dispenses with heterogeneous 

visual registers and centers entirely on the visual apparatus of modern astronomy. This narrowing 

of focus marks a shift in emphasis. Whereas Big Bang mobilizes poetic and graphic strategies to 

unsettle the visual regime through which scientific theories are rendered legible, thereby 

destabilizing the poem’s own graphic and textual organization, Steady State turns directly to 
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diagrams, charts, and explanatory images drawn from contemporary astrophysics, treating them as 

optical and material artifacts as well as epistemological objects. In doing so, Sarduy intensifies the 

Neo-Baroque operation developed throughout all his work, isolating scientific visualization as a 

privileged site where geometry, language, and knowledge converge and where their limits become 

visible.  

The small volume consists of six astronomical images accompanied by descriptive texts 

that initially adopt the tone and authority of scientific discourse, only to be progressively 

destabilized through poetic interruption and conceptual displacement.139 Scientific imagery is thus 

not simply appropriated, but actively intervened in, reconfiguring astronomical space as an 

anthropocentric and logocentric void. The images reproduced in Steady State include black-and-

white views of cosmic phenomena such as star clusters, galaxies, and a black hole, often 

accompanied by measurement charts and rectilinear grids that resemble scientific dossiers. These 

visual elements invoke the authority of scientific visualization, yet their juxtaposition with abstract 

forms produces a tension between systems of ordering—what Sarduy elsewhere calls “the raft of 

doctrine”—and the isotropic nature of cosmic space, where distances and positions are always 

relative. Scientific description thus becomes unstable, opening onto poetic and critical registers. 

This tension is clearly presented in one image depicting a spiral galaxy rendered as an 

indistinct white smudge against a dark field, over which a grid of rectangular units traces a linear 

sequence of black dots (Fig. 40). The grid, superimposed upon the blurred form, seeks to order 

and render legible what remains visually indeterminate. Rather than clarifying the image, however, 

the diagram intensifies its ambiguity: the geometric structure meant to guarantee knowledge 

 
139 Severo Sarduy, “Steady State,” in Severo Sarduy, Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía (Madrid: Museo 
Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, 1998.) 57-64. 
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exposes instead the limits of visual and conceptual mastery. Logos and topos collide, and the grid 

becomes less a tool of explanation than a sign of epistemological desire. This collision does not 

unfold solemnly; it carries a subtle irony, as the apparatus of scientific certainty becomes faintly 

theatrical in its attempt to master what resists capture. In this image, Sarduy stages a confrontation 

between diagrammatic reason and the opacity of the image. The galaxy appears not as an object 

fully available to vision, but as a residue that resists capture, a form that persists beyond 

measurement. Its blurred whiteness, rather than illuminating cosmic order, registers as a material 

excess that exceeds the grid’s attempt at containment. The poetic intervention into the scientific 

text suggests that the pursuit of order leads not to certainty but to displacement—what Sarduy 

describes as “the wisdom that leads to the other shore.” Geometry, here, does not dissolve into 

chaos; rather, it folds back upon itself, revealing its own artificiality as a mode of knowledge. 

This dynamic extends to the image of the black hole reproduced in Steady State, described 

as a “photographic appearance of a spherical black hole surrounded by a thin accretion disk” (Fig. 

41). Although black holes had long existed as theoretical entities within physics, their visualization 

depended on mathematical calculation and graphic simulation, most notably in Jean-Pierre 

Luminet’s 1979 renderings. Sarduy draws an explicit analogy between this graphic topos and the 

city, another space generated through calculation, abstraction, and symbolic ordering. In both 

cases, the image marks a limit: black within black erases contour and orientation, leaving only a 

halo that signals presence through absence. Cosmic space, like urban space, is thus revealed as a 

constructed field whose apparent order rests on exclusion, opacity, and the limits of language. 

Through Steady State, Sarduy intervenes in scientific visuality by treating diagrams and 

measurements not as transparent representations but as aesthetic forms subject to disruption, 

excess, and poetic transformation. Geometry becomes the site at which scientific and artistic 
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models of vision intersect and fail, confirming the Neo-Baroque not as a style but as a critical 

operation that exposes how systems of knowledge are sustained by the very instability they seek 

to suppress. 

Considered together, Big Bang and Steady State function not only as individual works but 

as a methodological model through which Sarduy stages the relation between order and its 

constitutive excess. Both Big Bang and Steady State point to the interdependence between the 

stable qualities of form, language, and knowledge, and the destabilizing void and excess that 

structures them from the outside. This methodological operation extends beyond the individual 

works into Sarduy’s broader historical intervention, where the Neo-Baroque and concretude 

emerge as ways of rereading the Latin American and transatlantic avant-gardes. Literary scholar 

Rachel Price has noted how Sarduy’s poetry reworks the sensuous object of Afro-diasporic 

cultures to subvert the concrete Western mathematical object. Indeed, Sarduy’s counter-

concretism disrupts the linear historical trajectory of aesthetic experience through the non-linear 

permutations of concretude. In this sense, Big Bang and Steady State offer a way of unreading 

scientific epistemologies and literary conventions through the destabilizing superpositions of an 

order and its plastic Other. It is also possible to read Big Bang and Steady State as the echo chamber 

of Modernism’s cultural and artistic dispersion against the continuity and legacy of its ordering 

system. It is this double image—where order is constituted by its destabilizing elements—that sets 

the stage for Sarduy’s broader theorization of concretude as a historical and critical category. 

In “Hacia la concretude” (Towards Concretude), Sarduy rethinks Concretism through the 

cultural and racial markers of non-Western culture, especially the Black experience. What emerges 

is not a genealogy of influence in the conventional sense, but a discontinuous field of exchanges 
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through which concretude becomes a critical category for rereading the Latin American and 

transatlantic avant-gardes. Here Sarduy traces what Price recently defines as a “discontinuous 

textual history” of the Latin American aesthetic archive.140 The text begins with a scene in a Paris 

apartment in the 1930s, when, just after dinner, the daughters of Cuban poet Mariano Brull 

enlivened a gathering of Cuban exiles with their nonsensical recitations. For Sarduy, Lezama’s 

Baroque anticipated the sensorial and scattered excesses that would later unfold in Haroldo de 

Campos’s autobiographical novel Galaxias.141 Yet whereas Lezama’s imagery deployed fixity and 

hyperbole, the Brazilian poet privileged mobility, metaphor, and parable. To historicize and define 

Latin American concretism—which would find its fullest expression in the Brazilian Concrete 

poetry movement Noigandres—Sarduy describes the “exchanges” between various registers, from 

the sonic to the graphic, as undoing the “Platonic binarism that binds the word to the idea.” There 

was thus both correspondence and divergence between the shifting sign of Lezama’s Baroque 

excess and de Campos’s scattering and dispersion of signs as an explosion across the page. Each 

author coexists within the dynamic simultaneity of Big Bang and Steady State, so that instead of 

proposing a genealogy, Sarduy presents a playful exchange between authors, places, and sensorial 

registers that informs the counter-concretist text.142 

 
140 A version of this text first appeared in French as “Vers la concrétude,” América Latina, Cahiers Confrontations, 
no. 5 (1981): 53–60. The English version cited here, “Towards Concreteness,” was later published in Latin American 
Literary Review, no. 14 (Pittsburgh, 1986): 61–69. 
141 Haroldo de Campos’s experimental novel Galáxias was first published in 1984, long after the most active period 
of the Noigandres group (1952–late 1960s). While Noigandres—founded by Haroldo and Augusto de Campos 
together with Décio Pignatari—was central to launching the Brazilian Concrete Poetry movement, Galáxias extends 
many of its linguistic and formal experiments into prose. 
142 Concretism, or Concrete art, originated in Europe in the 1930s with Theo van Doesburg’s 1930 “Manifesto of 
Concrete Art” and was later developed by artists such as Max Bill. It emphasized pure geometric abstraction, formal 
clarity, and autonomy of the artwork, rejecting representation. In Latin America, particularly in Brazil, it was 
adapted and expanded in the 1950s by the Noigandres group (Haroldo and Augusto de Campos, Décio Pignatari), 
who applied its principles to poetry, exploring the materiality of language and its visual-spatial dimension. 



 101 

In all cases, it was the open sensorium of literature’s Others that characterized the concretist 

turn in Latin America. Here, the term concretist refers not simply to literary or material directness, 

but to the historical framework of the Concrete art movement, with its emphasis on structure, 

formal autonomy, and the materiality of language. De Campos’s own articulation of the shifting 

sign—from object to subject, and from language to the senses—would not have been possible 

without the connections Noigandres maintained with Concretism, Brull with music, and Lezama 

with painting. Sarduy’s own configuration of a Latin American concretist constellation 

underscores how literary experimentation was fueled by the limits of language, conceived as the 

topos of an ornamental void that carries it forward. This is at play even in the linguistic shift Sarduy 

performs by transforming concretism into concretude, a mutation that does not erase but preserves 

its referents—in this case, European Concretism and Negritude. Sarduy’s reading underscores the 

centrality of a critical exchange that binds Latin American and European avant-gardes, particularly 

through the influence of Black experience and avant-garde Black movements. 

Sarduy’s rereading of European Concretism in relation to Latin American Concretism does 

not seek to establish a simple juxtaposition of opposing extremes, but rather to open critical zones 

of relation that make it possible to rethink historical processes without relapsing into a linear and 

hierarchical narration. In his comparative study of the works of José Lezama Lima and the Irish 

writer James Joyce, literary scholar César Salgado observes that European Modernism and the 

Latin American Neo-Baroque project share the same critical operations and formal strategies, 

revealing strikingly similar approaches to language.143 For example, neologisms are of particular 

importance in the critical interventions of both authors, but it is the idea of “mirroring” that most 

 
143 César Augusto Salgado, From Modernism to Neobaroque: Joyce and Lezama Lima, Bucknell Studies in Latin 
American Literature and Theory (Lewisburg, PA: Bucknell University Press, 2001). 
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clearly defines the relationship of influence traced by Salgado as a dissolution of categorical 

hierarchies and teleological narratives.144 The baroque strategy of mirroring is central in Sarduy’s 

work, where notions of influence, authorship, and originality are simultaneously sustained and 

disrupted. The instability produced by juxtapositions and superpositions gives rise to a new 

unstable order where writing and reading participate in the same critical operation through endless 

inversions.145 

Ultimately, Sarduy’s intervention must be read as internal to the postwar avant-garde, 

where his Neo-Baroque image-text engages in dialogue with contemporary literary theory, visual 

art, and critical practice. Sarduy’s participation in the cross-readings that defined the avant-garde 

character of the post-structuralist scene exceeded the passive notion of intellectual exchange to 

become a critical practice in which interpretive play unfolded as an erotic of textual superposition. 

These mediations were the cohesive force behind the long friendship between Sarduy and the 

French critic Roland Barthes, whose innovative reversal of the hierarchy between writer and reader 

had transformed the course of literary and artistic practices within international circuits.146 

Barthes’s influence on Sarduy’s work has been widely acknowledged. What remains unexplored 

are the ways in which Sarduy’s cross-dressing between painting and writing provided an open 

space for Barthes’s textual striptease. In The Pleasure of the Text, Barthes describes Sarduy’s novel 

Cobra as “a marbled, iridescent text.”147 Such is the hypertelic and non-hierarchical field of 

signifiers that unfolds from the novel’s language that Barthes himself cannot help but “love them 

all.” Barthes reads Sarduy’s treatment of language as if it were a painting, in which visual and 

 
144 Salgado, From Modernism to Neobaroque, 27. 
145 Severo Sarduy, Nueva inestabilidad, 1st ed., La Reflexión (Mexico City: Vuelta, 1987). 
146 Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author,” Aspen, no. 5–6 (1967). 
147 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller, 1st American ed. (New York: Hill and Wang, 
1975), 8. 
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sensorial descriptions produce an infinite set of relations that provokes a fall into “éxtasis.” 

Barthes’s homoerotic reading of Sarduy’s text describes both the directional impulse of the logos 

and the jouissance or bliss as a limit or void created by the text. But the trajectory is a productive 

one; even the emptying produced by proliferating excess leaves the body in exile. 

Between 1975 and 1976 Barthes gave Sarduy two watercolors he had made with colored 

ink and nail polish. They combine both a structural homogeneous order and the dispersed energy 

of gestural and spontaneous strokes. Long and irregular drips of color appear at once controlled 

and random, forming an abstract composition that seems to hold together the cosmological theories 

of the Steady State and the Big Bang. The small painting titled Abstract in Green and Orange 

presents a crisscross pattern with no separation between the drips, which remain unmixed, 

indicating a careful and precise application of ink on the paper (Fig. 42). In Abstract in Blue, Red, 

and Yellow, made a year later, the splashes of color are thinner and overlap yet remain separated, 

indicating a more spontaneous application (Fig. 43). In the first, flatness is a stabilizing element 

that holds the colors in place, while the second emphasizes gesture and tool. Taking a lesson from 

Pollock’s all-over drip painting technique, Barthes distributes the drips of color evenly across the 

surface of the paper. The first resembles an expanding weave or a growing fractal pattern. In the 

second, irregular threads of color swirl, leaving diagonal lines across the paper. Barthes seems to 

embrace the Neo-Baroque through his own attempt to invert the balance between stable structure 

and directional plastic gesture. In both watercolors, the ink drips gravitate toward the edges, 

imparting directionality to what might otherwise remain a stabilized dispersion of marks. Barthes’s 

directional impulse—enacted through the controlled propulsion of colored lines beyond the page—

suggests a drive toward the edge and the limit, staging a multidirectional yet stable expansion of 
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painterly lines. This movement reveals not only Sarduy’s influence on Barthes, but also Barthes’s 

own cross-dressing performance of Sarduy’s Neo-Baroque image-text. 

Sarduy’s intervention was not limited to aesthetic, literary, or theoretical registers but 

constituted a fundamentally historical and methodological operation, one that claimed a place 

within a transnational avant-garde being shaped both within and beyond the circuits of Parisian 

intellectual culture. As this chapter has shown, Sarduy’s earliest visual practice is not ancillary to 

his criticism but constitutes its generative matrix. He develops a relational paradigm in which 

structure and void, support and surface, and concept and perception mutually produce one another. 

Sarduy’s early visual work is characterized by an emphasis on the essential elements of painting: 

frame and grid on the one hand, and on the other hand the materiality and texture of color. By 

rendering structure and material presence complementary to one another Sarduy reworks 

modernism’s binaries as relational tension rather than hierarchical partition and sketches the 

principles of his Neo-Baroque project. Lezama Lima’s notion of a hypertelic support proposes a 

relation between elements that exceeds the established dualities of visible and invisible form, 

internal and external space, and saturated and empty surface. In his self-portraits, Sarduy examines 

how painterly and textural quality structure the surface, intertwining what lies outside the 

support—in this case, the artist’s own body—with the formal components of the pictorial medium, 

so that representation emerges as both topographical and topological landscape. 

Later, his rereading of Minimalism through dialogue with artists such as Zilia Sánchez and 

Luis Feito emphasizes the “fringe” or interval as a structural agent, thereby reinstating discarded 

or exiled elements such as color and texture, which structure from the outside and destabilize unity. 

His critical engagement with Minimalism played an important role in his theory of the Neo-
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Baroque, which he defines not as a style but as an operative function that gives rise to new 

interpretive paradigms grounded in juxtapositions—such as those between science and the visual 

arts—and traceable to their shared ontological concerns. Considered together, his paintings, visual 

poems, and writings on art constitute a critique of modernist dialectics in favor of a relational 

model. Sarduy thus emerges as a key interlocutor of the postwar avant-garde, forging a Neo-

Baroque image-text that reclaims the legacy of the Latin American avant-gardes while incisively 

intervening in the international field of contemporary art and theory. 
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Chapter 3. Landscapes and Seascapes (1980-1985) 

 

“The country [Cuba], by curious analogy, is also an archipelago 
and not just an island, although it has never, throughout its history, 

been perceived as such.” 
—Severo Sarduy, “Archipiélago”148 

 
 

Landscape, as both pictorial genre and motif, is a constant in Sarduy’s visual work. This 

chapter is devoted to it. Building on the previous chapter’s argument that the hypertelic image 

organizes a constitutive bond within binary structures, I examine how Sarduy approaches 

landscape painting as an erotic optics structured by desire and loss. Through sustained analysis of 

a group of maritime and coastal views from the early-to-mid 1980s, I argue that landscape becomes 

a topos in which the encounter between East and West is staged not as opposition, but as a relational 

dynamic—an impulse toward the Other whose fulfillment is perpetually deferred. Here, landscape 

emerges as the hypertelic space of embodied vision: a structure of desire that generates both 

emptiness and excess. The following pages show that Sarduy’s intervention does not simply apply 

Lacanian theory but transforms its optics of desire and loss into an erotic dynamic in which the 

body both structures and destabilizes vision. 

Sarduy’s approach to landscape as a pictorial motif draws on José Lezama Lima’s 

philosophical exploration of a baroque nature, shaped by the uncharted linguistic and natural 

environment of the New World, tracing the foundation of the American landscape to the act of 

naming. Lezama envisioned Europe as a dying continent—an exhausted landscape that could bear 

 
148 This discussion draws on the manuscript titled “Archipiélago,” consulted in the Severo Sarduy Papers (Firestone 
Library, Princeton University). A related text, “Cromoterapia,” was later published in *Guadalimar*, no. 140 (1998): 
6–7. 
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no new fruit—while the New World appeared pregnant with images. In “La fundación del paisaje” 

(The Foundation of Landscape), Sarduy defines the American landscape as the ontological site of 

linguistic proliferation, born from the need to name the unknown and the new.149 This teeming 

void, filled with potential and ripe for experimentation, carried within it the modernist trope of 

novelty but also its deception. Founded on an outpouring of things, the American landscape was 

also a messy, indistinguishable mixture. Christopher Columbus’s misrecognition of the Caribbean 

as the Indies inscribed confusion into the American landscape, shaping it through intersecting 

currents of projection and desire. This underflow of historical and symbolic displacements 

generated a destabilizing turbulence: a saturation of signs that imprinted upon the modernist 

landscape a relational optics structured by desire and loss. 

While the theme of loss through parodic play in Sarduy’s critical thought and literary work 

has been examined in the anthology edited by Alicia Rivero-Potter, its role in prompting a 

reinterpretation of the modernist aesthetic archive within the visual arts remains largely 

unexplored.150 Literary critic Juan Carlos Quintero Herencia has recently undertaken a rereading 

of texts in which Lezama’s New World landscape is recast as an “archipelagic effect.” This 

alternative approach to the Caribbean literary and aesthetic archive moves beyond the functional 

tropes of insularity, privileging instead an interpretive practice that foregrounds the relational 

dynamics of undercurrents and flows.151 Quintero’s return to the poetic images of the insular 

landscape helps situate Sarduy’s visual work within a critical tradition in which landscape emerges 

as a relational space, where tensions between interior and exterior are staged. Whereas Lezama’s 

 
149 Severo Sarduy, “La fundación del paisaje,” La Nación, April 1, 1984. 
150 Alicia Rivero-Potter, ed., Between the Self and the Void: Essays in Honor of Severo Sarduy (Lanham, MD: 
Society of Spanish and American Studies, 1998). 
151 Juan Carlos Quintero Herencia, La hoja de mar (:) Efecto archipiélago I (Leiden: Almenara, 2016). 
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Baroque prose generates disorientation through excess, Sarduy turns excess into irony and 

disenchantment. His landscapes operate through spatial illusion and material opacity and 

corrosion, deploying visual juxtapositions and superpositions to organize absence as a doubling of 

plenitude. This shift from Baroque proliferation to Neo-Baroque emptiness and derision structures 

the argument of this chapter and the interpretive arc from a Lacanian scopic drive to a Sarduyan 

embodied erotics. By returning to the modernist genre of landscape, Sarduy reimagines the 

meeting of water and land as a liminal site of cultural crossing. In this space, modernist aesthetics 

becomes an erotic dynamic between surfaces, structured by displacement and loss. 

