“Like the Skin of a Whale":

The Pluri-sensorial Art of Lygia Pape

When sometime around 1950 Lygia
Pape began to identify as a visual art-
ist, she was quickly caught up in the
fascination with geometric abstrac-
tion that had recently gripped the
most ambitious elements of Brazil's
art scene. But over the course of her
long career, Pape's investigation of
space and perception was to bring
herto an art that was focused not on
optical but on haptic visuality, ex-
pressed in pluri-sensorial works that
mobilize and appeal to the specta-
tor's participatory and embodied
experience.

The concrete art of the Argen-
tinian Asociacion de Arte Concreto-
Invencion, which featured the work
of Tomas Maldonado, Lidy Prati, and
others, had recently been exhibited
in several Brazilian locations; in 1950
Swiss artist Max Bill's retrospective
at the Museu de Arte de Sao Paulo
was receiving an enthusiastic recep-
tion; and S&do Paulo-based artists
Waldemar Cordeiro, Luiz Sacilotto,
and Lothar Charoux were well into
the discussions that would lead to
the formation of the Grupo Ruptura,
which championed concrete art's
method of production.! Décic Vieira
and many of the artists who Pape
befriended while living in Petrépolis
in 1951 were awed by concrete art's
geometric vocabulary, as well as by
the clarity and order it made evident.

Alexander Alberro

Concrete art would reverberate quite
extensively throughout Brazil during
that decade.

The painter Ivan Serpa, to whom
Vieira introduced Pape when she
moved to Rio de Janeiro in 1952, and
who would remain ‘an important in-
terlocutor of hers for many years to
come, was at the time developing
work that took up those aspects of
concrete art that concern perceptu-
al investigation.? These are related to
the gestalt tendencies that Serpa and
his associates—including artists Almir
Mavignier and Abraham Palatnik, and
the critic Mario Pedrosa, who had
written a doctoral thesis on gestalt—
saw in concrete art: the image on
the plastic form is a fully anticipated
one, a proto-image accessible at a
glance, and above, or at least outside
of, the realm of sense experience. Art,
from this perspective, was a means
of communicating knowledge that,
though plainly visible, had hitherto
been inaccessible. Although it denied
all forms of naturalism, the central
task of concrete art was the elucida-
tion of actual phenomena. This led
directly to an interest in mathemat-
ics and physics as the basis for un-
derstanding how art stimulates the
human senses. It made perception
quantifiable. Yet, what is perceived is
conditioned by a whole layer of what
itself seems to escape perception:

the rationalism that codifies the cul-
tural techniques involved in the pro-
duction of the artwork.

By the time she began to meet
informally with Vieira, Aluisio Carvéo,
Jodo José da Silva Costa, and oth-
er artists, first at Serpa's residence
and then at the Ministry of Education
and Health building where he taught
art classes in 1953, Pape was mak-
ing medium-scale (seventy-by-one-
hundred centimeter) oil paintings
on canvas.® These were quasi-geo-
metrical, friezelike works with simple,
pared-down forms in pale colors and
black. Concrete art, especially the
variant of it that became dominant
in Brazil in the early 1950s, main-
tained that both expression and fig-
uration were obsolete, and that only
by streamlining form and arriving at
an art of clarity, stability, and order
could the crisis of belief that con-
fronted the visual arts at this histori-
cal juncture be resolved. Canvases
had to be understood only as planes,
as defined spaces, and compositions
as experiments of interdependen-
cies. Parallel to Serpa, Carvao, and
da Silva Costa, Pape—who was es-
sentially self-taught in the fine arts—
initially adopted these concerns. But
she appears to have been unwilling
to follow the general a priori axioms
that concrete art in Brazil came to re-
quire. While she rejected all forms of
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non-figuration that sought the mere
excitement of pleasure and displea-
sure, her early production also stayed
clear of concrete art's strict demand
that artworks function as a means of
conceptually deducible knowledge.