Sarduy’s relational model is analogous to the phenomenon of the resaca (undertow), which 

Quintero draws from Lezama’s writings. This return current is the flow of water that, after the 

waves break upon the shore, recedes into the sea, generating turbulence that stirs up sediments, 

organic matter, and debris. Although the return current moves outward, the force of the waves 

transports suspended materials inward, leaving seaweed, shells, organisms, and even refuse on the 

beach. This undertow mixes and carries matter from the sea, continuously reshaping and 

nourishing the coast. Sarduy’s extended meditation on landscape reclaims a critical reflection on 

Latin American and Caribbean contexts as spaces defined by circulation, mixture, and 

transformation, whose cultural forms emerge through flux rather than permanence. In his 

paintings, landscape emerges as the ontological site of a limit—of both vision and language—the 

very effect of the undertow that brings forth the residues of those underlying movements oriented 

outward and back again. This operation provokes a new reading of land and seascapes as an 

ordering and destabilizing topos within Modernism. 
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Paysage  

Although Sarduy’s topological and topographic self-portraits already offered a reflection 

on the literalist space of the support in its elliptical relation to the body, landscape emerges as a 

key element in the small abstract acrylics that seemed to pay homage to Monet’s Nymphéas. In 

both this early series and the red paintings, as we have seen, the materiality of color had a 

destabilizing effect on the grid or on the stable structure of the square, suggesting landscape as the 

hypertelic operation among the very elements of nature. The first work to explicitly bear the title 

Paisaje (Landscape), however, is a diptych executed in black ink on paper (Fig. 44). Paisaje 

reprises the same composition of the monochromatic grid paintings, except that here the dyad 

stages a rupture: the geometric grid appears on a diagonal and seems to dissolve into the void of 

the white sheet. The diagonal orientation introduces a separation between the painted black grid 

and the paper’s frame, destabilizing the grid’s fixed optics by detaching it from the frame and 

turning it into an object of perception within a void. If pictorial space is traditionally a flat and 

empty field stabilized by the grid as a technology of fixation, the grid is now altered by the 

emptiness of the sheet. Detached and divergent from the frame, distanced from its stabilizing 

analogue, and modified by the dissolving effect of ink on a white void, the black grid has now 

become an abstract perceptual object. In this early work, the grid’s ordering function persists, but 

it is exceeded by the void that makes it perceptible only as loss and detachment. 

The resemblance to the spectroscopic graph invites us to read the diptych as a configuration 

of landscape through the loss of the structural principles that inform painting: the grid and color 

(Fig. 45). In spectroscopic graphs, the grid records the levels of calcium— a chemical element 

present in human bones—within the cosmic waves. Here, the grid is a means of translation that 

produces a new text: a scientific graph that registers data linking outer space to the human body. 
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On the other hand, the space delimited by the grid and color produces an optics that links the object 

of perception back to the body. Whereas the grid of the spectroscopic graph reveals the presence 

of calcium from our bones in the cosmos, the color grid of the concrete object establishes an optics 

of relation between the work’s support and the body. The diptych thus presents the artificial 

structure that historically orders pictorial space as the product of a destabilizing relation with the 

void. As a system of data organization, the scientific image shares with the color grid the quality 

of being a reading of the universe. A spectroscopic graph, for instance, measures the light and 

radiation of distant objects, revealing their composition, movement, and even their history. In this 

context, the grid enables the measurement of wavelength. Like veins or currents through which 

the cosmos pulses, these wavelengths are immaterial and yet profoundly materializing. The color 

grid is, then, a binding system of translation from a void to an optics.  

After this earlier conceptual articulation of landscape, Sarduy engages more fully with its 

traditional pictorial representation. Côte croate / Paysage (Croatian Coast / Landscape) is 

composed through the assembly of elements that seek to capture what is most distinctive about a 

territory (Fig. 46). The pared-down components of the composition evoke the generic images 

familiar from postcards and tourist brochures that showcase natural landmarks. This conventional 

view of a European coastal landscape highlights its principal topographic features: the mountain 

ranges that run along the Adriatic coast, ending where the plains meet the adjacent islands, 

configuring the archipelagic territory as both a meeting place and a passageway. A palette of 

browns and oranges colors a chain of mountains stretching across the middle ground, their 

interlacing edges dipping and dissolving into the horizon. Flecks of black, green, and red punctuate 

the land, adding texture that stands out against a cloudless sky suffused with soft blues fading 

seamlessly into luminous ivory white. Thin, unblended brushstrokes give the lake texture and 
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depth, while a wash of white introduces transparency to an otherwise opaque surface. Rising above 

it all, the mountains overshadow a small cluster of white and gray buildings topped with crosses—

perhaps an abbey or monastery along the shore. In the lower left corner, a textured strip of brown 

and orange earth frames an imaginary glimpse of a distant coast. Here Sarduy’s reflections on 

landscape are articulated through the act of naming and through the unstable relation between place 

and passage. Read through the etymological play of the French paysage—with its echoes of pays 

(country) and passage—the painting configures an image that is at once generic and relational, 

evoking the visual economy of a holiday postcard while constructed through the commingling of 

water, sky, and land in a composition that both flattens and extends pictorial space. 

Sarduy’s simplified view of the Croatian coast reflects the relationship between landscape 

as an act of naming and as a gathering of elements: lowlands, mountains, lakes, and sky converge 

in a continuous line that both defines and dissolves boundaries. Here Sarduy’s reflections on 

landscape are articulated through the unstable relation between place and passage. Read through 

the etymological play of the French paysage—with its echoes of pays (country) and passage—the 

painting configures an image that is at once generic and relational, evoking the visual economy of 

a holiday postcard while constructed through the commingling of water, sky, and land in a 

composition that both flattens and extends pictorial space. The visual rhythm created by the 

composition—formed by vertical bands arranged horizontally, together with layers of paint and 

texture—imitates the concatenation of land, water, and sky as they reflect and delimit one another. 

Each element is simultaneously separated and fused through textures and lines that both divide 

and connect. The landscape is both a typification of a European coastal scene—with its bare church 

and muted colors—and a place of crossings and continuities. Its linear horizontality, washed-out 

colors, and soft tonal palette stabilize the composition, endowing the scene with a timeless quality 
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reminiscent of an old postcard. Landscape, then, designates not merely a site but an optics of place: 

an open and active process of gathering through which space is continually reconfigured. In this 

sense, landscape is constructed as passage, and the toponym crystallizes the assembling of 

heterogeneous cultural and topographic elements into a shared designation. Croatian geography—

its vast Adriatic coastline dotted with islands, mountains, and plains—reinforces this notion of a 

space composed of multiple parts which, when brought together, articulate both a topographic and 

a cultural identity. 

This work also sets the stage for a broader rethinking of modernism and the rise of 

nationalist sentiments in the visual arts. In Sarduy’s maritime and coastal views, landscape appears 

simultaneously as linkage and typification: a gathering of elements whose relations oscillate 

between unification and fragmentation. Thus, the typified regional landscape of modernism 

emerges from the tension between the stable order of a visual field secured by a modern optics and 

the disorienting activity of assembling its elements. Key examples of Latin American modernism 

reveal the effects of extreme disorientation in reaction to modernism itself through opaque, 

monochromatic, and barren scenes. The thick impasto landscapes of two Latin American 

modernist painters, the painter Fidelio Ponce de León—also born in Sarduy’s native city of 

Camagüey—and the Venezuelan Armando Reverón, are characterized by an expressive yet 

chromatically subdued style, in which saturated layers of ochre or white paint suggest faded plant 

forms and austere or ill figures (Figs. 47–48).152 Their paintings evoke the blinding effects of 

excessive light and the earthy tones of primal matter, conjuring what Juan Gotera calls the 

 
152 Fidelio Ponce de León (Cuba, 1895–1949), was a member of the Vanguardia movement and Armando Reverón 
(Venezuela, 1889–1954), was linked to modernist and primitivist tendencies. 
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“chromatic climate” of the nation, a representation of the national landscape through a turbid and 

opaque dissolution of typified forms.153  

If Ponce and Reverón push the landscape toward opacity and material exhaustion, the 

Cuban painter Carlos Enríquez offers another precedent: in his dreamlike rural scenes, eroticized 

bodies dissolve into gestural brushstrokes and zones of transparency, rendering landscape itself a 

sensuous field of encounter in which material and corporeal elements intermingle (Fig. 49). Latin 

American modernist artists sought, on the one hand, to break with the academicism of pictorial 

tradition, as European artists had already done, and, on the other, to engage the distinctive elements 

of the region’s culture and landscape. Yet this effort did not produce a unified stylistic program. 

Rather, the avant-garde generated divergent and often subjective reinterpretations of landscape. In 

Ponce de León and Reverón, the amalgam of regional motifs and modernist experimentation 

approaches annulment—a saturation or muddling of vision in response to the accelerated and 

anachronistic arrival of modernity on the continent. By contrast, Enríquez exalts the countryside’s 

erotic charge: his gestural brushwork and atmospheric transparency transform rural space into a 

site of sensual encounter, where bodies and terrain dissolve into one another. Together, these artists 

reveal how modernism in Latin America oscillates between exhaustion and intensification, opacity 

and erotic plenitude, in its reimagining of the national landscape. 

The case of Joaquín Torres-García offers another clear example of these tensions. Linked 

to European abstraction and close to the ideals of De Stijl, he founded in Paris, together with 

Michel Seuphor, the journal Cercle et Carré, through which they elaborated an alternative 

theoretical framework in opposition to the anti-humanist currents of the time—a position that soon 

 
153 Juan Gotera, Deslindes del barroco: Erosión y archivo en Octavio Armand y Severo Sarduy (Valencia: 
Almenara, 2016), 156. 
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placed them at odds with Theo van Doesburg’s Art Concret. Later, upon relocating to South 

America, Torres-García transformed the grid—initially the organizing principle of European 

geometric abstraction—into the cornerstone of his Universal Constructivism, integrating symbols 

and ideograms from Indigenous cultures into a universal system of signs endowed with a cosmic 

dimension. Thus, as modernism in Latin America emerges through its dialogue and friction with 

the European avant-gardes, the taxonomic and stabilizing ideal of geometric abstraction reappears 

as a symbolic and material assemblage. In Paisaje, Sarduy alludes to the organizing object of 

European art, destabilized by the perceptual object constituted through the gathering of plastic 

elements: the materiality of ink upon the whiteness of the paper. In Paysage, by contrast, the 

archipelagic effect of the encounter and flow of natural elements unleashes a reinterpretation of 

the typical landscape as a relational topos. These elements would come to mark his painterly 

exploration of landscape as a revision of modernism through the tension between East and West—

of which America would be nothing more than the extreme accumulation of its effects. 

Sarduy’s travels across Asia, the Middle East, and North Africa have been amply 

documented in El Oriente de Severo Sarduy.154 The anthology traces his journey through sacred 

temples and sites of great cultural, spiritual, and religious significance, establishing a biographical 

reading of his literary production through Sarduy’s initiation into Eastern philosophies and 

religions. This turn toward the East, central to the poststructuralist ethos, had long been a defining 

feature of European modernist projects. In The Orient in Western Art, French writer Gérard-

Georges Lemaire presents an extensive collection of European paintings that trace how ‘the Orient’ 

has been imagined, represented, and mythologized by European artists from antiquity to the 

 
154 Gustavo Guerrero, ed., El Oriente de Severo Sarduy (Madrid: Instituto Cervantes, 2020). 
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twentieth century, revealing centuries of cultural exchange between East and West.155 In the 1960s, 

fascination with Asian culture was renewed by the interest sparked among French intellectuals by 

Mao’s Cultural Revolution in China. The cultural dialogue between the diverse linguistic and 

pictorial traditions of East and West runs through the philosophical reflections of the most 

important European thinkers of the twentieth century, generating new approaches to the 

relationship between image and word within the poststructuralist scene and opening new critical 

and interpretive horizons.156 Sarduy represents a symptomatic and somewhat divergent case within 

this phenomenon, for unlike his contemporaries he maintained a critical distance from Chinese 

cultural hegemony in order to embrace Tibetan Buddhism, which in 1959 unleashed the 

persecution of hundreds of monks. Moreover, rather than merely representing this dialogue, 

Sarduy unfolds a revision of modernism as an erotic escape in search of an Other—one that would 

lead to a paradigm shifting the optics of space toward a relational optics. 

During these years, Sarduy enteredt into contact with expatriate intellectuals and artists 

who shaped his approach to landscape, not as a celebration of hybridity, but as a meditation on the 

losses, mutations, and subversions that emerge through crossings between East and West. He 

became acquainted with—and deeply admired—the work of painters Kumi Sugai and Zao Wou-

Ki, while his initial encounters with Eastern philosophy and culture were mediated through 

Octavio Paz and François Cheng, two prominent intellectuals he met in Paris. It was, in fact, the 

Mexican writer Octavio Paz who first oriented Sarduy toward India.157 He would subsequently 

undertake his own explorations there, shaped by Paz’s intellectual and personal insights and 

 
155 Gérard-Georges Lemaire, The Orient in Western Art (Cologne: Könemann, 2001). 
156 Geng Youzhuang, Between East and West: Word and Image (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2016). 
157 Guerrero, El Oriente de Severo Sarduy. 
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writings.158 Less is known about Sarduy’s relationship with François Cheng, the Chinese poet, 

essayist, and intellectual who, like Sarduy, attended Lacan’s seminars at the École Normale 

Supérieure in the early 1960s. Cheng figures as a literary presence in Sarduy’s writing. The 

dialogical exchange between East and West that unfolds in the cultural and textual translations of 

Paz and Cheng illuminates the centrality that Sarduy attributed to such crossings, conceiving them 

as key figures within a critical interpretive practice. Like Sarduy, Cheng departed from his native 

country in search of a personal identity, ultimately becoming a cultural translator of his own 

alterity.159 Like Paz, Sarduy approached Eastern cultures as a fertile ground for cultural critique.160 

His engagement with the East was thus neither limited to travel as a mere vehicle for direct access 

to cultural sources, nor confined to the abstracted absorption of information through books or 

coursework. Rather, it emerged as an active and evolving field of cultural criticism, one deeply 

marked by the intellectual crossings and streams of translation that coagulated within Parisian 

intellectual circles 

Les étangs de la Reine Blanche 

The dialogical approach that Sarduy establishes with modernism is shaped by the very 

interplay that marked his life during these years. Sarduy spent holidays in the European 

countryside—whether in rural or coastal towns—or in remote cities and villages of Asia. A series 

of four landscapes he painted in the early 1980s reflects his engagement with Impressionism 

through an exploration of landscape as a relation between plastic composition and material, on the 

one hand, and natural phenomena on the other. Gathered under the title Les étangs de la Reine 

 
158 Following his resignation from the diplomatic service in New Delhi in protest of the 1968 Tlatelolco massacre, 
Paz relocated to Paris, where he crossed paths with Sarduy. 
159 Shuangyi Li, Travel, Translation and Transmedia Aesthetics: Franco-Chinese Literature and Visual Arts in a 
Global Age (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020). 
160 Octavio Paz, Conjunctions and Disjunctions, trans. Helen Lane (New York: Viking Press, 1974). 
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Blanche (The Ponds of the White Queen), this series of four landscapes, each representing a 

season, opens onto a critical reading of Impressionism and its turn to nature, particularly the 

countryside. At the same time, it reveals the persistence of Romanticism within this retreat from 

urban modernization, as the landscape becomes a site for the enactment of Europe’s desire for its 

Other. More than a mere aesthetic exercise, this pictorial inquiry reinterprets the significance of 

the return to nature within the French pictorial tradition, and specifically within Impressionism, as 

a response to processes of modernization.  

Sarduy’s excursions to a region of valleys and lakes on the outskirts of Paris inspired these 

four small acrylic works on marouflage board, representing the four seasons in the Oise valley. 

Just a few hours north of Paris, Sarduy discovered the quiet and humble beauty of the French 

countryside. Far removed from the daily bustle of the capital, this is where the roots of 

Impressionism were to be found. This experience placed him in direct contact with the very setting 

that had inspired hundreds of Impressionist landscape paintings at the end of the nineteenth 

century. Painter Camille Corot founded the Barbizon School on the edge of the Fontainebleau 

Forest, about seventy kilometers south of Paris. Yet as Impressionism grew in popularity, artists 

turned to the valley region of the Oise to escape the city in search of a more immediate engagement 

with nature. Further, they turned to the distinctive features of the French landscape for a heightened 

sense of nationalism that emerged as industrialization and advances in transportation technologies 

made travel easier and more accessible to people of all social classes.161 

Les étangs de la Reine Blanche evokes an erotic fantasy rooted in a popular myth with 

historical foundations. In the medieval era, French queens wore white during mourning, giving 

 
161 Judith A. Miller, A Day in the Country: The Impressionist Landscape and the Image of France (New York: 
Abbeville Press, 1992), 29. 
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rise to the image of a sorrowful, ghostly noblewoman. This figure intertwines with widespread 

European folklore surrounding the “Dame Blanche,” a spectral woman dressed in white, associated 

with tragic love, betrayal, or death, said to haunt enchanted castles and forests. Throughout France, 

numerous small medieval castles are attributed to this white queen, making this peculiar name a 

trope that feminizes the national landscape and anchors it to a lost monarchical past. The title of 

these landscapes underscores the role of myth in the national imagination—as a form of escape 

into an elsewhere, a longing for or desire directed toward a past that nature itself comes to embody. 

Long before Impressionism, nature had served as the backdrop for the courtly adventures of the 

Rococo, later becoming the stage for allegorical and mythical scenes during Romanticism. The 

evocative title thus posits a relationship between myth and nature as a shared space of desire and 

longing. The exoticization and feminization conveyed in the title transform the Impressionist 

pictorial phenomenon into a space charged with libidinal force. The title of the painting group 

suggests the presence of a body immersed in water and fused with the landscape, evoking an erotic 

dimension in which nature and materiality are bound together. 

The four landscapes, which appear to depict the same frontal view of a lake bordered by a 

shoreline, are unified by a shared structural framework. Each work presents the same primary 

elements: horizontal bands that both separate and connect the pictorial components through 

varying textures and colors. This system establishes a correspondence between the transition from 

one season to the next and the singular quality of each painting, which simultaneously contains 

traces of the others. Rather than depicting a single mutable landscape, Sarduy represents the 

seasonal progression of atmospheric changes through the interplay between basic plastic elements. 

Both the overall composition and the application of color—through small strokes and the layering 

of nearly transparent washes over the flat, textured surface of the canvas—produce a system of 
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visual effects that recall those observed in nature across the passing seasons: foliage along the 

lake’s edge expands and contracts into masses, while the water’s surface shifts into a field of 

reflections and transparencies. The mimetic exercise unfolds as a play of correspondences between 

texture, color, and compositional structure, extending beyond the simple act of reproducing a view. 

Rather than merely depicting nature, these landscapes internalize its processes, as plastic forms 

emulate the interactions among objects, spaces, and atmospheric phenomena. 

In Été (Summer), textures proliferate, and the relationship among the elements is carefully 

balanced (Fig. 50). The sky consists of a layer of light blue paint animated by scattered white 

brushstrokes. The lake is rendered in navy blue, with gray replacing the white of the sky. The 

foliage appears as a band of tiny abstract, crosshatched marks, with vertical lines dissolving 

upward into scattered points reflected upon the water. The sense of equilibrium between sky, water, 

and foliage suggests a plenitude of growth, an image of fullness where natural elements mirror and 

sustain one another—a pictorial embodiment of summer’s overwhelming abundance. In Autumn 

(Autumn), the foliage is diminished, yet the colors and contrasts are heightened (Fig. 51). Touches 

of red, green, and yellow punctuate a thin yellow line that separates the gray sky from the navy-

blue lake, where the foliage is reflected. A few white dots, lightly placed, suggest the presence of 

a fisherman on the shore. The composition, while reduced in vegetation, intensifies chromatically, 

evoking autumn’s transitional nature—a season marked by brilliance and decline, when vivid color 

gestures toward both ripeness and imminent loss. 

In Hiver (Winter), the terrain is nearly barren, stripped to a condition of stark exposure, 

while the sky—composed of light blue and grayish-white blending into opacity—assumes an airy 

yet desolate stillness (Fig. 52). The lake is rendered as a thin, fragile veil of gray paint that scarcely 
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covers the canvas, exposing its textured ground and evoking not only the surface of ice but a 

landscape suspended in a state of brittle stillness. Here the paint is more fluid yet materially 

impoverished, and the horizon line appears sharper and more severe, except at the edges, where it 

dissolves into smudges. A faint line cuts across a field of white in which opacity becomes glaring 

rather than luminous: snow falling on a gray day, where whiteness evokes both infinite distance 

and the erasure of color into the crude homogeneity of the support. In this winter scene, the 

shoreline has been stripped of foliage, just as the canvas has been stripped of chromatic vitality. 

White and gray merge into a drained palette, and the viscosity of the paint is diluted into layers of 

an almost transparent wash that verge on disappearance. A very fine black line divides the painting 

in two, tracing a horizon that fixes the gaze upon an unyielding void. Here, an optics of emptiness 

and loss emerges through the stark austerity of the monochrome and the cutting precision of the 

straight line, which transforms the opposite shore into a distant and unreachable threshold. By 

contrast, in Printemps (Spring), a textured pattern of small white, gray, green, brown, and black 

strokes forms a strip of bare branches, distinguished from sky and water only through subtle shifts 

in texture (Fig. 53). The horizon line thickens into black, gaining weight rather than clarity, while 

the lake assumes a clouded opacity, built from layered black-and-white brushstrokes and stripped 

of reflection. This ambiguous rendering—neither fully barren nor fully blossoming—captures the 

season’s instability: not yet renewal, but a hesitant transition from dormancy to regeneration. 

Spring is evoked less as an eruption of growth than as a precarious threshold, a suspended interval 

in which forms hover uneasily between dissolution and emergence. 