EARLY WOODCUT ENGRAVINGS

Pape strayed even further from the
schematic, abstract designs of con-
crete art when she began to produce
constructive woodcut prints, initial-
ly conceived of as unique objects.
These typically featured some geo-
metric but mostly irregular elements
floating in space. There are rotating
rectangles, shifting rhomboids, tri-
angles, and ovals of different opac-
ity. A case in point is Tecelar, 1953
(fig. 1), which is made up of several
geometric forms, mostly triangular,
overlaid on one another.* Despite the
simplicity of the shapes and patterns,
the composition is complex, giving
the semblance of intersection, tes-
sellation, and superimposition, made
subtler by the uneven application of
ink on the template, with some areas
bolder than others, which gives the
forms a spectral quality. The over-
laps and the organic vocabulary of
these meditative abstractions make
it difficult to distinguish foreground
from background and soften the

effects of the individual elements.
Pape found that if instead of a sin-
gle plank she used separate printing
blocks of distinct kinds of porous
and coursed wood, she could break
up the integral pattern that the grain
of the wood would otherwise gen-
erate and circumvent printmaking’s
traditional reproductive capacities.
She became fascinated by the char-
acteristic texture and veining of dif-
ferent types of wood, and the varying
qualities and effects that could be
obtained by sawing and sanding the
streaked surface of the blocks, work-
ing against the striated wood with
her engraving tool before making
the print.’

Pape experimented as well with
the thickness of the blade cuts, the
bored lines, and the L -ner itzelf,
which was usually thin but some-
times semitransparent. Occasionally,
she used the separate blocks to ap-
ply a range of colored inks, which
included subtle reds, greens, blues,
and orange-golds. Tecelar, c. 1955
(fig. 2), for example, which consists of
a rectangular sheet of Japanese rice
paper in a portrait format, features a
cutout plane with very light ink that
bisects the compaosition vertically,
taking up almost the entire right-
hand side of the white field, and cuts
the other side in half down the center
with a horizontal jut that extends to

the framing edge. Above and below
this projection on the left are heav-
ily striated, black printed forms that
are the result of the template having
been carved flat. A trembling red line
superimposed onto the lightly inked
plane runs vertically down the right of
the compaosition. The roughly hewn
forms thus float within the rectan-
gle in a somewhat organic manner,
though they are also interlocked in an
idiosyncratic spatial relationship that
betrays a trace of geometry.

Unlike oil painting, the tech-
nique of woodcut production unfolds
in not one but two phases—three, if
Pape's practice of always drawing
the pattern beforehand is taken into
account. Once the design has been
determined, the engraver physi-
cally cuts into the template with a
burin, carving out lines and forms.
This tactile process is followed by
that of spreading the viscous ink on
the wooden block, and then press-
ing the block onto paper, bearing
down on the delicate white surface
as one might with a seal or stamp.
The sound of Pape maneuvering
the roller as she applied industrial-
grade pigment to the template, and
then the haptic weight, restraint, and
pulsation of the printing blocks on
the skin of the paper, can almost be
seen in her engravings, which de-
sublimate image making, endowing
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it with a latent record of labor. Those
physical, aural, and temporal as-
pects of the grinding production of
the woodblock prints appeal to an
embodied knowledge. They carry a
material charge that takes the form
of a kind of image-residue, an after-
effect that tends to move over the
surface and discern texture rather
than distinguish form.®

Pape made a point to work with
the surface—"with the grain of the
wood,” as she explained—and “to let
the material, independent, expres-
sive, speak for itself.”” She sawed and
sanded and physically bored into the
organic matter that comprised the
wooden blocks. One can speculate
how the hours spent inches away
from the templates and printing
surfaces might have stimulated her
sense of a close-up and tangible way
of fashioning. The play that one can
discern in her work between the nat-
ural veins and pores of the wood and
the carving of the lines calls on the
eye to linger over the innumerable
surface effects; it generates prints
that incorporate organic features and
material sensoriality, and resemble
what curator Paulo Herkenhoff once
referred to as “scars on a skin that
has a history of its own."®

GRUPO FRENTE

Pape’s tenuous relationship to the
aesthetics of concrete art shifted in
1954 as she, Serpa, and others found-
ed what they referred to as "Grupo
Frente,” and held their first exhibition
at the Galeria IBEU (Instituto Brasil-
Estados Unidos) in Rio de Janeiro.?
That same year she encountered the
master engraver Fayga Ostrower, a
war refugee whose family had em-
igrated from Poland to Brazil in the
1930s. Pape attended a few of the
classes that Ostrower taught at the
Museu de Arte Moderna in Rio de
Janeiro (MAM-RJ), and picked up
on the correspondence the latter
articulated between technique and
order as she explored the potential
of engraving to materialize ideas."
“Mastery of technique enables better
presentation of the idea and inven-
tive richness,” Pape wrote in a 1959
statement on printmaking, adding
that by “inventive richness” she did
“not mean the use of an infinite range
of variations within the same work,
but restrained solutions that are rig-
orous in their simplicity, and a formal-
technical synthesis.""