The four seasonal views clarify the structuring principle that organizes the series. Through 

fusions, repetitions, and shifting permutations of the bands of water, foliage, and sky, Sarduy 

constructs an intricate web of relationships that echo nature’s cycles of death and rebirth. This 
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principle becomes the matrix of Sarduy’s visual compositions. Nowhere is this more evident than 

in the landscapes of the Oise, which unfold as a seasonal sequence: from the thick, saturated layers 

of paint and intricate textures that evoke the density of summer, to the stark austerity and darkened 

tonalities that mark winter’s suspended stillness. The changing seasons emerge not simply as 

variations in color but as transformations in material weight and optical intensity. The seasonal 

progression is not merely descriptive; it articulates the cyclical organization of the series. 

Luminous reflections in Été and Automne give way, in Hiver and early Printemps, not only to pale 

expanses but to dense, near-monochromatic fields in which gray, black, and muted blues absorb 

light rather than disperse it, thickening the visual atmosphere even as chromatic intensity recedes. 

The horizon line alternately thickens and thins, at times heavy and dark, at others faint and 

receding, shortening or extending the distant strip of land. 

This cyclical progression does not move neatly from abundance to absence; rather, it stages 

a tension between saturation and erosion, plenitude and exposure, opacity and dissolution. The 

seasonal shifts do more than imitate nature’s rhythm: they enact a metamorphosis in which vitality 

is shadowed by exhaustion, and renewal remains inseparable from decline. Saturation and 

emptiness, vibrant density and stark reduction, movement and loss participate in the same 

oscillatory structure. In this sense, the Oise landscapes function less as straightforward mimetic 

exercises than as investigations into the plastic rhythms through which painting internalizes 

nature’s processes. In their cyclical progression, these works articulate a vision of landscape as an 

erotic and melancholic field of transformation, where excess and depletion, vitality and loss are 

bound within a single oscillatory structure. While this dynamic emerges in dialogue with 

Impressionism, it does not belong exclusively to that tradition. Rather, it resonates with a broader 

philosophical lineage, finding a particularly illuminating parallel in Chinese landscape painting, 
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where tiandi and ziran define nature as a dynamic correspondence between visible form and 

animating force—a correspondence the painter must render through an image that conveys both 

material presence and invisible vitality.162 

Sarduy conceives the pictorial space of his landscapes as a site of encounters and 

dissolutions from which modernist painting itself would also emerge. Through a parodic play 

between the erotic-mythical title of the series and an Impressionist technique infused with 

conceptual elements from Asian philosophies, Sarduy undertakes a critical rereading of the 

modernist landscape as an erotic impulse that would set cultural crosscurrents into motion. The 

Orientalist rereading of European modernism is, as Julia Kushigian observes, a characteristic 

feature of Hispanic literature.163 Several studies of Sarduy’s literary work have sought to distill the 

formal and conceptual strategies that define the critical and parodic dimensions of his Orientalism, 

with particular emphasis on strategies derived from the visual arts and on the role they played in 

the construction of an ‘Orient’ by the West. In her book, Kushigian examines how Hispanic writers 

have engaged with European Orientalism through a critical exercise. Her nuanced and in-depth 

analysis of Orientalist motifs and themes in Sarduy’s novels concludes that the innovative formal 

strategies in his writing do not aim to exoticize the East but rather to underscore the complex web 

of relations inscribed in identity, culture, and representation within Hispanic contexts. Building on 

Kushigian’s conclusions, César Sepúlveda proposes that in Sarduy’s work the juxtaposition of 

diverse cultural elements functions as a chain of signifiers designed to decenter the Western gaze 

 
162 Harrie A. Vanderstappen, The Landscape Painting of China: Musings of a Journeyman, ed. Roger Covey 
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2014), 2. 
163 Julia A. Kushigian, Orientalism in the Hispanic Literary Tradition: In Dialogue with Borges, Paz, and Sarduy 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1991). 
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toward the Other, thereby giving rise to a literature that identifies with otherness.164 Both authors 

situate Sarduy within the tradition of Latin American cultural criticism, moving between 

postcolonial and postmodern perspectives. Yet, in their textual and theoretical exegesis, these 

strategies of superimposition and decentering—once crystallized into imposture and simulation—

result in the perpetual deferral of any stable point of identification, unfolding through the relational 

interplay of multiple encounters. 

In his influential text Orientalism, Edward Said argues that the ‘Orient’ is less a 

geographical reality than a construction of the Western imagination, produced through a gaze that 

renders its colonial subjects as passive and exotic objects. According to Said, the ‘Orient’ and its 

peoples are projections of European fantasy, onto which the West displaces its escapist tendencies 

and repressed desires. In response to Said’s postcolonial framework, Kushigian and Sepúlveda 

propose that although Sarduy treats both East and West as linguistic constructs, he nonetheless 

positions himself on the side of the Other fashioned by the European gaze. Yet the parodic 

elements deployed in his writing resist and obstruct identification as a mode of subjective 

positioning. If, as these authors suggest, the Neo-Baroque strategies—shaped by the plastic 

techniques and conceptual objects of the visual arts, such as collage, opacity, pastiche, and the 

doublings of the Möbius strip and Klein bottle—succeed in situating Hispanic culture as an Other 

to European culture, then this site of complex relational entanglements, in which cultural signs are 

saturated to the point of parody, becomes a space where mimicry simultaneously destabilizes and 

structures the scrutinizing gaze. 

 
164 César Rodríguez de Sepúlveda, “La imagen de Oriente en las novelas de Severo Sarduy,” INTI 43/44 (Spring–
Fall 1996): 135–45. 
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Seascapes 

Throughout the 1980s, Sarduy continued to work with the theme of landscape, often 

combining it with a form of abstract painting that recalls handcrafted textiles and ancient 

manuscripts—an aspect I will return to in the next and final chapter. Yet there are compositional 

elements that underpin both tendencies in his visual work: the arrangement of bands or lines 

organized in sequence and the application of dots or tiny marks that generate textures and optical 

effects. The landscapes produced during these years are characterized both by the consistent use 

of these techniques and by the almost exclusive depiction of coastal views or beach scenes. These 

seascapes come into focus as the site where Sarduy most explicitly stages an optical mechanism 

structured by desire and loss. Through the intentional use of perspective conventions and the 

disorienting interplay of color and texture, the seascape becomes a construction mediated by erotic 

encounter, organized around a search for the Other. The interplay staged throughout these works 

is that of an optical play in which a relational erotics of painterly space comes into being. These 

seascapes enclose a drive toward that Other beyond—one whose arrival is continually deferred or 

entirely frustrated through the embodied plastic qualities of the canvas. It is through this tension 

that Sarduy proposes an alternative reading of the relationship between modernist optics and 

discourses of identity, through the seascape as an ontological space where encounter is born from 

departure and desire emerges at the very edge of its limit.  

Eroticism plays a central role in Sarduy’s critical and creative work and unfolds in 

sustained dialogue with Jacques Lacan, whose seminars Sarduy attended in the 1960s. At least one 

study has traced parallels between these two figures, yet little attention has been given to the 

precise nature of Sarduy’s deviation. While Valentín Díaz has persuasively argued that Lacan 

provides the conceptual grammar for Sarduy’s Neobaroque, particularly through the objet petit a 
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and the decentered subject, this account remains largely at the level of structural theory.165 My 

concern here, however, is with the way Sarduy relocates this structural lack into the material 

operations of painting itself. Sarduy does not merely illustrate Lacanian lack but reworks it on the 

level of the pictorial surface, translating the structural split between seeing and being seen into a 

bodily instability inscribed within the material and conceptual dynamics of the canvas.  

Lacan’s reformulation of Freud situates sexuality within partial drives—oral, anal, and 

scopic—organized around the lost object (objet petit a) and structured by lack. The drives circle 

endlessly around this absent object, while desire emerges as an orientation toward the Other that 

is perpetually displaced and never fulfilled. Beyond both drive and desire lies jouissance, a 

paradoxical excess of pleasure bound up with loss and transgression. This account clarifies how 

the gaze is structured by a constitutive split between seeing and being seen, a framework that came 

to dominate aesthetic discourse in the postwar period.166 Sarduy’s engagement with Lacan, 

however, is marked by a distinctive inflection. At a moment when the eye—and more specifically 

the gaze—occupied a privileged place in theoretical debates, Sarduy insisted on the erotic and on 

the centrality of the body. His seascapes do not simply illustrate Lacan’s structural account of lack; 

they transform it. Rather than remaining at the level of theoretical absence, the instability of the 

drive is relocated into the material field of painting. In these landscapes, the trajectory of desire 

becomes optical and embodied: the gaze is drawn outward toward horizon and distance, only to 

be returned—through paint, surface, and compositional disruption—to the body that looks. The 

 
165 Valentín Díaz, “Severo Sarduy y Jacques Lacan: du côté du Baroque,” Alea 18, no. 2 (2016): 243–265.  
166 For foundational articulations of this turn to the gaze in feminist film theory and poststructuralist art criticism, see 
Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Screen 16, no. 3 (1975): 6–18; Rosalind E. Krauss, The 
Optical Unconscious (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993). 
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body thus becomes both the condition of vision and its unstable object, structuring the field even 

as it is deceived and led astray within it. 

Sarduy thus moves beyond Lacan’s gaze-centered model toward a more embodied and 

painterly field of relations, one in which East and West meet as gazes are exchanged and 

continuously restaged. What Lacan theorizes as a structural split between seeing and being seen 

becomes, in Sarduy’s work, a pictorial dynamic. The body is neither simply the subject who sees 

nor merely the object of the gaze; it is the surface through which vision is organized and unsettled 

at once. In the seascapes, this instability unfolds as a movement of approach and withdrawal, 

fullness and erosion, arrival and loss. Jouissance appears at the point where representation falters, 

where the horizon dissolves and the surface reasserts itself, returning the gaze to the body that 

misrecognizes itself within the field of vision. Hypertelia names this transformation: not lack as 

concept, but instability made material through saturation, camouflage, corrosion, and the 

interruption of compositional closure. The encounter with the Other thus shifts from optical 

fragmentation to a relational field in which loss sustains connection rather than negates it. 

In an untitled seascape from 1985, executed in acrylic on a medium-sized board, dividing 

lines and horizontal bands of paint in varying colors, densities, and textures separate the elements 

of the coastal landscape, structuring perspective while activating the dynamics of desire and loss 

(Fig. 54). The succession of stripes and lines produces the impression of spatial continuity through 

a pulsating optical rhythm that suggests forward motion. Yet the progression of these alluring 

effects simultaneously generates a subtle reversal, as the outward movement of the gaze folds back 

upon itself. The journey staged in this work unfolds within the beach landscape—not as a literal 

scene of bathing bodies, but as an environment historically associated with exposure, proximity, 
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and sensual encounter. It is a site where land, sky, and sea converge and are held in delicate tension, 

and where boundaries appear both demarcated and permeable. A sandy yellow field is animated 

by tiny, scattered marks in black, orange, and brown, concentrated toward the upper central area. 

This concentration produces the illusion of spatial recession and forms a mound that suggests a 

corporeal swelling without depicting the body itself. The shoreline thus operates as a threshold, 

evoking erogenous zones through the conflation of territorial and bodily boundaries. In this 

painting, the beach becomes less a scene of representation than a space of erotic projection and 

displacement. 

A saturated field of white paint with a grainy, homogeneous texture carries the journey 

outward and upward, producing a shimmering effect reminiscent of the light reflecting off the 

water at certain times of day. A horizontal line above it divides into two strips of land, where faint 

traces of foliage and two figures can be vaguely discerned, perched on opposite shores. Above the 

horizon, what first appears to be an empty field is in fact the flat surface of the support, washed by 

a thin layer of resin or paint. Within this void, the eye becomes disoriented, and the collapse of 

spatial illusion frustrates the scopic drive, producing a disheartening loss of orientation. As the 

empty, flat, and gray surface of the canvas comes into view, the eye is drawn back to its point of 

departure, retracing its path toward the originating shore—now tinged by the disappointing 

encounter with a gray, flattened void that begins to resemble an overcast sky, a piece of unpainted 

wood, a faulty television screen, or a foreboding sign emerging just as the distant and tiny bodies 

on the other shore become more defined to the gaze. This frustration ushers in a reversal, a journey 

of return, so that what once appeared as a white field ablaze with blinding luminosity now reveals 

itself as a surface eroded by salty, opaque corrosion. The rotating mechanism set in motion by the 

composition and its effects transforms the seascape into an erotic space where desire is continually 
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frustrated by the loss of its object. Unfolding like the reel of a film, the flat surface is divided into 

frames, activating a mechanism of forward motion that ultimately breaks down as the canvas itself 

resurfaces. 

The seascape emerges here as the ontological site of the symbolic and embodied experience 

of desire and loss, of arrivals and departures, of motion and stillness. Alain Corbin’s lengthy and 

meticulous study of the seaside in the Western imagination traces its symbolic and historical 

representations within cultural history.167 From the desire for the shore and the sensuous pleasures 

of the beach to the mystery and fear of cliffs and the repulsiveness of hot sand, the seascape 

ultimately becomes the locus of social spectacle, a “coastal stage on which unconscious desires 

and obsolete emotions gradually took shape.” According to Corbin, the beach occupies a central 

place in Romantic narratives. The fleeting pleasures of the traveler gave way to contemplation and 

reverie, turning the text into a kind of sea-sawing of emotions. As he writes: “The traveler lingers 

over the account of time spent in contemplation and daydreaming; he stresses the importance of 

the fringes, the boundaries, and the shores where the journey begins and the impressions aroused 

by the ultimate stopping points leading to its conclusion.”168 This exaltation that permeates the 

Romantic aesthetic, turning the beach into a stage for the traveler’s emotions, is parodied in 

Sarduy’s seascape.  

The montage of bands that sustains the structure of desire culminates in the loss of the 

object. By staging the collapse of the scrutinizing gaze upon the flat canvas, Sarduy exposes the 

artificiality of the Romantic mise-en-scène, which modernism claimed to unmask. Perspectival 

 
167 Alain Corbin, The Lure of the Sea: The Discovery of the Seaside in the Western World, 1750–1840 (Berkeley and 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1994), 182. 
168 Corbin, The Lure of the Sea, 182. 
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illusionism and the discursive conventions of landscape are turned into the parodic stage of an 

erotic game. Julia Kushigian’s discussion of parody in Sarduy’s literary works illustrates how 

chains of intricate linguistic signs end in absurd and implausible situations that reveal the 

artificiality of language. This is most evident in his use of the mask, which presents characters as 

what they are not. The superimposition of appearances does not simply deceive the reader or 

reduce characters to elusive textual constructions. Rather, it enacts an erotic game in which optical 

scrutiny and the inevitable failure of capture unfold through a continuous dynamic of reversal. 

In another untitled acrylic on canvas, Sarduy presents a coastal landscape completely 

emptied of color, endowing the image with a stillness and calm characteristic of Asian art (Fig. 

55).169 The use of tiny dots produces a view from the shore toward the sea so pale and subtle that 

it seems to dissolve into the surface of the canvas. This shoreline view stands in sharp contrast to 

another painting that stages its reversal. In this coastal scene, the canvas is saturated with thick, 

unmixed brushstrokes of color (Fig. 56). The two works may be analyzed in relation to one another, 

as their correspondences reveal a reversal of perspectives and an encounter of pictorial traditions. 

In the first, the methodical and subtle application of colored dots conveys a sense of stillness and 

serenity, evoking a conception of form that emerges from the void, typical of Chinese artistic 

tradition and concepts such as yin and yang. In the other seascape, the thick brushstrokes threaten 

to turn the landscape into an abstraction, highlighting instead the vibrant harmony of colors. This 

 

169 In his diaries, Lezama Lima observes that the trope of stillness attributed to Asian art reflects the “Oriental 
influence” on the doctrine and practice of prayer in Catholicism, particularly in the work of Miguel de Molinos and 
his conception of quietismo (quietness or stillness). See José Lezama Lima, Diarios (1939–1949/1956–1958), ed. 
and annotated by Ciro Bianchi Ross (Havana: Ediciones Unión, 2010), 32. 
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correspondence between the brushstroke and the dot renders each painting the stylistic counterpart 

of the other, even as it functions as a unifying principle.  

Thus, Impressionist painting projects itself in two directions: the thick brushstroke that 

leads toward Expressionism, and also Pointillism’s reduction to the minimal unit. Whether through 

Van Gogh’s drift toward Expressionism or Signac’s adoption of Pointillism, the pictorial 

techniques characteristic of Impressionism pursued an optics of relation that would unfold into an 

aesthetics of saturation and emptying. With Pointillism, the spectator’s eye fused the dots that 

composed the painting; the image, therefore, had to be viewed from a distance. By contrast, the 

brushstroke or gestural mark carried with it a calligraphic trace and emphasized the flatness of the 

support, as in the Japanese prints circulating at the time. While the Pointillists employed the dot in 

service of the image as a unified whole, the gestural, calligraphic mark was from the outset already 

its own unit. In both seascapes, the gestural mark functions as a sign that either saturates or empties 

the canvas, signifying the body in relation to the flat and empty surface of the support. 

The optical effect produced by placing red and green dots side by side is known as color 

vibration, or simultaneous contrast. This phenomenon occurs because the eye has difficulty 

processing complementary colors together, generating a flickering or vibrating sensation caused 

by retinal fatigue and the intensified perception of contrast. Exploited by the Impressionists and 

later taken up again in the graphic, high-contrast aesthetic of Pop Art, this destabilizing effect 

opens a fissure within the pictorial plane of the landscape, expanding the interval that separates 

the two nearly identical, superimposed landscapes. Though not completely identical, their 

resemblance renders them at once repetition and variation, simultaneously copy and original, 
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signaling the latent and subterranean presence of other spaces, engendered by the Orientalist 

modernist landscape and concealed within the very artifice of otherness. 

La Isla II   

Although the seascape or coastal landscape emerges as a symbolic locus of the flows that 

would set in motion the artistic innovations and discourses of modernism, Sarduy situates within 

it the erotic drive toward an outside—whether territory, body, or support. That is to say, the 

landscape sustains an ontological relation with the body, one that recalls Lezama’s notion of 

immersion, insofar as nature becomes the primordial site of encounter with the Other. In this way, 

the coastal landscape marks the place of both meeting and loss, of proliferation and limit, 

analogous to those zones of the body that also delineate the boundary between inside and outside. 

Unlike the topographic and topological landscapes informing the composition of his self-portraits, 

the pictorial landscape where sea and land converge embodies the qualities of stillness and void, 

giving rise to a counter-reading of the Caribbean aesthetic corpus and of the neo-baroque ethos of 

excess fueling a discourse of productive visibility. Sarduy’s turn to the motif of the island in 1985, 

particularly in a small painting entitled La Isla II (The Island II), extends a critical practice aimed 

specifically at rethinking nationalisms and identity tropes of insularity through the very tensions 

between inside and outside that unfold in the “archipelagic effect.” 

La Isla II is a landscape executed in acrylic on canvas (Fig. 57). Despite its compositional 

resemblance to earlier landscapes, it distinguishes itself through its simplicity and the cohesion of 

landscape elements, as well as through its synthesis of previously employed painterly techniques 

and compositional structure. Instead of a horizon line that establishes the perspective of space from 

one place to another—whether land or sea—here the different bands of paint isolate a horizontal 
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band of yellow that extends from one edge to the other. Small dots of paint in different shades of 

green form a patch of foliage in the upper left corner and atop the yellow field, where thin black 

and red lines along its upper edge suggest the shape of a boat—or rather, a small fishing vessel. 

The strip of land or sand is surrounded by the same gray and blue element, so this time it is neither 

the ground from which one looks outward nor the distant land. Its fragmented quality, contained 

between two bodies of water, produces a double optical effect of arrival and departure. The 

suspended space evoked by this coming and going imbues the painting with the transitory quality 

of repose or siesta. Thin layers of paint lend the canvas an aged appearance, as if it were an ancient 

object or a postcard carried from a distant place, a kind of old souvenir. The lethargic stillness of 

the landscape evokes the nostalgia of a distant place. The scene becomes a record of memory, an 

image of time and distance frozen in the yellow tonalities shared by sepia and amber. Here, the 

island condenses into stasis, becoming a visible remainder that withholds arrival and suspends the 

gaze between contact and loss. 

The landscape visualizes not so much an absence as a distance, an experience of 

deterritorialization that is also reflected in the meaning of the root words in Latin and Old French, 

where passus means “step” but passage means “the act of passing.” This shared origin underlies 

the double operation of this landscape as passage: traces of a transit through a space and traces of 

a transit through a text; both indicating displacement and, in this sense, a register outside space 

and time. In conceptualizing this double sense of landscape as passage, La Isla II delocalizes its 

typified specificity and emerges as a space linked to others. The pattern of black and gray lines 

along the border or margin framing the painting on its left side suggests the possibility of others; 

but here the red–green contrast that previously produced optical tension becomes mere texture or 
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weave, resembling the stitching that binds the pages of a book and that remains covered by the 

hard cover. 

This border pattern that serves as a frame—this woven margin—suggests the possibility of 

other passages within this landscape, an interpretation reinforced by the title of the work, which 

implies its belonging to a series, since the number two signals both variation and sequence, opening 

toward a numerical logic in which zero itself functions as a latent double. The textural border that 

frames the painting situates the insular landscape as a rupture from the spatiotemporal causality 

that makes a painting a reproduction of a site. The border destabilizes this determinism to suggest 

another dimension of painting that is not the memory of a view, but its displacement as the 

connective tissue of the body of a text. Thus, this insular landscape emerges through “the 

archipelagic effect,” a primordial nexus where Sarduy’s writing and painting converge. One place 

where the text becomes this topos is Sarduy’s diary entries right after his departure from the port 

of Havana aboard the Spanish transatlantic ship Marqués de Comillas on December 12, 1959. 

Saturday, 2 in the afternoon—We begin to see the last beaches of Havana and the first 
contours of the Matanzas coast, always staying close to the Cuban shoreline, only about 
three miles away. This proximity makes the navigation very peaceful and the sea very 
serene. At sunset, we notice the hills of Matanzas and, further on, the keys of Las Doce 
Lenguas de Camagüey and the mountains of the Sierra Cristal de Oriente.170  

As the ship skirts the Cuban coast, Sarduy composes a poetic and meticulous portrait of 

the island’s topography, traced by the slow journey along its entire northern edge. This landscape, 

shaped by the island’s elongated horizontal form, resonates both in the lyrical cadence of the 

 
170 Mercedes Sarduy, Cartas a mi hermana en La Habana: Correspondencia de Severo Sarduy (Coral Gables, FL: 
Severo Sarduy Cultural Foundation, 2013), 163. 
12 de diciembre de 1959 
2 de la tarde-Comenzamos a ver las ultimas playas de La Habana y los primeros contornos de las costas de 
Matanzas, caminando siempre pegados a la costa cubana, a solo unas tres millas, de modo que la navegación es muy 
apacible y el mar muy sereno. Al atardecer nos dimos cuenta de las lomas de Matanza y así sucesivamente, los cayos 
de los grupos de Las Doce Lenguas de Camagüey y los montes de la Sierra Cristal de Oriente.  
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writing and in the compositional elements of the painting, endowing it with the quality of a 

meditative passage. The proximity to the shore, just three miles away, transforms the ship’s motion 

into a slow and serene farewell, imparting to the prose the rhythm of gentle movement in which 

the same view both lingers and shifts. By naming the island’s most prominent geographic 

features— “the hills of Matanzas, the keys of Las Doce Lenguas de Camagüey, and the distant 

mountains of the Sierra Cristal de Oriente”—the topographic description acquires the same erotic 

charge as the painter’s gesture in tracing the contours of a reclining body. As the ship follows the 

island’s eastern coast, other smaller islands intersect the route toward Caracas, its final stop before 

setting course for Spain. The subsequent passages describe the vistas of these islands, underscoring 

the singular qualities each contributes to the seascape—the unique textures each inscribes upon 

the ocean’s surface—thereby extending Sarduy’s conception of landscape as a site where writing 

and painting converge in acts of inscription.  

Sunday, 6 in the evening—We began to see the final foothills of Cuba. At nine at 
night, we all went to the starboard side to see the city we thought was Baracoa, which 
later turned out to be Antillas. Although none of the Cubans had ever seen Antillas, we all 
gathered on deck to see the last city of Cuba, and we felt a bit melancholic.”171 

Monday, 9 in the morning— We have already crossed the Windward Passage, 
between Maisí and Cape Haitian. The most surprising spectacle we have witnessed so far 
is Haiti. We sailed along the Haitian coast at less than five kilometers’ distance, and at 
times almost immediately adjacent. You could say we spent a morning in Haiti. With a 
good pair of binoculars from the cabin manager, we observed Port-au-Prince, which is the 
capital. The beaches are beautiful and appear silver. The vegetation is such a deep green 
that it almost turns black, or at times it vanishes, becoming light. Some Black fishermen 
pass by the edges of the boat, greeting us with their hats. They travel in primitive boats, 
like African ones made from hollowed-out logs, and they seem content.172 

 
171 Sarduy, Cartas, 163.  
Domingo 13 
6 de la tarde-Comenzamos a ver las estribaciones finales de Cuba. A las nueve de la noche salimos todos a estribor a 
ver la ciudad que suponíamos Baracoa y que luego resultó ser Antillas. Aunque ninguno de los cubanos había visto 
jamás Antillas, todos nos reunimos en cubierta para ver la última ciudad de Cuba y nos pusimos un poco 
melancólicos.  
172 Sarduy, Cartas, 164.  
Lunes 14 
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The passage through the island gives way to a separation upon which navigation through 

the archipelago unfolds. Sarduy’s diary, overtaken by the image of distance and elongation, 

becomes punctuated by the appearance of islands, producing superimpositions in which each 

element is bound by the thread spun across the ocean. The transition from island to archipelago 

transforms the landscape into a seascape: a sequence of sightings that unfolds within the Caribbean 

sensorium. Quintero’s exploration of this sensorium gives rise to what he terms the “archipelagic 

effect.” The interplay of multiplicity and fragmentation opens the possibility of infinite 

connections, a fissure in the word aisla-miento (isolate-lying) that discloses the performative 

dimension of insularity.173 Moving beyond the culturalist and geographical conventions that have 

traditionally defined the Caribbean aesthetic corpus, Quintero foregrounds maritime images that 

reveal the flows interlinking the islands. He thus proposes a relational paradigm as a critical 

alternative to nationalist and exceptionalist discourses institutionalized by insularism. 

Sarduy’s painting La Isla II intervenes in and reanimates the critical scene that decisively 

marked the Cuban intellectual avant-garde of the 1940s and 1950s—particularly the one elaborated 

in the works of Lezama Lima and Virgilio Piñera. Through their distinct styles and literary projects, 

both authors aimed to recast the national landscape in opposition to the discursive officialism 

surrounding Cuban identity. In the poem “Viñales” and the essay “Epifanía del paisaje” (Epiphany 

of the landscape) Lezama unsettles identity-driven visions of rural Cuban-ness by transforming a 

valley filled with pines and small mountains where tobacco is cultivated into an aquatic Cuban 

 
9 de la mañana- Hemos atravesado ya el paso de Los Vientos, entre Maisí y Cabo Haitiano. El espectáculo más 
sorprendente presenciado hasta ahora es Haití. Bordeamos la costa haitiana a menos de 5 km y a veces casi 
inmediatamente. Podríamos decir que nos hemos pasado una mañana en Haití. Con unos buenos prismáticos del 
primer sobrecargo hemos registrado Port-au-Prince, que es la capital. Las playas son bellísimas y parecen de plata. 
La vegetación es de un verde que se hace casi negro o de momento desaparece para convertirse en claro. Por los 
bordes del barco pasan algunos pescadores negros que saludan con el sombrero, andan en barcas primitivas como las 
africanas hechas de troncos ahuecados y parecen contentos. 
173 Quintero Herencia, La hoja de mar. 
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landscape.174 Meanwhile, Piñera’s celebrated poem “La isla en peso” (The Whole Island) stands 

as a manifesto against the rhetorical apparatus of insularity that came to define a conservative and 

institutionalized Cuban political and national identity.175 Sarduy’s work extends and revitalizes this 

critical tradition, which by the 1980s had been increasingly silenced and buried under the ultra-

officialism and censorship that shaped Cuba’s cultural policy. Through his visual practice, he 

reanimates and expands a Cuban avant-garde project that operated at the intersections of styles 

and aesthetic forms—both visual and literary. It is within the relationship between critical thought 

and creative practice that Sarduy situates his own work, in the simultaneous excess and emptying 

of an erotic play that both entices and evades the scrutinizing gaze. 

Sarduy’s principal contribution, in situating himself within this tradition and intervening in 

his own context, lies in reconfiguring the place that theory was already beginning to assign to the 

Other as a political subject. Yet for this he offers neither theory nor conclusion; instead, he once 

again turns to Lezama’s Caribbean sensorium and to the natural phenomena through which French 

intellectual Roger Caillois prompted a renewed cultural critique. Twenty years after his 

revolutionary text “Written on a Body,” Sarduy returns to the idea of the body as the support of 

the scriptural gesture, this time mobilizing the relationship between the body as support of painting 

and color. The text “Painted on a Body: For a Hypertelic Art” opens with the description of the 

peculiar behavior observed in a species of crabs: “With the arrival of the equinox tide, certain 

ciliated animals withdraw excessively onto the sand, fleeing too far inland; when the sea calms, 

they can no longer reach it: they die in exile, trying in vain to return to the waters now increasingly 

distant, traveling the path that an irresistible impulse, inscribed in them from birth and saturating 

 
174 José Lezama Lima, “Epifanía del paisaje,” in Tratados en La Habana (Havana: Ediciones Unión, 1960), 45–63; 
and José Lezama Lima, “Viñales,” in Poesía completa, ed. Iván González Cruz (Madrid: Cátedra, 1994), 112–14. 
175 Virgilio Piñera, “La isla en peso,” Orígenes, no. 3 (Havana, 1943): 5–31. 
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them with its energy, had forced them to travel.”176 Within this seascape, the pulsion of desire and 

loss is activated by the search for a place beyond, leading, by destiny and fatality, to death. This 

attempt to go beyond the limits of the known becomes for Sarduy, personified in the crab, the same 

unconscious force or energy that pushes the body to its limits and returns it as loss. 

The description of the behavior of this animal that inhabits the threshold between elements, 

and whose fate is to move from the sea onto land without ever being able to return to its place of 

origin, evokes the very experience of exile. Yet this detachment cannot be reduced to a mere flight 

or a departure without return; rather, it describes every experience of dislocation—among them 

that of Latin American modernism itself, traversed by the powerful influence of currents and 

subcurrents that would mobilize its new aesthetics. This dislocation does not stage the 

transgression of an origin, but of return, which is always to an elsewhere. In this sense, a hypertelic 

art would be one in which the object of desire always escapes that which drives or mobilizes its 

own representation. Throughout the text, Sarduy further expands on the critical operation of the 

hypertelic by citing a concrete example: “mimicry-art-dress,” represented in a series of 

photographs by the German artist Holger Trülzsch.177 Sarduy writes that this art is “situated in that 

space traversed in excess, in a knowledge that surpasses its object to the point of causing its 

disappearance.” The act of painting Veruschka’s body embodies a traversal, or the crossing of a 

landscape, as an unproductive eroticism (Fig. 58). The covering of the nude model’s body is 

precisely the quality that exceeds its object. That is to say, the very drive that produces inscription 

 
176 Severo Sarduy, “Pintado sobre un cuerpo: Por un arte hipertélico,” in La simulación (Mexico City: Ediciones Era, 
1982). 
177 Holger Trülzsch (b. 1939) is a German artist and photographer whose practice spans painting, photography, and 
performance documentation. He collaborated with the German model and actress Veruschka in the 1970s, in a series 
of performative photographs commonly referred to as Mimikry–Art-Dress. In these works, Trülzsch deployed 
elements from bodypainting and camouflage techniques to blur the distinctions between the human figure and its 
surroundings. 
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also produces the total concealment of the body, which eludes “the scrutinizing eye” in “a form of 

apotropaic invisibility.” The Other participates in this erotic play within the baroque theatrical 

scene of décor—the paint that covers Veruschka’s body, and the suturing of the body through color, 

the mark that both signifies and empties it. The Other’s participation in its own representation is 

that of the apotropaic gaze, a phenomenon exhibited by nature itself and one that Roger Caillois 

identified in animal camouflage. 

If landscape as passage functions as the locus of an exchange of gazes—and, consequently, 

of erotic play—then the coast or the beach is the site where this exchange is staged. The Beach is 

both the title and the setting of a radio play written by Sarduy and performed in Germany and 

France, as well as the setting of his final novel, Beach Birds, where Sergio Villalobos identifies an 

abandonment of the productivism that has informed the critical reception of the Neo-Baroque 

through an economy of language and a turn toward the body of illness.178 This modernist trope had 

already infused the Cuban avant-garde with a spirit of cosmopolitanism. In the 1929 inaugural text 

of Revista de Avance, “Al levar el ancla” (Upon Weighing Anchor), the founders framed their 

project through the metaphor of sailors setting out toward the unknown, animated by “an appetite 

for clarity, for novelty, for movement.”179 Through this analogy, they positioned innovation and 

exploration against provincial insularity. Yet throughout Caribbean literature, the island’s coastal 

landscapes remain fraught settings of adversity and death.180 After 1959, however, the beach 

 
178 Sergio Villalobos, “Nihilismo afirmativo y desistencia viral: La última novela de Sarduy como testamento 
imposible,” in Desistencia y polémica en el Caribe: Imagen, crítica y política, ed. Juan Carlos Quintero Herencia 
(Madrid: Almenara, 2024). 
179 Editorial [Carpentier, Alejo; Casanovas, Martí; Ichaso, Francisco; Mañach, Jorge; Marinello, Juan], “Al levar el 
ancla,” Revista de Avance 1, no. 1 (Havana, Cuba), March 15, 1927. 
180 Christopher Columbus, Diaries of Navigation, 1492–1504; Silvestre de Balboa, Espejo de paciencia (1608); 
Nicolás Guillén, “Un lagarto verde,” in Obra poética (Havana: Editorial Letras Cubanas, 1984). 
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became synonymous with sexual liberation and democratization, following the nationalization of 

beaches and the de-privatization of social clubs. As the only public space where semi-nude bodies 

were permitted, the beach functioned simultaneously as a site of social encounter, homoerotic 

possibility, and, later, illness and mortality—particularly in the context of the AIDS epidemic that 

shadows Sarduy’s final novel. 

Within this expanded field of references, the coastal landscape in Sarduy’s work emerges 

as a privileged site of relational experience, where encounter is inseparable from loss and desire 

from distance. The shoreline becomes the threshold where writing and painting converge, 

articulated through Lezama’s hypertelic image, Piñera’s homoerotic body, and in dialogue with 

Lacanian theory. Yet it is in the visual articulation of La Isla II that this convergence acquires its 

most radical force, bringing into focus the modernist tensions between copy and original, and 

between unity and dispersion, while reconfiguring insularity through an archipelagic effect linked 

to the experience of exile. It is precisely at the level of pictorial construction that this convergence 

exceeds citation and becomes structure. The horizontal band of yellow, suspended between two 

bodies of water, refuses to function as stable ground, holding the gaze in a state of deferred arrival. 

Exposure and concealment operate simultaneously: the island is fully visible, yet isolated and 

precarious, withholding depth even as it presents surface. In the intermedial weave of image and 

text, insularity ceases to anchor identity and instead disperses it, converting territory into relation. 

The search for the Other does not culminate in possession, but persists in oscillation—between 

visibility and withdrawal, proximity and distance. As relational topos, the coast suspends the 

insular telos of Cuban art, opening representation toward what has already receded and toward 

what remains to be imagined. 
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Hypertelia should not be confused with Baroque excess as mere proliferation within an 

already constituted visual field. Rather than amplifying visibility through ornament or theatricality, 

it exceeds the regime of visibility itself: it is the point at which painting’s procedures overshoot 

their aims and produce opacity, erosion, and misrecognition. Across the works examined here—

from the diagonal rupture of Paysage, to the seasonal oscillations of Les étangs de la Reine 

Blanche, to the seascapes that reverse the gaze back onto the support—landscape becomes the 

privileged site where this excess can be staged as relation rather than resolution. Read alongside 

Lacan’s scopic drive, hypertelia specifies how Sarduy transforms structural instability into a 

pictorial operation, relocating the drama of lack from psychic structure to the plastic and material 

space of the canvas itself. It is precisely within this material field—through saturation, corrosion, 

camouflage, and the interruption of compositional closure—that Sarduy conceives an erotics 

inscribed in the surface of the canvas. The body is not a transparent bearer of meaning but a 

structuring surface that both anchors the gaze and disperses it through saturation, camouflage, and 

opacity—so that vision becomes, irreducibly, relation. In this sense, Sarduy’s landscapes do not 

offer the consolations of place or the closures of identity.  

The epigraph that opens this chapter, drawn from Sarduy’s response to the traveling 

exhibition Outside Cuba / Fuera de Cuba: Artistas Cubanos Contemporáneos (1989), can now be 

read as a critical intervention into the very binary that the exhibition’s title appears to stabilize.181 

Rather than accepting “outside Cuba” as a geographic condition opposed to an intact insular core, 

Sarduy proposes an archipelagic articulation in which unity gives way to dispersion and the island 

ceases to function as an origin. What is at stake is not exile as displacement from a center, but the 

 
181 Graciella Cruz-Taura, Ricardo Pau-Llosa, and Ileana Fuentes-Pérez, eds., Outside Cuba / Fuera de Cuba: 
Artistas Cubanos Contemporáneos (New Brunswick, NJ: Jane Voorhees Zimmerli Art Museum, Rutgers University, 
in association with the University of Miami, 1989). 
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undoing of the center itself. Against nationalist frameworks that risk being reinstated even through 

narratives of diaspora, he advocates for singularity—for the irreducible vocabulary of plastic 

elements and for a practice that resists subsumption under territorial coherence. In this way, 

Sarduy’s coastal and insular landscapes stage space as a threshold where encounter is inseparable 

from loss, and where the desire for an elsewhere becomes visible only through the painterly 

operations that continually defer it. 
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Chapter 4. The Definitive Period (1985-1993) 
 

“Speaking of his father’s art, Antonio de Holanda tells his son:  
‘Rather, this way of painting seeks to be made entirely 

of certain most subtle points, which I call atoms or mists,  
that cover the whole work with a kind of veil or very gentle and refined haze,  

full of great perfection and grace, and it is most difficult  
to achieve such a manner of making.’ 

 
‘And the perfect illumination must be made,  

whether in black and white or in colors,  
in such a way that it seems not to have been made by the hand,  

but rather by the intellect and breathed forth.’” 
 

—Note in José Lezama Lima’s Diaries 
 

The paintings that Severo Sarduy produced in the 1980s mark what François Wahl called 

his “definitive period.”182 The term is not merely chronological. It names a moment in which the 

formal, conceptual, and critical tensions that traverse Sarduy’s earlier literary and visual 

experiments consolidate into a rigorously articulated pictorial practice. In this period, painting does 

not function as a retreat from writing but as its intensification: a practice of self-inscription in 

which text and image converge into a single field. What had previously operated in parallel now 

crystallizes into a relational technique that directly intervenes in contemporary artistic debates 

while reengaging a Cuban critical and artistic tradition. During this decade, weaving emerges as 

both motif and method. It is not simply an image of interlaced threads but a structural and 

deconstructive strategy through which Sarduy dismantles modernist dichotomies—between form 

and support, surface and depth, writing and image, idea and material. In this sense, his “painting-

text-weaving” privileges painting as support and binding surface, a structure that emerges from 

 
182 Francois Wahl, “Relato de una doble migración,” In Severo Sarduy, (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte 
Reina Sofía, 1998), 44. 
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the void and holds together heterogeneous elements without resolving them. The recurring formal 

languages of manuscripts, seals, and religious iconographies do not reassert belief so much as 

reframe the religious object as inseparable from the secular one through the simultaneous acts of 

painting and writing. Weaving and binding thus become the ritual operations structuring these 

works—acts of repetition, transmission, and material inscription through which surface itself 

becomes generative. 

Throughout this decade, Sarduy devoted himself almost exclusively to developing a 

pictorial language composed of horizontal and vertical bands, repeated dots and lines, and organic 

substances such as saffron, coffee, bark, and diluted pigments (Fig. 59). These manuscript-like and 

textile surfaces evoke ancient scriptures, sacred fabrics, and decorative arts, yet they resist both 

nostalgic historicism and pure abstraction (Fig. 60). Instead, they foreground what modernism and 

conceptual art alike had marginalized: the decorative, the ritual, the sensorial, and the corporeal. 

If postwar conceptualism reduced language to its communicative function and minimalism 

pursued structural transparency, Sarduy’s weave paintings privilege opacity over clarity and 

inscription over idea. Weaving thus becomes the hypertelic principle of his late practice: a binding 

activity without telos, in which visual and linguistic signs exceed communication and present 

themselves as pure registers. In these works, surface and void, material and symbol, unity and 

excess are not reconciled but held in relational tension. Painting is transformed into an ontological 

locus of inscription—a site where body and object are implicated in the same act of making, and 

where the margin itself becomes generative. 

One of the earliest examples of this turn is Alignments (1980), where the weave becomes 

a critical operation at the core of Sarduy’s pictorial thinking (Fig. 61). As motif and method, the 
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weave collapses surface and support: horizontal rows of short vertical lines in earthy tones generate 

a textile pattern whose trompe-l’œil resemblance to an ancient fabric never fully detaches from the 

canvas that carries it. Geometric forms are integrated into the weave. An extended horizontal 

rectangle contains a central rhombus, a figure constructed from the joining of triangular units and 

embedded within the thread-like texture. “Alignments” names both the internal construction of 

this motif and the correspondence between depicted fabric and painted support. Flatness regains 

texture; structure regains symbolic charge. What appears as pictorial illusion is continually 

returned to color and grain as registers that bind image to surface.  