Whether due to the classes
with Ostrower, to discussions within
Grupo Frente, or perhaps to some-
thing else altogether, Pape’s woodcut
engravings changed significantly in

the mid-1950s. Pape limited her pro-
duction materials to black ink, white
paper, and single planks of overly
grained wood. Her prints retained their
nonrepresentational forms, but these
now became increasingly analytical.
Triangles and rectangular bands pre-
dominate in compositions thatimage
a systematic repetition of rotationally
symmetrical, geometric patterns on
a flat surface. Their increased math-
ematical rigor was simultaneously re-
inforced and countered by the slight
irregularities of the wood’'s coarse
grain. This culminated in prints with
a meticulously calculated coordina-
tion of pictorial elements across the
surface plane in which the figure and
ground appear woven together into
cohesive, yet fractured, composi-
tions. Special attention was paid to
the nexus between positive and neg-
ative space. Masses and voids came
to have similar value. Works such as
Tecelar (fig. 3) and Tecelar (ill. p. 43),
both 1955, feature polygons, trape-
zoids, parallelograms, and repeated
stepped lines on a white background.
Distinctions between top and bottom
have been eliminated, as has color.
Pape also began to experiment
with double printing to form a tem-
plate, and the geometrical shapes
delineated by black stripes and tri-
angles in her engravings came to
replicate each other and invert the



composition across a central axis
or by a dynamic diagonal encoun-
ter. The contrast between figure and
ground begins to fluctuate in these
prints, with their star-like patterns
tilting as if to a rhythm. The spatial
relationships between the compo-
nent parts and the negative space
is primary, the pictorial elements
structured carefully across the plane,
activating the surfaces.

Pape participated in two im-
portant national exhibitions—at
the Museu de Arte Moderna in Sédo
Paulo (MAM-SP) in 1956, and at the
Education and Cultural Ministry
in Rio de Janeiro in 1957—events
that demonstrated the productive
mediation .of concrete art in Brazil.
She travelled with her husband to
Europe in 1957, making a stop at the
Ulm School of Design (Hochschule
fir Gestaltung Ulm) to visit TOmas
Maldonado, the School’s Rector,
with whom she had taken a course at
MAM-RJ in 1956, and to meet graph-
ic designer Otl Aicher, with whom
she would study, again at MAM-RJ,
the following year. She also seems to
have encountered the work of artist
Josef Albers at around this time.

Art historian Sergio Martins
notes that Albers figured prominent-
ly in the 1957 Bienal de Sao Paulo,
and argues that “it is to [the work of
Albers] that we must first turn in order
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to appreciate Pape's unique devel-
opment of concretist woodcutting."*?
Indeed, Martins points out that critic
Ferreira Gullar comments on cor-
respondence between Albers and
Pape in one of his short notices for
the Suplemento Dominical do Jornal
do Brasil (SDJB) in November 1957.%
Albers was a master printmaker, and
several of his series of the 1940s and
1950s featured geometrical designs
in thin white lines carved into highly
textured pinewood printing blocks.
Similarities between the prints of
Albers and Pape are evident. Yet, the
differences are also highly revealing.
Pape’s engravings are much more
wide-ranging in design than those
of Albers, whose production in this
medium was fairly consistent in style.
Furthermore, as art historian Briony
Fer has explained, whereas Albers
"suspended his geometric config-
urations at the very center of each
print, Pape preferred to extend hers
right to the edge, where they seem to
be cut out of, or unfolded from, larg-
er structures still."" This distinction
is important to make, for it brings to
light two very different models of vi-
sion, one optical and the other haptic.

The optical visuality manifest
in Albers's prints sees the designs
represented from enough distance
to perceive them as distinct forms
in deep space: in other words, how

vision is usually conceived, depen-
dent upon a separation between the
viewing subject and the object. The
haptic manner of looking character-
istically provoked by Pape's prints
tends to move over the surface of
the engraving rather than to plunge
into illusionistic depth. This visu-
ality seems more concerned with
discerning texture than with distin-
guishing form; more inclined to pe-
ruse than to focus. Pape's engravings
invite a glance that moves over the
surface plane for some time before
the spectator realizes what she or
he is beholding. They resolve into
figuration only gradually, if at all. In
short, while Albers's prints privilege
the representational power of the
design, Pape’s highlight the materi-
al presence of the engraving. They
draw from forms of sense experience,
such as that of touch, that exceed
optical visuality. And insofar as touch
is a sense located on the surface of
the body, thinking of Pape’s prints as
haptic opens the way to considering
the ways her work appeals to the
body as a whole.