If Alignments demonstrates how the weave operates formally within a single work, the 

broader trajectory of this period must be situated within the intellectual and artistic debates that 

shaped Sarduy’s intervention. The convergence of painting and writing in his definitive stage does 

not signal a retreat from literature into visual practice. Rather, it constitutes a critical response to 

the binary epistemological frameworks inherited from modernity that continued to organize 

postwar aesthetics: mind and body, idea and material, surface and depth, structure and excess. In 

revisiting the historical entanglement of text and image, Sarduy challenges both modernism’s 

claim to purity and conceptualism’s reduction of language to communication. The writer becomes 

painter not to abandon language but to expose inscription itself as the ground where these 

oppositions dissolve. 

The Writer as Painter  

The historical relationship between painting and writing in Sarduy’s work situates him 

within an avant-garde modernist tradition that would carry on in the years after the war. As 

discussed in chapter two, Sarduy’s visual poems engaged directly with a uniquely Latin American 
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Concretist critical and experimental tradition. His friendship with Haroldo de Campos—whose 

books, inscribed with personal dedications, Sarduy preserved in his library—underscores how 

experimentation and the interweaving that sustained concrete visual poetry persisted into the 

second half of the twentieth century through international circuits. Sarduy’s work in this period 

participated directly in international debates around the relationship between writing and painting, 

text and image, particularly through the group exhibitions in which he was included during the 

1980s and early 1990s. Traditionally, experimental uses of visual and graphic elements subverted 

established conventions of literary and printing practices that confined the text’s structure to both 

page and typography. By mid-century, however, this critique targeted the limiting and contained 

structures of institutions and their discursive, ideological, and didactic uses of language. At this 

moment, Sarduy does not abandon language, but resists its reduction to communication under 

semiotics and conceptual art, seeking instead to redefine writing as a system of inscription in which 

meaning is not transmitted but generated through material processes. 

A significant turn within this tradition was the engagement with the ideogram and 

calligraphic elements of Asian languages. It revitalized concrete poetry in the postwar years but 

became a point of tension with gestural abstract artists who insisted on the physical and material 

structures of their abstract brush drawings. The gestural and material mark of the North American 

abstract expressionists was framed as a site more primordial than language, yet its emphasis on the 

stroke as origin brought it into an unacknowledged proximity with Asian calligraphic traditions. 

In East Asian calligraphy, the stroke is already abstraction, so this reduction of it to “writing” did 

little more than reveal a Eurocentric conception of abstraction and a Cold War anxiety over cultural 

borrowing. These debates were at the heart of several intellectual and artistic practices, influencing 

even Derrida’s notion of the open signifier. Sarduy’s visual work from these years thus enters 
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decisively into this tradition, moving beyond the binary of visuality and writing to convey the 

ontological nature of the mark, not as product, but as effect. 

In the 1980s, Sarduy participated in several international group exhibitions that brought 

together works by visual artists and writers exploring the relationship between image and text, 

painting and writing, or, more broadly, the intersections of the visual arts and literature. In 1980, 

he took part in the exhibition Travesía de la escritura, held at the Carrillo Gil Museum in Mexico 

City, which sought to reclaim and recontextualize the critical force of this intersection.183 Within 

this international group of intellectuals and painters, Sarduy played a central role by contributing 

both his painting Escritura simulada (Simulated Writing) and a short text for the exhibition catalog 

(Fig. 62). In the artwork, an irregular geometric grid evokes the organic formations found on 

geological surfaces. The monochromatic arrangement of rectangles in diluted tones of yellow and 

white appears as a technically refined continuation of his earlier small-scale irregular grid patterns. 

The washed-out application of black pigment produces an uneven chromaticism, giving the 

composition the appearance of a telluric surface or woven fabric. This “simulation of writing” 

stages a relationship between writing and organic structures where mimicry collapses their 

hierarchy. Sarduy’s accompanying text in the catalog underscores this dynamic through what he 

terms a “dual emission,” referring to writing as a singular act akin to excretion—an activity that 

shapes and gives form to external and non-inherent materials and sources. 

In 1982, Sarduy was included in two major group exhibitions at prominent European 

museums: Pintura, Arte y Literatura at the Museum of Modern Art of the City of Paris, and Autour 

de Christian Dotremont at the Royal Library of Brussels—an exhibition paying tribute to the 

 
183 Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes y Museo de Arte Carrillo Gil, Travesía de la escritura (México, D.F.: Instituto 
Nacional de Bellas Artes, Museo de Arte Carrillo Gil, 1980). 
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Belgian painter renowned for his ink-on-paper calligraphic works. He also participated in several 

other group shows, including Signes et écritures at the Centre for Contemporary Art in Brussels 

and Écritures, cultures at the Palais des Arts in Toulouse in 1985 and 1986, respectively. Five 

years later, in 1991, he was included in the exhibition L’écrit et le signe, autour de quelques dessins 

d’écrivains at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris (Fig. 63). Organized by the Franco-American 

historian and writer Annie Cohen-Solal, the Pompidou exhibition assembled works by an 

international, multigenerational group of avant-garde writers whose painting practices stemmed 

from a critique of the dominance of verbal culture—one increasingly saturated and exhausted by 

language’s communicative function. Cohen-Solal took as her point of departure the ideas of 

Belgian poet and painter Henri Michaux, a canonical figure who turned to painting as a means of 

freeing himself from the constraints of verbal expression.184 This critical axis, to which many 

writers subscribed, sought to break away from the proliferation of empty messages that 

characterized a postwar anesthetized mass media culture. 

Toward the end of the decade, two solo exhibitions of Sarduy’s visual work were held at 

the Lina Davidov Gallery in the Saint-Germain-des-Prés neighborhood of Paris. Davidov would 

continue to represent and promote Sarduy’s work even after his death in 1993, situating it within 

the critical and intellectual context of those years. According to Davidov, the title of the 

posthumous retrospective exhibition Une peinture de silence alludes to the meditative and spiritual 

state that Sarduy sought through his visual practice. Yet it is worth noting that the relationship 

between language and silence had long been theorized in the influential book by the Franco-

American writer George Steiner. Language and Silence, published in 1961, offers a critique of the 

 
184 Blandine Benoit, Annie Cohen, Michel Melot, Bernard Noël, and Michel Thévoz, L’écrit, le signe: autour de 
quelques dessins d’écrivains: 23 octobre 1991 - 20 janvier 1992 (Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, Bibliothèque 
publique d’information, 1991). 
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tradition of the logos—a verbal culture predicated on reason—in favor of what Steiner calls “the 

hard edge of actual experience.”185 For Steiner, silence became both a moral and philosophical 

imperative and a form of aesthetic inquiry into the limits of verbal language after the atrocities of 

World War II. In contrast to the noise of media culture and totalitarian regimes, silence was both 

complicit with and a response to inhumanity. Like many European thinkers grappling with postwar 

culture, Steiner returned to the category of the sublime, pairing mathematics with a “logos of 

silence” that, like music, served as a universal and pure language. Sarduy, however, confronts this 

postwar European tradition. His work embraces silence not as a metaphor of purity or 

transcendence but as the co-constitutive counterpart of noise. Sarduy’s “paintings of silence,” 

therefore, assert a correspondence between silence and noise, revealing in their interplay a limit 

that is shared rather than opposed. In this sense, his paintings do not seek to escape verbal 

language—or culture—but instead insist upon the very limits through which the two remain 

inextricably bound. 

Steiner’s theories revealed how the separation of culture from artistic activity—promoted 

by a sector of criticism aligned with modernism—produced divergent responses. Some artistic 

practices embraced science and technology in pursuit of a pure language, while others sought the 

same purity of meaning in a return to the sublime and to spiritual experience. By contrast, practices 

that emphasized the culturally determined dimension of artistic activity often overaccentuated the 

communicative function of visual language or advocated for the dissolution of the artwork in its 

traditional and institutional sense, so that it would exist solely as a cultural product. This tendency 

was reinforced by the influence of Saussurean semiology, which foregrounded the sign’s 

 
185 George Steiner, Language and Silence: Essays on Language, Literature, and the Inhuman, 1st ed. (New York: 
Atheneum, 1967), 5. 
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communicative function and shaped subsequent structuralist approaches to art and media.186 These 

seemingly opposing tendencies converged in the emergence of Conceptual Art and the 

abandonment of the easel in favor of the idea. The rise of semiotics further redirected attention 

toward systems of communication and media technologies as vehicles of passive consumption. It 

is precisely in the 1980s, at the height of conceptualism’s expansion, that Sarduy chose to devote 

himself exclusively to painting, privileging a creative and physical practice that resisted both the 

modernist pursuit of idealized forms and the conceptualist reduction of art to its communicative 

function. 

In the following section, I focus on the moment when weave patterns activate a web of 

correspondences among the elements that modernism—and its postwar inheritors—exiled in their 

renewed reliance on Cartesian binaries. In the works I analyze, the basic elements of painting and 

the scriptural act share an origin in mark-making that implicates body and object through 

appearance. North American art had been dominated by investigations of the support and surface 

that revived modernism’s ethos of purity, non-mediation, and transparency. By the 1970s, however, 

the discourse of the “real” was increasingly replaced by a language of “facts,” preparing the return 

of the painterly as a destabilizing element within claims to literal presence.187 Sarduy’s weave 

motif foregrounds this tension between artifice and support, illusion and structure.  

 
186 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. Perry Meisel and Haun Saussy, trans. Wade Baskin 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2011 [1916]); see also Charles S. Peirce, The Essential Peirce: Selected 
Philosophical Writings, Volume 2 (1893–1913), ed. Peirce Edition Project (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1998). 
187 Joshua Shannon, “Surface: Photorealist Painting,” in The Recording Machine: Art and Fact During the Cold War 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 104. 
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Weave Paintings 

If the preceding discussion situates Sarduy’s definitive period within debates around 

writing and painting, the weave paintings render this intervention materially visible. Weaving 

emerges here as both motif and method: not simply the image of a textile, but a structural strategy 

that dismantles modernist binaries in favor of a relational dynamic among traditionally opposed 

terms—form and support, surface and illusion, text and image. Sarduy’s painting-writing-weave 

binds heterogeneous elements without collapsing their distinct fields, turning weaving into the 

hypertelic principle of this period: a binding activity without telos, in which signs exceed 

communication and function as pure registers. Weaving ceases to function as metaphor and 

becomes an operative principle: grid, band, and repeated mark stage inscription as a binding 

activity that unsettles the opposition between surface and depth, illusion and structure. What 

modernism framed as flatness, Sarduy reveals as a surface that contains texture. The convergence 

of painting and writing in this final stage unfolds through compositions grounded in the structure 

and materiality of artisanal weaving.  

In “Redes, tramas, islas” (Networks, Webs, Islands) Juan Manuel Bonet suggests that 

weaving functions not only as a conceptual link between writing and painting in Sarduy’s work, 

but also as a metaphor for the dispersed network of writers and artists traversing his creative 

production.188 Bonet adopts this logic formally, composing his text as a fabric of fragments, 

memories, and unfinished anecdotes, so that structure and argument become interlaced. If Sarduy’s 

oeuvre can be read as a braided multiplicity, the weave paintings stage the destabilizing, 

multilayered processes that structure this chain of entanglements. Works such as Alignments stage 

 
188 Juan Manuel Bonet, “Redes, tramas, islas,” in Severo Sarduy (Madrid: Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina 
Sofía, 1998), 49. 
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a reciprocal relation between illusion and surface, in which each contains and exposes the other. 

The mimetic weave both conceals and reiterates the textural pattern of the canvas, implicating 

painted surface and support in the same act of inscription—the binding of body and object through 

the imitation of nature. 

The weave paintings represent a binding activity between art and craft and between secular 

and ritual spaces. For example, the activity of weaving resonates with prayer, which in many 

religions is structured through the repeated directing of supplication toward an object. The weave 

that emerges from prayer may at first appear immaterial, yet it is always oriented or concentrated 

upon an object. Tríptico I, II, III (Triptych I, II, III) is composed of three mid-sized canvases 

saturated with small red, black, and gray dots, placed very closely together in a linear pattern (Figs. 

64–66). Although the lines remain separate, an optical effect creates the illusion of a single 

stroke—horizontal lines that become slightly irregular and denser in certain areas. Each tiny mark 

is a concentrated deposit of red or black pigment, meticulously applied with a single-hair brush. 

Against the white ground, these minute marks generate a pattern of horizontal bands. The surface 

takes on the appearance of an open weave, with visible gaps between the fibers and subtle 

irregularities that recall the organic, artisanal quality of loose, breathable jute fabric. A saturated 

field of irregular edges produces the illusion of one flat and uniform textile that seems to detach 

from the canvas. Strong contrasts of color within the weave heighten this optical effect, making 

the textural pattern appear to hover above the white surface. The irregular borders further intensify 

the effect, underscoring the tension between appearance and surface without allowing one to efface 

the other. The weave is not entirely illusory, for its artificiality is grounded in the very structure of 

its support.  
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This mutual referentiality between the work’s artifice and the canvas’s material surface 

underlines the opposing values of surface and illusion without conceding to one, emphasizing 

instead a relational dynamic where each is implicated in the other. The simultaneously structured 

and irregular quality of the weave turns the framed surface into a binding object that links the 

secular activity of spinning fibers with the religious one, as prayer itself takes the form of a weave, 

a repetitive pattern. In the same way, the weave paintings bring together the activities of writing 

and painting, conjuring the material object not as product but as effect. Sarduy observed the deeper 

linguistic and ontological connection between these activities by pointing to the Latin word texere 

(“to weave”), the root of text, texture, and textile, all bound by the shared logic of fabrication.189 

In Sanskrit, the term sūtra literally means “thread” and designates the sacred texts of Hinduism 

and Buddhism, whose aphoristic structure binds discrete teachings together into a coherent whole. 

Yet this thread-like meaning also extends into the domain of orality and ritual transmission, for 

these texts were preserved through chanting. The sutra thus enacts a kind of sonic weaving, where 

vibration and repetition interlace sound with memory, disclosing a more primordial layer of 

inscription in which the text appears as effect—residue of the pure register of transmission, at once 

a version of it and its Other. 

In his analysis of a piece of cardboard covered with garlands of red and pink strokes, 

François Wahl proposes a tautological reading. The inscription of the words “Red and Orange on 

Red” at the center of the weave reveals, according to Wahl, the “double link between idea and 

appearance” (Fig. 67).190 While the arabesque, repetitive scribbles that saturate the white surface 

establish a correlation between the artificiality of language and its externalized decorative quality, 

 
189 Severo Sarduy, Escrito sobre un cuerpo; ensayos de crítica (Buenos Aires: Editorial Sudamericana, 1969). 
190 Wahl, “Relato de una doble migración,” 39. 
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a closer analysis reveals a much more dynamic semantic play. Here, the “double link” is not 

confined to the relation between appearance and idea within a tautological circuit, producing 

instead a rupture from this logic by introducing the omitted elements as the boundary that painting 

and language share. The title, which undoubtedly alludes to one of Rothko’s most celebrated 

paintings, activates a dynamic in which the repetitive act of inscribing a red stroke over an orange 

over a red does not reproduce the literalist relation between planes and colors, as it might in Rothko 

(Fig. 68). The tension that arises is between the inscription of the title’s black letters on the empty 

space of the cardboard and the weave as ornament covering and replacing the surface.  

What might appear as a double link between idea and appearance turns into a destabilizing 

play between appearance and legibility—an irreducible tension between medium and message that 

reappears in Sarduy’s visual and poetic experiments, where decorative text functions 

simultaneously as revelation and concealment. In the visual arts this concern can be traced to the 

very schism between Minimalism and Expressionism, in which interiority was opposed to 

exteriority, and expression to presence. In a series of poems written in cursive and arabesque 

calligraphy that Sarduy sent in a folded leaflet to Roberto González Echevarría in 1981 under the 

title Dazibaos, the decorative text functions simultaneously as externalization and concealment. 

Labyrinthine and almost cryptic, the letters seduce the gaze, inviting decipherment as they 

intertwine and contaminate one another along the folds of the paper, like a folding screen. Here, 

as in his paintings, Sarduy proposes that the relationship between surface and appearance points 

to the very limits of vision and language, since they are not mutually verifiable. 

Taking its name from the Chinese term for posters displayed in public spaces with political 

messages of protest, criticism, and opposition to official policies—texts without a single author, 
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meant to express a vox populi—the dazibao in Sarduy’s hands becomes an unstable operation, 

oscillating between the legible and the illegible. At first the text appears illegible, revealing itself 

only through a game that emerges from the poem’s internal structure. It is a coded writing, but not 

an illegible one, since the correspondences and variations among letters, words, and verses render 

the text readable (Fig. 69). Sarduy’s dazibao turns legibility into a seduction, a game between 

writing and painting, where both participate in the artificiality that displaces or dilates legibility. 

The use of the Chinese dazibao as a metaphor for a disruptive or subversive message was adopted 

by the New York collective Group Material for a public art intervention in Union Square in 1982 

(Fig. 70). There, texts and images inserted subversive messages into public space with the same 

disruptive force as the Chinese posters. For Sarduy, however, the critical and subversive power of 

the dazibao—a precursor to graffiti—resides in the destabilizing effect of handwritten text as the 

externalization of an anonymous message. That is to say, the calligraphic gesture that corroborates 

the presence of a body as a mark in public space is the very strategy of concealment that renders 

it invisible. The dichotomy between the body as a verifiable subject inscribed in the mark and its 

complete annulment in the transparency of the surface becomes a theme he continues to explore 

in his manuscripts. 

Manuscripts  

Several works from this period visualize handwriting text as residue—an effect of 

repetitive, scribal mark-making in which material processes intervene. In these works, authorship 

is destabilized, as the mark no longer guarantees singular presence but instead binds multiple 

forces, materials, and surfaces. If the weave paintings foreground inscription as structure, the 

manuscript works radicalize the question of origin. The manuscript format does not recover 

authenticity or sacred authority; it stages writing as residue—an effect of repetition, erosion, and 
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material process. Inscription no longer guarantees presence. It binds body and surface while 

withholding any stable site of origin or originality. Ancient practices of handwriting occupy a 

central place in Sarduy’s visual work, functioning not only as a point of contact between painting 

and writing—an affinity that resonates with the interests of other artists drawn to the calligraphic 

traditions of non-Western cultures—but also as a vehicle for questioning the notions of originality 

and authorship that had been erected upon a relation of verification or, conversely, a total severing 

of the author’s body. Within the broader category I describe as his woven paintings, the corpus 

displays considerable variation, although the emphasis on the nexus between painting and writing, 

surface and inscription, remains constant throughout this period. A subset of works from the series 

ceases to evoke artisanal textiles and instead calls forth the appearance of ancient manuscripts. To 

achieve this effect, Sarduy turns to the use of organic materials that merge and intermingle with 

the aged quality he manages to impart to common painting supports such as canvas and acrylic. 

These paintings are composed of minute, precise deposits of marks—dots or lines—executed in 

monochrome across earthen-colored bands: yellows, grays, reds, and browns arranged into 

sequential patterns. The vertical registers evoke the columns that organize Chinese characters, 

while the horizontal bands seem to emulate Tibetan sacred texts produced on palm leaves with ink 

and opaque watercolor. 

Manuscrito (Manuscript), a diptych made with coffee and acrylic on paper in 1989, not 

only imitates the layout and orientation of an ancient text but also the fragile, aged appearance of 

millenary objects (Fig. 71). The manuscript paintings do more than imitate the structure of ancient 

texts: they reproduce the marks of time itself. Traces and gaps appear to pierce or suture the weave 

formed by vertical and horizontal bands. These marks and holes expose the paper and blacken the 

edges, as if the works were simultaneously undergoing destruction and repair (Fig. 72). Through 
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such effects, the manuscript paintings become illusory objects that destabilize the temporal 

hierarchy in which modern art is positioned against the merely cultural. By simulating both sacred 

object and sacred activity, they situate the contemporary artwork not in another time but within an 

accumulation of times that produces the fetish aura. In this sense, the transparency promised by 

Minimalism through its literalist aesthetics is displaced by the opacity of a referent that is already 

absent or lost. 

Just as these manuscript paintings displace temporal hierarchies, they also unsettle the 

category of authorship, redirecting attention from the subject as origin to the body as surface of 

inscription. The manuscript paintings work to destabilize notions of authorship grounded in the 

authentic presence and transparency of the body in the work of art. The autographic element in 

art—the indelible mark of the artist upon the work—is recast through auto-bio-graphy, where the 

narrative and construction of the subject are replaced by graphic marks that testify to life in a body. 

In a series of autobiographical texts compiled under the title Autorretratos (Author/Self-Portraits), 

Sarduy adopts a mode of life-writing in which the text assumes the structure and materiality of his 

manuscripts.191 These texts recount scars, skin anomalies, and bodily ailments, while the 

manuscript paintings operate both as taxonomic structures and as permeable surfaces. The body 

becomes the support upon which events are inscribed, but rather than signifying a subject with 

autonomous life, it figures as the support of life as graphic trace. Autobiography is reframed here: 

the recounting of a subject’s life becomes the writing of a life upon a body. Scars, illnesses, and 

imperfections articulate the script of the bios—a corporeal topography that can be read, just as in 

chiromantic practices. 

 
191 Severo Sarduy, "Autorretratos," in Obra completa, Tomo I, ed. Gustavo Guerrero and François Wahl (San José, 
Costa Rica: Universidad de Costa Rica, 1999), 1–105. 
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Through seals, signatures, and calligraphic marks, Sarduy recasts authorship as artifice and 

multiplicity rather than as evidence of a singular origin. The ruptures and sutures that seem to 

pierce and join the columns or bands in Sarduy’s manuscript paintings conceive the text as the 

residue of a simultaneous activity of writing and reading. This activity destabilizes the originating 

source of both the work and its minimal unit, the author’s mark or signature. This dynamic is 

reinforced by the signature-seals that appear in many of his paintings. Sarduy’s signature is not 

merely a verification of authorship but a confirmation of artifice, a marker of the constructed nature 

of the work itself. Composed solely of his first name, the signature frequently appears in the lower 

right-hand corner in red, capitalized letters arranged vertically within a rectangular block, imitating 

the form of traditional Chinese block-print seals (Fig. 73). The use of a Chinese-style seal with 

Spanish letters produces a juxtaposition between Western and Eastern conventions of the artist’s 

mark, subverting what each excludes or negates. On the one hand, the seal suggests that the artist’s 

mark attests to his skill in artifice and evokes the Baroque pictorial tradition of optical trickery, 

illusionism, and artificiality. On the other hand, it destabilizes the notion of origin and originality 

to which the artwork, as evidence, is conventionally bound. 

These ideas become explicit in certain manuscript paintings where Sarduy explores the 

relationship between the calligraphic mark and authorship in Chinese art through the adoption of 

the seal. In Les sceaux de lacre I, II (The Lacquer Seals I, II), the seal appears not only in the 

signature but as the central object of the work (Figs. 74–75). Small clusters of square blocks are 

scattered across the canvas, combining the structured precision of the mark with the contingency 

of random placement in order to convey an origin that is at once specific and open-ended. In these 

two acrylic works on canvas, the signature-seal retains its traditional connotation as a mark 

attesting to authorship. Yet its dispersed layout and irregular distribution render it an unstable, 
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mutable, and multiple form of inscription. In this tradition, the calligraphic inscription is 

understood as both an “image of the mind” and its exteriorization, encapsulated in the popular 

saying: “To see a man’s calligraphy is to see his face.”192 According to art historian Jason C. Kuo, 

who traces the history of the seal back to the earliest calligraphic systems, the seal, in its association 

with the divine power of writing, originated as a practice linked to cosmology and divination, later 

evolving into a sophisticated art form associated with cross-disciplinary intellectual activity. The 

integration of text and image within the seal demonstrates not only the artisan’s technical skill but 

also the mastery of multiple intellectual and artistic disciplines. Both painters and writers inscribed 

their authorship through the seal as evidence of their command of an art that copied from sources 

embodying the flow of sacred and natural forces. The seal, then, not only linked the artist to diverse 

fields of knowledge but also established a connection between the artist’s body and nature through 

the stroke as the exteriorization of an inner universe. Originality resides not in the assertion of 

singular authorship but in the capacity to inscribe the origin of the work within a beyond that 

exceeds its author. 

In previous chapters, I introduced Sarduy’s approach to the question of authorship and 

originality. It is worth emphasizing that the “beyond” where he situates the origin—not of the work 

itself but of the mark that certifies the link between object and body—takes the form of an 

encrypted writing. This is a writing without narrative or message; a fabric whose texture is the 

residue or effect of an activity. The record of this scriptural gesture renders the texture and 

repetitive pattern into a text-ure that carries no direct content or that perhaps suggests the text is 

encoded, secret, or hidden within. In Lettre à ma mère (Letter to My Mother), the stamped texture 

extends evenly across the surface, covering it and imparting a haptic quality (Fig. 76). A single 

 
192 Jason C. Kuo, Word as Image: The Art of Chinese Seal Engraving (New York: China House Gallery, 1992), 18. 
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undulating line, resembling the repeated letter “S” and forming horizontal bands, creates an 

arabesque decoration. This visual play on the letter S evokes both the doubled initial of Sarduy’s 

name and the first letter of the word silence—a figure of absence or deferred meaning embedded 

in a text or mark without message. 

During these years, Sarduy avoided sending letters to his family because communication 

with relatives in Cuba was subject to surveillance and scrutiny. Years of almost weekly 

correspondence were replaced by more frequent telephone calls. The decorative pattern substitutes 

the letter’s message with the signification of the body through the mark, seal, or signature, which 

both produces and conceals itself through the textural weave. In this sense, the manuscript 

paintings foreground the artificiality of the text as the pure register of the artist’s writing, while at 

the same time staging its illusion: a script that appears to transmit meaning yet ultimately reflects 

only its own ornamental surface. Text becomes texture, and the mark operates as an open signifier, 

a graphic record whose origin lies simultaneously in the sonic, the gustatory, the tactile, or simply 

in the temporal units that register duration. This ornamental and encrypted form of writing became 

a form of coded language Sarduy used in correspondence with other homosexual intellectuals and 

exiles, a hidden transmission that established solidarity with friends and family on the island and 

with those abroad. By privileging the scriptural mark as a form of transmission without a message, 

Sarduy points to a mode of inscription that exceeds the communicative and discursive function of 

writing and painting. 

Here writing becomes decorative, oscillating between legibility and illegibility, and 

constructing a relational field between gaze and sign in which the text both invites and resists 

reading. The fact that Sarduy’s handwritten paintings are not based on a total abandonment of 
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legibility, nor on abstract gestures as arbitrary signs aligns him with his contemporaries. 

Calligraphy appears as ornament, seducing and deceiving the gaze. The garland-like decorative 

pattern oscillates between communicative sign and gestural mark, activating a dynamic of 

exposure and concealment, where the author becomes at once present and absent. This type of 

gestural and scriptural painting places Sarduy in dialogue with other artists who understood the 

calligraphic mark either as a sign bound to nature and visible form through mimesis, or as evidence 

of a subjective and expressive origin distinct from a logocentric discourse. Henri Michaux, an 

important reference for Sarduy, was particularly interested in the relationship between calligraphy 

and appearance (Figs. 77–78). In his painting, forms are dynamic and malleable, and Michaux 

consistently insisted that their abstract quality did not sever them from their origin. His significance 

lies in being one of the avant-garde artists who continued to explore themes central to modernism. 

For this reason, Michaux also rethought authorship by erasing the boundaries between painter and 

writer and emphasizing the transitory and imaginative elements that shape the perception of the 

self as Other. 193 His texts and drawings reflect a deep interest in non-Western systems of writing 

and painting, particularly Asian ones. Nevertheless, his gestural paintings and drawings oscillated 

between the abstract mark and a Western conception of mimetic form, never fully departing from 

its ocular, verifying impulse.  

Another artist working in this modality and closer in generation to Sarduy is León Ferrari. 

Known for his calligraphic, often illegible marks that evoke handwriting, Ferrari developed several 

series of works, among them Manuscritos (Manuscripts) (early 1960s), Cartas a un general 

(Letters to a General) (1963), and Escrituras (Writings) (1960s–70s) (Fig. 79). His practice was 

 
193 Margaret Rigaud-Drayton, Henri Michaux: Poetry, Painting, and the Universal Sign, 1st ed. (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 2005). 
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deeply aligned with Argentina’s conceptual art movement, profoundly rooted in protest art and 

political activism, which eventually forced him into exile in 1976. Ferrari’s handwritten, often 

unreadable letters not only protested political censorship but also drew attention to the ideological 

function of language. Through these works, he exposed the entanglement of myth and ideology, 

politics and religion, and challenged the authority of the written text in relation to subjective and 

individual expression.194 Ferrari’s use of the calligraphic text establishes an arbitrary relationship 

between gestural mark and legibility: the communicative sign is overtaken by the graphic and 

gestural trace, endowing writing with a subjective dimension. In this tension between the 

communicative sign and the gesture, calligraphy becomes a sign of resistance to the authority of 

the word and the text within structures of power, marking the presence of the subject or individual 

excluded by power.  

Michaux, Ferrari, and Sarduy each inscribe in writing an imprecise, unstable, and 

subjective origin of the communicative sign, which in painting emerges through the gestural mark. 

Yet, while Michaux insists on the mimetic relation between form and gesture, and Ferrari 

transforms the calligraphic gesture into the signification of the political subject, Sarduy understand 

the text as a structure of relation between the gaze and the communicative sign. In this sense, the 

texture or decorative pattern does not signify a subject, a visual form, or an intelligible sign. Rather, 

his scriptural weave unfolds as a structure that simultaneously opens and closes the possibility of 

legibility. Moving beyond pure subjectivity and symbolic form, Sarduy’s calligraphic drawing 

treats the scriptural gesture as a relation between the scrutinizing gaze and a body that writes itself 

yet refuses to be read. The destabilization of authorship through the manuscript and the seal 

 
194 León Ferrari et al., The Words of Others: León Ferrari and Rhetoric in Times of War = Palabras Ajenas: León 
Ferrari y la retórica en tiempos de guerra (Los Angeles: REDCAT/CalArts’ Downtown Center for Contemporary 
Arts, 2017). 
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prepares the ground for a broader inquiry into the structural logic shared by writing and ritual. 

Once the mark no longer secures origin, it exposes the operations of binding that sustain both 

artistic and religious forms. 

Religious Texts 

Sarduy’s manuscript paintings interlace the communicative unit—message or decipherable 

code—with the material and visual mark, binding them through the relational weave as a structural 

surface grounded in both perceptual and conceptual fields. This becomes especially clear in a 

group of works where the weaves and manuscripts incorporate geometric figures that point toward 

symbolic unity. In these cases, the symbol itself already carries the structure of the weave. By 

titling one of his weave paintings Símbolo (Symbol), for instance, Sarduy allows the idea of total 

unity to dissolve into the textural homogeneity of a surface saturated with points in deep shades of 

red and brown (Fig. 80). In other untitled paintings, symbolic unity appears as geometric shapes 

superimposed on the composition of the manuscript. In one, it is a red triangle at the lower center; 

in another, three variations of the same polygon appear (Figs. 81–82). The symbol seems to 

oscillate between its decorative quality—apparently emptied of meaning—and its capacity to 

consolidate meaning. Yet when the internal structure of these geometric shapes is analyzed, a 

weave re-emerges. The three polygons are subdivided into four internal triangles in red, brown, 

and black, which together generate the structure of the entire painting. Unlike in the earlier red 

series, where the triangle is absent, here it becomes emblematic of the internal structure of matter 

and color—a system of fractals that unfolds into a mise en abyme. Unlike the square, which signals 

the stability of its internal structure, the triangle operates as a primary or “mother” geometric unit 

from which polygons proliferate ad infinitum, already prefiguring the weave as unfolding and 

expansion. 
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The symbolic unity in which color and geometric shape are condensed reveals a connective 

structure of interlacing that weaves sacred and secular spaces, object and body, unity and void. In 

works such as El artesonado de la sinagoga (The Coffered Ceiling of the Synagogue) and Soleil 

(Sun), the symbol as unit and geometric shape is not simply a compositional element but emerges 

from the interweaving of the support itself. These works are distinctive within this period for their 

use of collage (Figs. 83–84). As a manual technique that interlaces and assembles disparate 

elements, collage can be read as a metaphorical reference to the fusion of the decorative and the 

symbolic, as well as the religious and the secular. The “coffered ceiling of a synagogue” refers to 

the characteristically decorated ceilings of Jewish houses of worship, while Soleil recalls the 

ornamental motifs of religious decoration. In both cases, the artisanal decorative acquires a ritual 

dimension through the binding structure of repetition, which provides the fixity necessary to ritual 

practice. This is the central value that Islamic and Jewish traditions assign to the decorative, where 

the veneration of images and practices of idolatry are prohibited. Symbolic unity neither disappears 

nor opposes the centerless pattern of the weave; rather, both are sustained by the same underlying 

structure. 

If El artesonado de la sinagoga and Soleil explore the relationship between symbolic unity, 

ritual, and the decorative structures of Jewish and Islamic traditions, then Sudario (Shroud) and 

Evangeliario (Book of Gospels) extend this exploration into the realm of Christian iconography. 

Religious texts and imagery play a central role here, yet Sarduy reframes religious objects and 

spaces as inseparable from the secular, so that religion appears less as belief than as a system of 

binding—one that recalls one of the etymological root of the word religion: religare. Here, the 

weave is bound not only to the symbolic and the ritual but also to the body itself as surface, imprint, 

and site of transference. In these paintings, the bond between weave and skin is presented as more 
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than metaphorical to the extent that each becomes a substitute for the other (Figs. 85–86). More 

significantly, in their juxtaposition, each acquires qualities from the other: skin and fabric become 

at once autonomous and permeable, continuous and interchangeable. Sudario—a reference to the 

cloth used to cover the bodies of the dead—shows red pigment saturating and impregnating a 

yellow-based fabric. Largely monochromatic, except for the yellow that filters through and the 

gray marks at the edges, the composition evokes the tones of blood and gold, substances long 

associated with the sacred and the divine. The rectangular, irregular form created by the dense 

layer of red recalls the accumulation and saturation produced by the transfer of secretions from 

one body to another. Cloth and skin here are not merely metaphorical substitutes but permeable 

surfaces that overlap and interact. Sudario thus appears as a system of transfer with a rudimentary 

imprint, where the material properties of a non-sacred object facilitate transgression into the 

sacred. In Evangeliario—traditionally understood as a gospel book—the uniform surface without 

a focal point reimagines the codex of the Word as pure chromatic intensity, displacing semantic 

authority into the field of color itself and staging revelation as perpetual deferral. Religious 

symbols and texts are not only recurring motifs throughout this fertile period but are structurally 

woven into the works themselves. The binding of color to surface and the repetitive application of 

marks generate a textured field in which the etymological meaning of religion—as binding and 

tying back—suggest an inherent link between the human and the divine. 

The role that the formal structures of minimalism play within an artistic practice that is also 

spiritual has been explored by Alfonso Palacio, who identifies important connections with the 

work of American post-minimalist artist Agnes Martin.195 Like Sarduy, Martin infused her work 

 
195 Alfonso Palacio, “Algunas (re)consideraciones sobre la relación entre Severo Sarduy y la pintura,” in Cámara de 
eco: Homenaje a Severo Sarduy, ed. Gustavo Palacio Guerrero and Catalina Quesada (S.l: Fondo de Cultura 
Económica, 2019), 228. 
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with spiritual dimensions derived from manual activity. Zen is central to Martin’s practice, 

particularly in her exploration of the spiritual resonance of structure. Her use of white bands and 

grids evokes an ontological link between geometry and spiritual contemplation, a connection that 

can also be found in Sarduy’s compositions. Palacio observes that the strongest affinities appear 

in Martin’s later works, where her use of inks with irregular edges within geometric bands 

produces what he describes as a “rectified or humanized structuralism” (Fig. 87). Yet even within 

these two fundamental aspects, notable differences emerge. Martin fuses industrial and handmade 

visual structures, creating a contrast that disrupts symbolic modes of spirituality and repositions 

them as a tension between ritual practice and artistic practice. Sarduy, by contrast, is less interested 

in fusing opposites than in showing how a critical juxtaposition transforms the structural grid into 

a nexus. Whereas North American minimalist artists more broadly rejected the cultural and 

spiritual dimensions of art, Sarduy exposes how the structural forms shared by the weave, the grid, 

and the Conceptualists’ indexes function as taxonomic systems of data collection and statistics—

a renewed form of the sublime, one always already driven by its own limit. 

Another important difference from Martin’s spiritualism is Sarduy’s more nuanced and 

complex relationship to spiritual beliefs and practices. Although he declared himself a practitioner 

of Tibetan Buddhism and, like Martin, associated artistic activity with meditation, he never 

adhered to a single philosophy or religious creed. Religious objects and writings appear as 

recurring themes in his work, but they never function as substitutes for belief itself. The 

fetishization of relics through his imitation of ancient texts forms part of a broader effort to subvert 

notions of transparency, originality, and expressivity traditionally assigned to the artwork, while 

preserving the spiritual aura he always sought to foreground. Sarduy’s interest lay in probing how 

the underlying structures of the religious are intrinsically related to the primary elements and 
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materials of art. His painting Mensaje a Changó (Message to Changó) offers another point of 

reference for his tapestry-like works with an ancient appearance: it invokes the pantheon of orishas 

venerated in the Afro-Cuban Yoruba community (Fig. 88). Even the various religious objects he 

collected throughout his life reflect a syncretism that not only characterizes Cuban religiosity but 

also conceives religion simultaneously as ethnographic material and as a binding element within 

Cuban culture. 

Martin humanizes the grid through spiritual discipline. Yet Sarduy’s engagement with the 

Spanish artist Elena Asins destabilizes the centrality of geometric rigor from another angle. Asins’ 

austere, algorithmic drawings—rooted in serial logic and mathematical precision—represent 

another late modernist commitment to formal purity. Yet what fascinated Sarduy was not their rigor 

alone, but the moment when that rigor faltered. Before one of her exhibitions, several of Asins’ 

works were damaged in transit. For Sarduy, this accident revealed what he called the “signature of 

the real”: the intrusion of contingency into form. The tear, the crease, the unforeseen mark did not 

negate structure but exposed its limit. In this sense, the geometric order modernism sought to 

stabilize becomes permeable—susceptible to what exceeds calculation. Sarduy’s own weave 

paintings operate according to a similar principle. Their grids and bands evoke Minimalism’s 

discipline, yet the minute irregularities of pigment, the saturation of organic matter, and the 

insistence on texture reintroduce precisely what Minimalism’s literalist aesthetics were designed 

to exclude: materiality, the sensorial, and contingency. Structure is not abolished but unsettled from 

within. The margin—the fringe, the filigree, the slight deviation—becomes the site where order is 

constituted through excess. 
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This destabilization of geometric order also clarifies the place of religiosity in Sarduy’s 

visual work, which offers a striking counterpoint to the anti-humanism that would characterize 

Minimal Art, with its emphasis on industrial materials and concept, yet without abandoning 

Minimalism’s syntax based on the relationship between structure and void. Although Sarduy 

adopted the same formal strategies of Minimal Art, he reformulated them through the use of 

painterly elements and techniques that disrupt the dichotomy between the conceptual and 

perceptual fields in which the minimalist space is inscribed. One of the characteristic elements of 

his work is the use of the dot or tiny mark as a closed unit that generates a geometric and 

homogeneous pattern. The colored dot and its meticulous application in producing the uniform 

texture that constitutes the visual structure of the weave, lend his works a material and corporeal 

dimension that simultaneously carries a symbolic and immaterial resonance. The primary unit of 

the dot saturates the yellow surface, which in turn intensifies the minimal red deposit. This neo-

baroque effect opens a breach with Minimalism by underscoring the structure of the primary unit—

dot, square, or frame—as defined through its extension.  

If the symbol condenses unity within the weave, it also reveals the instability of that unity. 

The geometric shapes—triangle, square and line or dot—appears at first as consolidation, yet its 

internal structure exposes an unfolding that exceeds containment. What seems like formal closure 

begins to operate as proliferation. The question thus shifts from symbolic meaning to ontological 

structure: how does the smallest unit generate multiplicity? It is at this point that Sarduy’s 

engagement with the Baroque becomes decisive. This inflection recalls the Baroque, in particular 

Leibniz’s concept of the monad, a theory akin to metaphysical atomism—distinct from the 

scientific atomism of modern physics—in which the smallest unit becomes the ground of 
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multiplicity, embodying both finitude and infinity.196 Sarduy’s dot is, like the monad, a singular, 

indivisible unit that nonetheless contains infinity. In this sense, the small unit of color recovers an 

essential characteristic of the Baroque: a relational model that holds together what seems 

irreconcilable. The Baroque staging of continuous reversals of categories—matter and spirit, limit 

and infinity, structure and excess—sustains their tension rather than dissolving it. In Sarduy’s 

paintings, the red dot similarly oscillates between being a minimal unit of inscription and a 

saturated concentration, at once a symbolic unit and a material excess. 

It was Sarduy’s contemporary, the French philosopher Gilles Deleuze, who reinterpreted 

Leibniz’s monad precisely along these lines, through the notion of the Baroque fold.197 For 

Deleuze, the monad is a fold that both contains and unfolds the infinite. The limit marked by the 

unit is not a boundary but a recursive movement across an infinite surface, a perpetual proliferation 

of forms. Sarduy’s dots and woven textures echo this conception: each dot is at once an indivisible 

unit and an opening onto endless unfolding, a fold within the field of the painting. At the same 

time, the saturation of paint resonates with the central role that color plays for Georges Bataille, 

whose materiality embodies a relational interplay, as it interacts with the underlying structure by 

covering and saturating its surface. In Inner Experience, Bataille defines the “material basis” of 

inner experience as the tension between the limits of rational and conceptual knowledge and the 

intensity of lived, affective, and sensory experience.198 This basis, rooted in the embodied and 

finite condition of human existence, simultaneously strives to transcend those limits through 

 
196 Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Lloyd Strickland, Leibniz’s Monadology: A New Translation and Guide 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014). 
197 Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque, trans. Tom Conley (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1993). 
198 Georges Bataille, Inner Experience, trans. Leslie Anne Boldt (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1988). 
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moments of ecstasy, self-loss, and the pursuit of the sacred or the unknowable. Sarduy’s saturated 

color points register precisely this tension: finite marks that, through repetition and excess, gesture 

toward infinity. Such experience is neither disembodied nor purely spiritual but is deeply entangled 

with material existence—especially with bodily sensation, which for Bataille constitutes the very 

essence of human experience. 