BLACK PRINTS

Pape followed the woodcut engrav-
ings of triangular and rectangular
bands with black-ground works that
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feature a dense, dark, printed area
inflected by a smooth, subtle wood
grain and precisely cut parallel lines.
(See Tecelares, ills. pp. 45 and 47,
both 1958; also fig. 4 and ill. p. 46,
both 1959.) This development was
largely made possible by the artist's
discovery that the more open the
pores of the woodblock, the dark-
er the black that could be achieved
when inked and pressed onto thin
Japanese rice paper. The abstract
images with black backgrounds and
designs that resulted from Pape'’s
experiments with different types of
wood, of varying porosity, feature
geometric sequences of white par-
allel lines that blur the distinctness
of the dark plane, causing the visual
opposition of flat surfaces to disman-
tle. The printing plate in turn be-
comes the primary presence of the
engraving, with the prints activating
space through accumulations, over-
lappings, modulations, geometric
inversions, and cuts. As Pape noted
in retrospect when describing these
artworks, the black of the templates
now functioned as "printed color—
surface—virtual space,” while the
white of the lines operated as "light—
real space."”® Within this dramatic
use of black and white, the multipli-
cation and profusion of lines came
to be envisaged as light cast onto
the blind and pitch-black surface of

the untouched woodblock, thereby
opening up space within the plane.
The internal division of many of
Pape’s engravings is structured by a
carved line that holds the formal el-
ements of the composition togeth-
er. The mark is at once a cut, a seam,
and an opening to the surrounding
space. Spatial tension and notions of
aesthetic closure (the completeness
of fixed, immutable art objects) are
thereby eliminated in favor of privi-
leging the material presence of the
artwork, expanding the plane across
different modalities and dimensions
of space. This invites a more palpa-
ble kind of vision in which the sense
of space is contingent, intimate, and
full of possibility. The prints with their
black surfaces and striated patterns
of white lines appear to breathe, "like
the skin of a whale,” as Pape once
phrased it, and put pressure on the
distinction between virtual and real
space.'® Like crevices in the global
topography, each of the prints comes
forth as a locus of lines and actions.
The grooves carved into the sanded-
down surfaces of the woodblocks,
coated in tacky black ink, generate
a light that cuts sharply through the
primal darkness. These lines of light
illuminate a smooth space that “over-
flows the pictorial limit" as Pape's
friend Hélio Qiticica put it when de-
scribing these 1950s engravings.”

NEOCONCRETE ART

Pape identified her later prints as neo-
concrete. One was prominently illus-
trated in the “Neoconcrete Manifesto,”
written by Gullar and published in
the SDJB in March 1959, on the day
the first neoconcrete exhibition
opened. The manifesto, which Pape—
along with Amilcar de Castro, Franz
Weissmann, Lygia Clark, Reynaldo
Jardim, Theon Spanudis, and Gullar—
signed, was accompanied in the
same journal by a statement she
penned on printmaking that in retro-
spect reads as a culmination of her
work in the medium. (She would soon
discontinue woodcut engraving alto-
gether.) Titled "Gravura: Depoimento
de Lygia Pape” (On Printmaking: A
Statement by Lygia Pape), the text
has Pape reflecting on six years of
production; she presents herself as a
master of the medium, and stresses
that it is but one of several in which
she works.'”® Pape reveals that she
always draws the design before be-
ginning to cut into the printing block,
and considers the importance of “the
characteristic texture and veining of
each type of wood, . . . the thickness
of the cuts, the lines, the paper itself”
She explains: “The process of print-
making has a life of its own, before,
during[,] and after the engraving is
made.” And yet, Pape emphasizes



that “mastery of technique,” while
enabling a better presentation of the
underlying idea, is itself insufficient.
What is crucial is creativity, and es-
pecially the type of inventive richness
that comes not by chance but sen-
sorially, through “intuition.” This leads
her to identify the kind of printmaking
that characterizes her practice—in
which a vital and organic relationship
between positive and negative space
stretches the boundaries of the me-
dium, generating an expanded space
that breaks the formal tensions—as
neoconcrete. Key to this expansion
of space beyond the literal into the
virtual realm are the white lines she
cuts in the woodblocks:

White lines crossing surfaces
create virtual planes and give
the measure of different times of
these space-planes. . . . Those
constructed in two dimensions
are transformed into elements of
space; they are inscribed in dif-
ferent temporal phases in space.
... Space is part of the template
itself (the white hallows) and
with the black (relief surfaces)
it constructs this print of a neo-
concrete nature.”

The primary aim of Pape’s relative-
ly short statement seems to have
been to relate her woodcuts to the

neoconcrete group’s goals by elabo-
rating on the ways her prints dynami-
cally exceed their two-dimensionality
and expand into topological space.
But by the time she took this issue up
again in a 1975 text, she had long left
printmaking behind and could reflect
on the development of her work in
that medium in a manner that placed
it in the broader trajectory of her ar-
tistic practice.

The woodcut presented itself to
me initially as a black surface.
On it | opened rays of light. The
figure began to appear. The fig-
ure or some other thing moving
in the background. | continued
consuming (that is, opening
slices of light) until | completed
the objectin the engraving. ... |
dug away at the black until | got
to the white, which was, in fact,
external space.?

Pape had evidently realized that her
larger project when working with
constructive woodcuts had been
to unveil the internal elements of
that medium—through cuts, bores,
scrapes, and slices into printing
blocks of different grains of wood—
and arrive at its apotheosis: the gen-
eration of light and its dissemination
through space. But by now she
had flipped the notion of opening

up a topological virtual space de-
pendent upon an optical form of
vision and illusory depth. Instead,
she maintained that what the prints
had achieved was a haptic visuality,
one that draws spectators in close
and leads them to lose their sense
of proportion to the point where the
distinction between virtual and actu-
al space collapses.?' In the process,
not only light but space too came to
function as media. Hence the wood-
cut explorations came to be seen as
research into the problems of space,
and in this sense, the process that
they explored was finite, with a be-
ginning and an end. "My work refers
specifically to spatial investigation,”
she explained in a 1979 statement
that linked her engravings to her sub-
sequent production, continuing:

.. . space being warped, yarn
weaving space; the principle of
ambiguity, no privileged posi-
tion for a base or hottom (a work
could be inverted without being
stripped of all its characteristics),
surface pared down to black as
color, and the wood's pores act-
ing as vibration to the point of
reaching total white: both black
and white were always form and
never figure and ground, since
both had a position of two-
dimensionality and topological
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aspects. The moment | arrived
at total white, | reached the end
of my investigations.?

Her investigations ended at the mo-
ment of unmediated visual reality,
the instant when the black space
that was overlaid on top of the white
was completely “peeling off” and the
underlying light was revealed to the
eyes.?

Line and light were the deci-
sive elements of the process of en-
graving that Pape used to bring the
spectator close enough to the print
that figure and ground commingle,
and expose the real or literal space
that connects the woodcut to the
world. This was a means of "investi-
gating reality, a form of knowledge,”
as she put itin a discussion in which
she disavows the aesthetics of print-
making as such: “[M]y research [in
the medium of woodcut engraving]
focused on the problem of space.
Dynamic space. . .. [M]y prints ex-
ist primarily as research rather than
aesthetic contemplation.”?* Pape
came to understand the spatial di-
mensions that her art opens up as
qualities that encompass not only
formal activity—"unfolded, twisted,
inverted”—but, even more impor-
tantly, interactions within the social
and institutional context.?

BOOKWORKS

The correspondence between the
concrete, physical tactility of art
and its opposite—namely figurative
space—would preoccupy Pape for
many years. As she moved from the
medium of woodcut prints to dance,
bookworks, graphic design, filmmak-
ing, performance, collage, sculptural
models, and installations, her pro-
duction was consistently organized
around the exploration of spatial re-
lationships, and in particular the ma-
teriality of haptic representation. As
a key member of the neoconcrete
movement in the late 1950s and
early 1960s, she began to produce
artworks that appeared to the spec-
tator as projects with which she or
he interacts, rather than illusions into
which to enter. This type of art called
upon a sort of embodied intelligence
that could negotiate surrounding
space: performative experiments
where the sensorial became the fun-
damental agent of the creative pro-
cess, and viewer participation the
central premise in the reception of
art. From this perspective, the spec-
tator comes to know the world more
through the senses and corporeal
experience than through vision and
the mental operations of symboliza-
tion. This is a form of spectatorship
that is so engaged with the present