Eduardo Becerra has examined the interplay between materiality and disintegration in 

Sarduy’s paintings from this period.199 In his analysis of Sudario, he concludes that the carnal 

experience of the work’s materiality entails the double gesture of painting oneself with one’s own 

skin and blood, articulating an erotic form of writing that leads toward death. Becerra identifies 

resonances with Bataille’s notion of eroticism, understood as a force that mobilizes the body while 

simultaneously pointing toward eternity and death. He further argues that the pigmented texture of 

the wood bark in the group of paintings titled Escritura Roja I (Red Writing I) produces a text as 

vulnerable to disintegration and decay as human skin (Fig. 89). This analogy between the 

deterioration of the text and the decomposition of the human body signals a literary and visual 

aesthetic grounded in materiality. This interpretation may be expanded by conceiving text and 

writing as analogous to the organic processes that Gilles Deleuze describes as “willful forces,” 

acting both upon bodies and through them.200 If the aesthetics of decomposition that characterize 

these works are understood not merely as a revalorization of materiality but as the staging of 

inscriptional modes generated by active agents, then the text emerges simultaneously as effect and 

as oikos—a dwelling in which diverse forces interact. Whether creative or destructive, the text—

 
199 Eduardo Becerra, “Severo Sarduy: pintura y escritura a la intemperie,” in Cámara de eco: Homenaje a Severo 
Sarduy, ed. Gustavo Palacio Guerrero and Catalina Quesada (S.l: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 2019), 181. 
200 Gilles Deleuze, “What is a Body?” in Incorporations, ed. Jonathan Crary and Sanford Kwinter (New York: Zone 
Books, 1992), 242–247. 
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like the body itself—appears less as a product or producer than as the manifestation of these 

processes. The erotic impulse that Bataille associates with materiality is likewise inscribed in the 

porous and encoded quality of Sarduy’s weave painting, which resemble decaying or wounded 

skin. 

Sarduy’s engagement with materiality, unlike that of many of his contemporaries, exceeds 

the aestheticization of critical labor, conceiving text and painting as conjoined within an 

ontological practice of inscription—one that binds body and surface at the limit of their 

articulation. If the weave, the manuscript, and the religious symbol bind structure to inscription, 

Sarduy’s late landscapes extend this logic outward. Here the relational field of the weave becomes 

indistinguishable from earth, body, and horizon. The question shifts from how painting binds mark 

to surface to how form itself emerges from void. The margin is no longer decorative; it becomes 

ontological, the site where the limits of form are exposed. 

El rumor de la tierra 

Critical approaches to Sarduy’s work that foreground materiality often begin with the 

central role he assigns to the body—a gesture aimed at decentering the Western conception of the 

subject. Yet materiality as an interpretive framework is always defined in opposition to 

immateriality, a category that came to shape artistic practices and discourses throughout the second 

half of the twentieth century. This dichotomy was reinforced during the 1970s, when both 

performance and conceptual art rejected the art object, replacing it on the one hand with the body 

and on the other with ideas. Sarduy, however, refuses to abandon the creative activity of making 

the art object, conceiving it instead as part of a single critical and literary practice in constant 
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dialogue with his contemporaries. In his work, body and object are deeply interwoven in an activity 

that binds writing and painting, the material and the immaterial processes unfolding on the surface. 

An untitled work from 1992, composed of a thick layer of white acrylic paint on a 

rectangular sheet of handmade paper, exemplifies this dynamic interplay of elements on the 

surface (Fig. 90). Here, Sarduy employs an ancient artisanal technique in which paper is produced 

from pulp. The surface is then coated with white paint, which homogenizes the texture of the 

handmade paper, though tiny red specks manage to filter through the layer. The hierarchy between 

paper and paint—one as surface, the other as covering—is dissolved in the elliptical relationship 

between them, revealing their interdependence: the opacity of the paint is traversed by the texture 

beneath it. At the same time, the edges expose the complementarity of paint and paper, insofar as 

one provides a structured support while the other preserves an amorphous quality. The handmade 

paper takes the form of a rectangle with rough and irregular edges, while the paint establishes 

clean, sharply defined boundaries. Paper and paint, however, complement one another and 

exchange qualities: the rough edge of the organic paper exceeds the strict geometry that would 

define it as support, while the texture—punctuated by tiny red specks—pierces the opacity of the 

white. In each case, the material element exceeds its telos. 

Sarduy’s use of organic materials—coffee, saffron, cinnamon—offers another way of 

reading history, as these substances and their bodily effects are inseparable from colonial histories 

of circulation, exploitation, and exchange. Material here becomes an active agent rather than a 

passive medium. The altering effect of substances and organic processes marks an excess, making 

coloration an element that both structures and destabilizes historical narratives. Sarduy’s use of 

potent colorant inks together with aromatic and stimulating substances on paper establishes a 
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parallel with the effects of bodies upon others. For Símbolo (Symbol) (1985) Sarduy uses coffee 

and acrylic on canvas, and for Jardin japonais (Japanese Garden) saffron and acrylic on board 

(Figs. 91–92). These stimulating, aromatic, and colorant substances of plant origin from non-

Western cultures serve as the very materials that generate the inscriptions of the woven paintings. 

Although Sarduy’s work is situated within broader transnational artistic networks, it is important 

to register a precedent within Cuban art itself. His use of organic substances resonates with the 

small-format works of Raúl Millán, who in the late 1950s experimented with inks, watercolor, tea, 

and coffee. Through these materials, Sarduy envisions the possibility of a text formed through the 

effects of substances recognized for their distinctive aromas and flavors. These substances have 

played a central role in a dispersed global history, linking bodies across geographies and 

transcending their places of origin through commercial circuits of exchange and circulation. For 

centuries, saffron has been among the most expensive spices due to its labor-intensive harvesting 

process, while the stimulating properties of coffee have fueled intellectual and social gatherings 

across time. 

The use of organic materials forms part of a broader inquiry into their effects on the body 

and their role as recurring metaphors of social transgression. Canela (Cinnamon), Sarduy applies 

black and white acrylic paint over a caramel-toned surface that serves as the base (Fig. 93). 

Although the caramel background contains traces of both white and black, the tone and texture of 

the coffee introduce a distance from the marks of acrylic paint. The artificiality of the black and 

white acrylic, juxtaposed with the texture and penetrating quality of the coffee on the paper, opens 

an alternate reading of racial elements, casting the taxonomy of racial mixture as an artifice 

ultimately exceeded by the organic, irregular, and dissolvent qualities of its base. In this sense, the 

coloring of mulatto or mixed skin—implicitly evoked in the popular 1950s song Piel canela 
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(Cinnamon Skin)—is metaphorically linked to a stimulating spice extracted from the bark of trees 

native to China and Indonesia. Within this parallel between tree bark and the skin of racial mixture, 

it is the colorant and stimulant qualities that preserve and reproduce their origin. Moreover, the 

role of substances and spices within colonial processes further subverts notions of racial and 

cultural superiority traditionally attached to the racial marker as a negative sign. Here, the racial 

marker is inseparable from the enduring, penetrating, and lingering qualities of stimulant and 

aromatic colorants. 

Sarduy’s interest in the effects of organic processes and stimulating substances situates him 

within an international avant-garde that, during the 1950s and 1960s, experimented with narcotics 

and psychedelics to produce literary and visual works. Writers and artists such as Henri Michaux 

and the American William Burroughs turned to intoxicating and hallucinogenic substances in order 

to probe the limits of imagination and morality—a practice adopted even by scientists. While 

philosophers such as Gilles Deleuze focused their attention on the theme of addiction, Sarduy 

became interested in the relationship between the chromatic quality of color and the stimulating 

effects of beverages or spices.201 In an untitled painting of horizontal bands in watery, diluted 

yellow acrylic, the liquid chromaticism and the dense build-up of pigment at the edges evoke the 

texture of a fermented drink (Fig. 94). Red chromaticism recurs throughout Sarduy’s visual art, 

beginning in the late 1960s and continuing through his final paintings (Fig. 95). He connected red 

to the coloring agent of his favorite cocktail, the Bloody Mary, which he would often enjoy at Café 

Flore in Saint-Germain.202 This drink acquires its intense red tone and dense texture from tomato 

 
201 Atte Oksanen, “Deleuze and the Theory of Addiction,” Journal of Psychoactive Drugs 45, no. 1 (2013): 57–67, 
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202 Severo Sarduy refers to both the chromatic intensity of red and the effects of alcoholic beverages in 
“Cromoterapia,” Guadalimar: revista bimestral de las artes, no. 140 (1998): 6–7, and in “El Cristo de la Rue 
Jacob,” in Obra completa Tomo I (San José: Editorial de la Universidad de Costa Rica, 1999, 71-72. 
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juice and Tabasco sauce. The cocktail’s very name suggests an ontological relation between the 

color red and the female body, evoked both in religious iconography of the Virgin Mary collecting 

her son’s blood in a shroud—a motif Sarduy explicitly references in his red-saturated painting of 

the same title—and in the menstrual cycle, where “bloody” alludes to another form of corporeal 

excess. In both associations, red emerges as the color of a substance that mediates between interior 

and exterior, externalizing the continuity of life and death by being present at both birth and death. 

Blood, the excess of the body, is linked not only to mystery and ritual—as in the Eucharist, where 

wine is consumed as the transubstantiated blood of Christ—but also to forms of social 

transgression. Among these are murder and suicide, as well as the so-called “mixing of blood,” a 

term historically used to stigmatize interraciality as the impurity resulting from color mixing. 

The chromatic quality of organic substances carries a profound critical value in Sarduy’s 

work, as it overturns the hierarchical relationship between artist and artwork by granting agency 

to the materials themselves—particularly to the intrinsic properties of colors and textures. Sarduy’s 

oft-repeated fascination with Rothko’s use of red was likely tied to Rothko’s own obsession with 

the color of his own blood, which, it has been suggested, was among the reasons that led him to 

take his own life.203 The agency that Sarduy attributes to organic processes and substances—

understood not only as physical matter but also as effects upon other bodies—differs from earlier 

notions of an anthropomorphized nature, or rather, reinterprets them. This perspective also helps 

to explain his admiration for the work of the most important modernist Cuban painter, Wifredo 

Lam. Lam’s paintings evoke the invisible and untamable forces and spirits of nature, populated by 

the presence of orishas and deities who, according to Yoruba cosmology, dwell within natural 

 
203 Mark Rothko died by suicide in 1970 in his New York studio. He was found on February 25 of that year, having 
fatally cut his arms. His death followed a period of severe depression and declining health. 
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environments. In an interview with Susanne Klengel in September 1992, Sarduy cited Lam’s most 

celebrated painting, La Jungla, as a decisive influence on his literary practice (Fig. 96).204 He 

remarked that although there is no actual jungle in Cuba, the painting represents a space of 

enchevêtrement, a French word that means entanglement or interweaving. The morphological 

fusion of body parts with plants, animals, and objects that characterizes this work evokes an 

ecological space in which the human and the nonhuman sustain a violent and dynamic coexistence. 

This fabric or entanglement that binds heterogeneous elements resonates with Sarduy’s treatment 

of inscription as oikos: a dwelling of organic processes and material agencies that ceaselessly alter, 

subvert, and decompose the cultural landscape. 

If Lam’s enchevêtrement represent a landscape in which heterogeneous forces bind and 

collide, Sarduy’s late landscapes extend this logic across the horizon itself. The weave no longer 

remains confined to the canvas as surface pattern; it becomes a field in which earth, body, and sky 

are held in dynamic relation. What the Baroque fold and the monad propose philosophically—that 

the smallest unit contains multiplicity—is here visually enacted through dispersed marks that 

gather and dissolve against the white page. Structure no longer stabilizes form; it appears as 

something emerging from, and returning to, the void. The tension between unit and proliferation 

thus unfolds as a continuous oscillation between appearance and disappearance. This is 

exemplified in a work created in 1992 titled El rumor de la tierra (Rumblings of the Earth), 

executed in black Chinese ink on two large sheets of white paper (Fig. 97). As a final tribute to 

Lam, the title directly cites one of Lam’s canonical works from the early 1950s, a period widely 

regarded as marking the mature consolidation of his style. Unlike La Jungla, El rumor is 

 
204 “Señalar lo ilusorio de todo: Entrevista con Susanne Klengel y Severo,” Vuelta, no. 206 (January 1994). 



 176 

characterized by the horizontality of its composition, the contrast between negative and positive 

space, and the predominance of ochre and brown tones (Fig. 98). The work also incorporates 

iconographic elements already present in La Jungla, though here the same morphological 

mutations are arranged in more widely spaced horizontal bands, as if they were totems stretched 

across the horizon line. This elongation of lines and strokes brings Lam’s painting closer to the 

tradition of Chinese calligraphy, integrating into his work the third major ethnic and cultural 

element of Cuban identity, which, unlike Afro-Cuban influences, has received comparatively little 

scholarly attention.  

Sarduy’s work adopts a horizontal orientation and makes explicit its reference to the 

Chinese calligraphic tradition through the choice of materials. Yet, unlike Lam, the contrast 

between positive and negative space dissolves through the dispersion of tiny black scribbles 

scattered across the white paper. Here, the weave expands into a hypertelic image: tiny marks on 

a white page coalesce into a landscape, a seascape, or even a visual rendering of cosmic 

phenomena. What emerges is not synthesis but structural instability, as form and meaning exceed 

themselves at the very point of their articulation. The accumulation of points in areas of greater or 

lesser density generates an ambiguous terrain that oscillates between mountain, cresting wave, and 

abstract bodily contour. The weave, no longer confined to the surface as pattern, expands into 

earth, body, and horizon, so that landscape becomes at once terrestrial and cosmic. In Big Bang 

and Paisaje (Landscape), two more works from this period executed with the same technique and 

medium, sea and land appear bound by a single mobilizing force that defines and diffuses form 

(Figs. 99–100). Form gathers and disperses across the white field, emerging from and returning to 

the void of the page. Form gathers and disperses across the white field, emerging from and 
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returning to the void of the page. Lam’s morphological and ecological entanglement is recast here 

as a landscape where earth and cosmos inhabit the same relational field.  

In paying homage to Lam, Sarduy does not simply repeat a modernist vocabulary of 

metamorphosis; he reinterprets it by foregrounding a “Chinese” element that introduces the void 

as a force internal to form. What had appeared in Lam as morphological transformation becomes, 

in Sarduy, an engagement with the formless as structural limit. In paying homage to Lam, this 

work condenses many of the characteristic elements of Sarduy’s visual production, as writing and 

painting converge in a sustained visual critique. Like Lam, Sarduy envisions the landscape through 

metamorphosis: an oscillation of form that exposes the limits of vision and language. Whereas 

Lam’s violent and dynamic mutations represented Cuba’s heterogeneous cultural landscape, in 

Sarduy’s homonymous work form—composed of tiny, dispersed marks that emerge from the white 

surface of the paper—no longer proliferates through endless transformation but through the 

generative force of the limit. In Lam, the earth’s rumbling is the morphing of forms into one 

another. In Sarduy, rumbling names both the oscillation of form and image as a unity—at once 

mountain, body, wave, and cosmic dust—and the instability that binds multiplicity to void. 

Literary scholar Jaime Rodríguez Matos argues that the formless occupies a critical place 

in Latin American thought, particularly in the work of Lezama Lima.205 For Rodríguez Matos, the 

formless structures Lezama’s conception of the relationship between temporality and politics. 

More broadly, he proposes that the formless (l’informe), first delineated in Georges Bataille’s 

writings of 1929, recurs throughout Latin American literature as “a grumble, murmur, or shout” 

that refuses submission to the Symbolic Order. This framework clarifies Sarduy’s rereading of 
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Lam’s morphological mutations. The rumbling that Rodríguez Matos associates with the formless 

resonates in Sarduy not as cultural symbiosis or hybrid synthesis, but as structural instability. His 

return to Lam reexamines the legacy of Latin American modernism. If anything becomes clear in 

his recuperation of Lam, it is that the “earth’s rumbling” is the horizon where form and logos 

exceed their telos—not by virtue of symbiosis or synthesis, but by the structural limit of their 

evacuation: the emptying from which form takes shape. 

Two abstract acrylic paintings from this same period demonstrate how Sarduy rehearsed, 

through his own practice, new ways of engaging the cultural and identity elements of Cuban art. 

Cultural signs such as insularity and African religious symbolism—central to the Cuban modernist 

avant-garde—no longer appear through typified imagery or conventional representation. Rather, 

they are evoked through the relation between painted surface and structural mark, proposing the 

cultural sign as an attempt to grasp what are already and always pure registers (Figs. 101–102). In 

Changó, the Yoruba god of war and lord of metals appears not through iconography or 

personification, but through a surface saturated in red and incised by four straight horizontal and 

vertical lines. The title invokes the deity—associated with weapons, metals, and the color red—

without recourse to figuration, allowing primary plastic elements to carry symbolic force without 

stabilizing it. Inscription and saturation become the site of the spiritual as excess. The marks recall 

the cryptic scripts of Afro-Cuban ritual practice, yet the cultural sign is emptied of typified 

representation. What remains is not the image of Changó but a dispersed register of force, attribute, 

and incision—structure without icon.  

In Nuit insulaire (Insular Night), the landscape is constructed through horizontal bands of 

black, light blue, gray, and white that emerge from the edges of the canvas and fracture at the 
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center into descending diagonals, forming a pattern reminiscent of the simple, weathered facades 

of commercial buildings in coastal areas. The worn and corroded texture evokes surfaces eroded 

by salt and sun. Here “insular night” does not designate a geographic territory so much as a material 

relation among surface, color, and structure—an act of mimicry that translates environment into 

plastic condition. The literal correspondence between painted surface and coastal wall incorporates 

into its visual syntax the metaphorization of black paint as the black of night. As the bands 

proliferate across the canvas, their expansion is destabilized by the washed-out tonality that thins 

and corrodes the surface. Ultimately, the work renders “insular night” not merely as a coastal 

scene, but as a threshold where relations intensify: a site where built and natural environments 

collide, and where the apparent stability of the horizon line is fractured by the centripetal force of 

the nocturnal tide. 

The “definitive period” names not the closure but the consolidation of a coherent set of 

artistic principles that render visible Sarduy’s critical intervention in postwar abstraction by 

revealing that plastic and conceptual elements are always already woven into the structural and 

material conditions of painting itself. Sarduy’s final paintings, much more than the broader corpus 

of this final period, inevitably invite a biographical reading. Created during an extended period of 

illness, when the extreme effects of AIDS increasingly limited his physical movement, these works 

may be read as charged with an intensified desire for return. Changó, saturated in red, appears 

closer to the life-intensifying red leading toward death that surrounded Rothko’s death and his 

mythical relationship with color. Nuit insulaire, in turn, may be understood as an invocation of 

return possible only in dream—the realm par excellence of night and water. Such readings, 

however, remain provisional. What distinguishes this period is not the anticipation of death, but 

the rigorous articulation of a late style that confronts and unsettles the hierarchies reemerging 
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within the postmodern ethos. Rather than offering reconciliation, these works amplify what the 

visual arts themselves already destabilize. In their syntax of decorative surface, textile structure, 

saturated and diluted pigment, and dispersed mark, they operate simultaneously as a double of his 

writing and as a critical rereading of modernism at the threshold of contemporary art. It is tempting, 

in retrospect, to claim that this final period of artistic activity consolidates a style, given Sarduy’s 

consistency, his unwavering commitment to painting, and the conceptual richness and technical 

maturity of these works. At the same time, there are equally clear signs that his artistic project 

remains unfinished. Rather than assume that death interrupted Sarduy’s weaving, the works 

themselves resist such a reading. They demonstrate that incompletion is structural to the logic of 

the weave, whose repetition binds without ever closing. Far from closing his trajectory, this abrupt 

ending leaves open a field of interpretation in which his legacy remains an inexhaustible critical 

exercise. 
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Conclusions 

 

This dissertation offers the first comprehensive study of the visual work of Severo Sarduy, 

the Cuban intellectual who lived in exile in Paris from the early 1960s until his death in 1993 and 

who is known primarily for his literary production and contributions to Latin American critical 

thought. Through sustained visual and contextual analysis of more than forty works produced 

between 1965 and 1993, this study has demonstrated the centrality of painting within his 

intellectual project. Rather than functioning as an accessory to his literary and theoretical writing, 

Sarduy’s visual practice constitutes a distinct yet interrelated space of thought—one that does not 

illustrate ideas but generates them through its formal operations. 

A central contribution of this dissertation has been to reconceptualize the Sarduyan Neo-

Baroque not as a stylistic label or identity category, but as an epistemological model activated 

within the postwar artistic debates of the 1960s through the 1980s. By deliberately shifting 

attention from the baroque’s genealogy to its “neo” dimension— its contemporary inscription 

within the postwar artistic field—this study situates Sarduy’s painting as a critical intervention in 

postwar debates surrounding autonomy, materiality, dematerialization, and notions of authorship, 

originality, and artistic influence. In doing so, it inscribes Sarduy within a transnational 

conversation in which theory, politics, and artistic practice were mutually constitutive. Within this 

framework, the hypertelic emerges not as a descriptive category of excess, nor as a prefabricated 

interpretive method, but as a conceptual tool generated from the works themselves. It names a 

structural operation discovered through sustained engagement with the paintings: a proliferation 

that exceeds teleological containment and displaces stable centers of meaning. Rather than 
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applying an external methodology, the dissertation demonstrates how the work itself produces the 

conceptual vocabulary necessary for its interpretation. 

By foregrounding Sarduy’s visual practice, this study also intervenes in dominant 

narratives of American, Latin American, and European art of the period, which have often been 

structured by binary oppositions inherited from modernism—center and margin, political and 

aesthetic, dematerialization and materiality, autonomy and instrumentalization. Sarduy’s position 

at the margins does not signify exclusion but enables a critical vantage point from which these 

oppositions are unsettled. From this standpoint emerges what might be described as a counter-

postmodern horizon that resists both the political instrumentalization of art and formalist 

withdrawal. 

Methodologically, this dissertation approaches the monograph not as the formulation of a 

method for a critical or aesthetic theory to be applied to other case studies of artists or writers who 

might likewise position themselves at the margins. If this monograph gives rise to a paradigm of 

a politics of the margin, it does so without prescribing a model for replication. It offers an example 

whose force lies not in codification but in a singular configuration whose formal structures 

generate its own modes of critique. In this sense, the politics of the margin articulated here does 

not function as a transferable framework or a programmatic theory. Rather, it emerges from the 

internal operations of Sarduy’s practice itself. The monograph thus operates as a site where the 

distinction between case study and theory is suspended. The work is neither reduced to illustration 

nor elevated into abstraction; instead, it becomes a concrete instance through which a broader 

configuration of thought can be perceived without being codified. 
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By concentrating on Sarduy’s visual practice between 1965 and 1993, this study extends a 

methodological position and restores to the monograph its inexhaustible potential. The formal 

structures of the artworks function as sites of epistemological critique, constituted from singularity 

rather than generality or universality. This does not render the work an exceptional case that would 

foreclose the possibility of others. On the contrary, it preserves the openness of a field in which 

other practices may likewise articulate forms of critique without conforming to a predetermined 

model. Such an approach remains consistent with the dissertation’s broader methodological 

commitment: to resist imposing critical frameworks upon works that themselves operate as 

critiques of framework-thinking. The conceptual vocabulary developed here arises from sustained 

attention to the paintings rather than from the application of external theory. In this way, the 

monograph becomes neither a template nor a doctrine, but an invitation to attend to how artworks 

generate their own conditions of intelligibility.  

At the same time, the analysis of the works prepares an interdisciplinary interpretive field 

by situating Sarduy’s visual production within the broader context of his multifaceted oeuvre. 

Interdisciplinarity here operates as a methodological strategy rather than a thematic gesture. By 

resisting strictly regional or categorical approaches, this study repositions Sarduy’s painting within 

a broader postwar artistic field beyond inherited geographic and disciplinary boundaries. It 

approaches the works directly, allowing their formal, material, and compositional structures to 

guide both analysis and interpretation. The paintings are thus examined in dialogue with 

contemporary artistic practices and art criticism of their time, demonstrating their active 

participation in debates surrounding materiality, authorship, autonomy, and artistic influence. 
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Beyond its intervention in Sarduy studies, this dissertation contributes to the field of art 

history by repositioning Latin American artists not as peripheral modernists but as theorists of 

modernity. Rather than treating artists who resist incorporation into dominant movements as 

marginal or exceptional figures, my work argues that their difficulty of classification reveals 

something structural about how art-historical narratives and frameworks produce liminal spaces. 

Artists who do not fit established movements or whose work moves between media or genres make 

visible how stylistic, ideological, geographic, and medium-specific coherence stabilizes meaning 

and interpretation. By examining liminal artistic practices—particularly those that move across 

media, such as writing and painting—I demonstrate that criticality often emerges not from 

ideological alignment but from positional instability. Liminality, in this sense, is not a peripheral 

condition but a generative critical site: a threshold at which the limits of art-historical frameworks 

become visible. In reframing marginality as structurally generative rather than derivative or 

secondary, this study advances a model of art history attentive to how artworks expose the 

epistemological and political conditions under which the canon is formed. 

This dissertation demonstrates that Sarduy’s visual practice constitutes a sustained and 

coherent body of work that intervenes directly in the artistic debates of its historical moment. It 

further establishes that his painting does not merely accompany his literary production but expands 

and complicates it through specifically visual and plastic operations. The hypertelic provides a 

critical tool for understanding how excess operates structurally within these works and establishes 

a relational dynamic that destabilizes compositional unity, challenges teleological narratives, and 

resists reductive readings grounded solely in political, regional, or identity-based frameworks. In 

doing so, this dissertation contributes to the discipline of art history by integrating Sarduy’s 

painting into transnational postwar debates from which it has largely been absent. It also advances 
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a methodological model in which sustained formal analysis serves not as aesthetic isolation, but 

as a critical tool for rethinking how artworks function as epistemological objects that confront and 

intervene in discursive regimes. Finally, by demonstrating the intellectual and historical 

significance of Sarduy’s visual production, this study opens the possibility of further scholarship 

that treats his painting not as marginal to his thought, but as central to it.  
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Figure 1. Still from the film Fresa y Chocolate, 1993. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Members of the Tel Quel group in Paris, 1977. 
 
On the right quadrant from left to right: Julia Kristeva, Roland Barthes, Francois Wahl and Severo Sarudy. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Severo Sarduy with gallerist Lina Davidov, 1990. 
 

Archival photograph. Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4. José Luis Cuevas, Lettre/dessin à l’encre à Severo Sarduy (Letter/drawing in ink to Severo Sarduy), 1971. 

 
François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, 

Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

Figure 5. Luis Feito and Severo Sarduy, c.1980. 
 

Archival photograph. Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6. Group portrait with unidentified person, Reinaldo Arenas, Ramón Alejandro, Jorge Camacho, and Severo 
Sarduy, c. 1978.  

Archival photograph. Courtesy of Ramón Alejandro. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7. Severo Sarduy with Guido Llinás in Paris, 1977.  
 

Archival photograph. Courtesy of Christoph Singler. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

Figure 8. Severo Sarduy with a Buddhist monk in Sri Lanka, 1977. 
 

Archival photograph. Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Severo Sarduy at the Buddhist rock temple Gal Vihara in Sri Lanka, 1977. 
 

Archival photograph. Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Kamel Ouidi, Photograph of Severo Sarduy, 1978–1982. 

Gelatin silver print, double exposure, 40 × 50 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), 
Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 11. Julio Matilla, Sombra y Luz (Shadow and Light), 1957.  
 

Oil on canvas, 83.8 × 58.4 cm (33 × 23 in). Auction listing, Duane Merrill / BidSquare. Image courtesy of 
BidSquare. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 12. Rolando Escardó, two abstract compositions, 1957.  
 

Ink on paper/Tempera on cardboard. Images reproduced from Camagüey × Cuba. Courtesy of Camagüey × Cuba. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

Figure 13. Exhibition catalogue, Once Pintores y Escultores, 1953.  
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          [Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

Figure 14. Severo Sarduy, articles “Desde París: Picasso expone” (From Paris: Picasso Exhibits) and “La bienal de 
Venecia” (The Venice Biennial) in Lunes de Revolución, 1960.  

 
Cuban Heritage Collection, University of Miami Libraries, Coral Gables, FL. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

Figure 15. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, c. 1965.  
 

Acrylic on paper, 25 × 32 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts Division, 
Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 16. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, c. 1965.  
 

Acrylic on paper, 14 × 20 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts Division, 
Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, c. 1965.  
 

Acrylic on paper, 25 × 32 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts Division, 
Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 18. Jesús Rafael Soto, Spiral (Espiral), from Sotomagie, 1955/1967.  
 

Screenprint in two parts on Plexiglas with metal rods. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 19. Marcel Duchamp, Rotoreliefs (Optical Disks), 1935. 

 
Printed cardboard disks. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 206 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 20. Severo Sarduy, Premier autoportrait sur toile (First Self-Portrait on Canvas), 1967.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 41 × 33 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton, University Library, Princeton, NJ 
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Figure 21. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, 1967. 
 

Acrylic on canvas, 22 × 16 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 22. Severo Sarduy, Demi-visage à la Chinoise (Half-face of a Chinese Man), n.d. 
 

Print on paper, 32.5 × 25 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts Division, 
Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 23. Severo Sarduy, Fantoche (Puppet), n.d.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 53.5 × 35.5 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

Figure 24. Jean Dubuffet, Volonté de puissance (Will to Power), 1946.  
 

Oil, pebbles, sand, glass, and rope on canvas. Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25. Exhibition catalogue, Larry Bell, Galerie Ileana Sonnabend, Paris, 1967. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 26. Robert Morris, Fiberglass Sleeves, 1968.  
 

Fiberglass. Image reproduced from Castelli Gallery. Courtesy of Castelli Gallery. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 27. Severo Sarduy, Rouge, deux barres vertes latérales (Red with Two Green Lateral Bars), c. 1975.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 91 × 73 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 

 

[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 



 215 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 28. Severo Sarduy, Rouge avec cercle rouge inscrit (avec petite barre noire) (Red with Red Circle Inscribed 
[with Small Black Bar]), c. 1975.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Acrylic on canvas, 92 × 73 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 29. Severo Sarduy, Rouge et une barre verte en bas (Red and Green Bar at the Bottom [with Green Triangle 
in Black Circle]), c. 1975.  

 
Acrylic on canvas, 92 × 65 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 

Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
 

 



 217 
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Figure 30. Severo Sarduy, Rond rouge sur barre verte (Red Circle on Green Bar), c. 1975.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 81 × 65 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 31. Severo Sarduy, Carré rouge sur barre verte (Red Square on Green Bar), c. 1975.  

Acrylic on canvas, 81.5 × 64.5 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 32. Severo Sarduy, Blanc (White), c. 1975.  

Acrylic on canvas, 92 × 73 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 33. Exhibition catalogue, Estructuras en secuencia, Museo Universidad de Puerto Rico, 1970.  
 

The Museum of Modern Art Library, New York. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 34. Severo Sarduy, “La pintura de Feito. El sol en la mano,” (Feito’s painting: The Sun on the hand) Plural, 
1973.  

 
François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, 

Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 35. Luis Feito, Untitled, 1970.  
 

Oil on canvas. Es Baluard Museu d’Art Contemporani de Palma, Palma de Mallorca. Donation of Fundació d’Art 
Serra. 
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Figure 36. Severo Sarduy, Diptyque vert-rouge (Diptych Green-Red), c. 1975.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 92 × 65 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 37. Severo Sarduy, Diptyque bleu-vert (Diptych Blue-Green), c. 1975.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 92 × 65 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 225 
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Figure 38. Severo Sarduy, “Como una piedra negra” (Like a Black Stone), in Big Bang, 1974. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 39. Severo Sarduy, “Espiral negra,” (Black Spiral) in Big Bang, 1974. 
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Figure 40. Severo Sarduy, Steady State, 1980. 
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Figure 41. Severo Sarduy, Steady State, 1980. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

Figure 42. Roland Barthes, abstract in green and orange, 1976–1977.  

Colored ink and nail polish on paper, 44.8 × 52.8 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–
2013), Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 230 

 

 

 

 

[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 43. Roland Barthes, abstract in blue, red, and yellow, 1977–1978.  
 

Colored ink and nail polish on paper, 26.6 × 18.8 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–
2013), Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 44. Severo Sarduy, Paisaje (Landscape), 1972.  

Chinese ink on paper, 50 × 65 cm (each). François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), 
Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 45. Spectroscopic graph showing wavelength distribution. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 46. Severo Sarduy, Côte croate / Paysage (Croatian Coast / Landscape), 1980.  

Acrylic on fabric, 27 × 41 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 47. Fidelio Ponce de León, Marina (Seascape), c. 1940.  
 

Oil on canvas, 61 × 50.5 cm. National Museum of Fine Arts of Cuba, Havana. 
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Figure 48. Armando Reverón, Cocoteros en la playa (Coconut Trees on the Beach), 1926.  
 

Oil on burlap, 53.3 × 63.5 cm. Private collection. Image reproduced from WikiArt. 
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Figure 49. Carlos Enríquez, Paisaje con caballos (Landscape with Horses), 1941.  
 

Oil on canvas, 71.8 × 92.1 cm (28 1/4 × 36 1/4 in.). The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
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Figure 50. Severo Sarduy, Les étangs de la Reine Blanche – Été (The Pool of the White Queen – Summer), 1983.  

Acrylic on marouflage board, 21 × 25 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), 
Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 51. Severo Sarduy, Les étangs de la Reine Blanche – Automne (The Pool of the White Queen – Autumn), 
1983.  

Acrylic on marouflage board, 21 × 26 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), 
Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 52. Severo Sarduy, Les étangs de la Reine Blanche – Hiver (The Pool of the White Queen – Winter), 1983.  

Acrylic on marouflage board, 21 × 26 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), 
Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 53. Severo Sarduy, Les étangs de la Reine Blanche – Printemps (The Pool of the White Queen – Spring), 
1983.  

 
Acrylic on marouflage board, 17.5 × 25 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), 

Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 54. Severo Sarduy, Untitled,1985.  

Pastel and mixed media on board, 60 × 76 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), 
Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 55. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, n.d.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 41 × 27 cm. Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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Figure 56. Severo Sarduy, Paisaje (Landscape), n.d.  
 

Acrylic on board, 32 × 24 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 
Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 244 
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Figure 57. Severo Sarduy, La Isla II (The Island II), 1985.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 41 × 32 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 58. Holger Trülzsch, Abgebrockelte Mauer, 1978.  

From the portfolio Oxydationen – aus der alten Fischauktionshalle. Dye imbibition print. 
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Figure 59. Severo Sarduy c. 1985. 
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[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               

 

Figure 60. Severo Sarduy with two of his paintings, c. 1991. 
 

Archival photographs. Courtesy of the Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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Figure 61. Severo Sarduy, Alignments, 1980.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 41 × 33 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 62. Exhibition catalogue, Travesía de la escritura, Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes and Museo de Arte 
Carrillo Gil, 1980.  

Library of the Museo de Arte Carrillo Gil, Mexico City. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 250 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[Figure removed due to copyright restrictions. See complete version in UMD Library copy.] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 63. Exhibition catalogue, L’écrit et le signe, autour de quelques dessins d’écrivains, Centre Georges 
Pompidou, 1991.  

Library of the Centre Georges Pompidou, Paris. 
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Figure 64. Severo Sarduy, Tríptico I (Triptych I), 1981.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 46.5 × 38 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 65. Severo Sarduy, Tríptico II (Triptych II), 1981.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 46.5 × 38 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 66. Severo Sarduy, Tríptico III (Triptych III), 1981.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 46.5 × 38 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 67. Severo Sarduy, Red and Orange on Red, 1986.  

 
Red ink on paper, 65.5 × 50 cm. François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts 

Division, Princeton University Library, Princeton, NJ. 
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Figure 68. Mark Rothko, Orange and Red on Red, 1957.  

Oil on canvas, 68 7/8 × 66 3/8 in. (174.9 × 168.6 cm). The Phillips Collection, Washington, DC. 
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Figure 69. Severo Sarduy, Dazibaos, 1981.  
 

François Wahl Collection on Severo Sarduy (circa 1939–2013), Manuscripts Division, Princeton University Library, 
Princeton, NJ.  
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Figure 70. Group Material, DA ZI BAOS, Union Square, New York City, 1982.  
 

Installation view. Image reproduced from Cargo Collective. 
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Figure 71. Severo Sarduy, Manuscrito (Manuscript), díptico # 1, 1989. 

Coffee and acrylic on paper, 24 × 29 cm (whole unit). Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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Figure 72. Severo Sarduy, Manuscrito (Manuscript), díptico # 2, 1989.  
 

Coffee and acrylic on paper, 24 × 29 cm (whole unit). Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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Figure 73. Severo Sarduy, Lettre à ma mère (Letter to My Mother), n.d.  
 

Acrylic on canvas over paper, 27 × 19 cm. Private collection, Paris.  
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Figure 74. Severo Sarduy, Les sceaux de laque I (The Lacquer Seals I), 1991. 

 
Acrylic on canvas, 46.5 × 33 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 75. Severo Sarduy, Les sceaux de lacre II (The Lacquer Seals II), 1991.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 46.5 × 33 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 76. Severo Sarduy, Lettre à ma mère (Letter to My Mother), 1990.  
 

Chinese ink on paper, 26 × 19 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 77. Henri Michaux, Untitled, 1963.  
 

Indian ink on paper. Private collection. Reproduced in Untitled Passages (exh. cat., The Drawing Center, New York, 
2000). 
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Figure 78. Henri Michaux, Untitled, 1961.  
 

Chinese ink on paper. Private collection. Reproduced in Untitled Passages (exh. cat., The Drawing Center, New 
York, 2000). 
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Figure 79. León Ferrari, Carta a un general (Letter to a General), 1963.  
 

Ink on paper. Location unknown.  
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Figure 80. Severo Sarduy, Símbolo (Symbol), 1984.  
 

Coffee and acrylic on paper, 65 × 54 cm. Lina Davidov Gallery, Paris. 
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Figure 81. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, 1989.  
 

Acrylic and ink on board, 29 × 21 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 82. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, 1985.  

 
Acrylic on cardboard, 33.5 x 30 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 83. Severo Sarduy, El artesonado de la sinagoga (The Coffered Ceiling of the Synagogue), 1989.  
 

Collage on board, 30 × 28 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 84. Severo Sarduy, Soleil (Sun), 1989.  
 

Collage on board, 30 × 29 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 85. Severo Sarduy, Sudario (Shroud), 1987.  
 

Coffee and acrylic on paper, 86 × 60 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 86. Severo Sarduy, Evangeliario (Book of the Gospels), 1990.  
 

Acrylic on cardboard, 23 × 17 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 87. Agnes Martin, Wood I, 1963.  

 
Watercolor, ink, and colored ink on paper, 22 1/2 × 22 1/2 in. (57.2 × 57.2 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New 

York. 
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Figure 88. Severo Sarduy, Mensaje a Changó (Message to Changó), 1990.  
 

Coffee and acrylic on paper, 33.5 × 28 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 89. Severo Sarduy, Escritura Roja I (Red Writing I), 1990.  

 
Acrylic on tree bark on canvas, 37 × 32 cm. Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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Figure 90. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, 1992.  
 

Acrylic on handmade paper, 46 × 37 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 91. Severo Sarduy, Símbolo (Symbol), 1984.  

 
Coffee and acrylic on canvas, 46.5 × 38 cm. Severo Sarduy Foundation, Miami, FL. 
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Figure 92. Severo Sarduy, Jardin japonais (Japanese Garden), 1990.  

 
Saffron and acrylic on board, 91 × 129 cm. Lina Davidov Gallery, Paris. 
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Figure 93. Severo Sarduy, Canela (Cinnamon), 1990. 
  

Coffee and acrylic on paper, 50 × 64.5 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 94. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, 1992.  
 

Acrylic on handmade paper, 66 × 51 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 95. Severo Sarduy, Untitled, 1967–1970.  
 

Acrylic on paper, 47 × 58.5 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 96. Wifredo Lam, La Jungla (The Jungle), 1943.  
 

Gouache on paper mounted on canvas, 94 1/4 × 90 1/2 in. (239.4 × 229.9 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New 
York. 
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Figure 97. Severo Sarduy, El rumor de la tierra (Rumblings of the Earth), 1990.  

 
Chinese ink on paper, 30 × 48 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 98. Wifredo Lam, El rumor de la tierra (Rumblings of the Earth), 1950.  

 
Oil on canvas, 59 7/10 × 112 in. (151.7 × 284.5 cm). Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York. 
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Figure 99. Severo Sarduy, Big Bang, 1990.  
 

Chinese ink on paper, 64 × 50 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 100. Severo Sarduy, Paisaje (Landscape), 1990.  
 

Chinese ink on paper, 64 × 50 cm. Lina Davidov Gallery, Paris. 
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 Figure 101. Severo Sarduy, Changó, 1992.  
 

Acrylic on canvas, 41.5 × 33.5 cm. Location unknown. 
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Figure 102. Severo Sarduy, Nuit insulaire (Insular Night), 1992.  
 

Acrylic on paper, 59.5 × 44.5 cm. Location unknown. 
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