that it cannot recede into cognition;
a form of experience that can only be
described indirectly, and that posits
a thin membrane, a skin, that must
be pressed up against, between the
subject and the world, or the specta-
tor and the artwork. Pape termed this
phenomenon “epidermization” (epi-
dermizacéao), a necologism that she
mobilized to elucidate her working
method as well as the tactile visuality
upaon which her art was dependent.
As she put it in a 1976 text: "It is not
a discourse or a thesis. | unfold the
project at the level of an epidermiza-
tion of anidea, the sensorial as a form
of knowledge and consciousness.”®
This was, therefore, an embodied
spectatorship that acknowledged
the role of the corporal in the act of
seeing and knowing, a spectatorship
in which the senses and the intellect
are not separate,

The epidermization of ideas,
which as |'ve suggested can already
be detected on the surface Pape'’s
prints, is also manifest in the artist’s
two neoconcrete ballets (1959-60),
and her series of bookworks (Livro da
criagcdo, Book of Creation, 1959-60;
Livro do tempo, Book of Time, 1960-
65; and Livro da arquitetura, Book
of Architecture, 1959-60). A case in
point is the Livro da criacao, com-
prised of thirty-square-centimeter
units of colored shapes, all of them



extending beyond the plane into
space. The project presents a formal
account of the creation of the world.
The narrative is highly conceptual,
and the book features very few words.
It summons a tactile epistemology as
it calls upon the spectator to handle
and assemble the various “pages” ac-
cording to his or her own experience.
By appealing to the spectator as an
object with which she or he interacts
rather than an illusion into which to
enter, the Livro da criacdo calls upon
an embodied intelligence. It involves
thinking with the epidermis, the skin,
or giving as much significance to the
physical presence of the artwork as to
its meaning. The spectator is required
to grasp the colorful object, to bring it
close, in a look that is so intensely in-
volved with the tangible presence of
the book that it cannot take the step
back to distinguish figure and ground.
It is a visuality that is perpetually con-
tingent, lacking an immobile, outside
point of reference. It creates an em-
bodied economy of looking that con-
structs an intersubjective relationship
between the spectator and the art-
work, with the former relinquishing
her or his own separateness from the
latter. “l invented Livro da criacdo in
which | recounted the creation of the
world non-verbally, with shapes and
colors alone,” the artist explained. “As
you handle the book you are putting

together structures and your ‘read-
ing’ takes place through its colored
shapes.?

PUBLIC PERFORMANCES

Pape’s increasing emphasis on em-
bodied spectatorship would lead her
furtherin the direction of participatory
projects, to large-scale works such
as Divisor (Divider) and Roda dos
prazeres (Wheel of Pleasures), both
1967. The former consists of a large
sheet of white fabric with a grid of
several dozen holes cut into it. Each
of these equally spaced, button-
hole-like slits is just large enough for
the head of a participant to penetrate,
thereby bringing together dozens of
people to generate the performative
artwork. The sheet literalized the no-
tion of epidermization. Pape clarified
that Divisor was initially meant to
take the form of a giant plastic aw-
ning, with slits pierced in a large grid,
installed above an exhibition space.
The plan was to arrange the tarpaulin
so that it was lower towards the entry-
way; as a visitor entered the room he
or she would be encouraged to insert
their head through one of the holes.
In addition, mirrors were to be in-
stalled on either side of the huge ex-
panse of fabric, and fans directed to
blow cold air overhead and warm air

below. The original aim, according to
the artist (writing at a later date), was
to allude to the alienation of modern
life, the obstacles to communication
faced by people who, thoughin close
proximity, remain socially isolated
from each other and barely interact.?

Although this scheme was ulti-
mately left unrealized, Pape staged
an altered version of Divisor in 1968
in a public space near a Rio de
Janeiro favela. There, she brought
together neighborhood children and
organized them into inserting their
heads through the openings of a
thirty-square-meter stretch of white
fabric. The children, their bodies ob-
scured by the large white plane, were
instructed to walk forward, creating
what curator lvana Bentes describes
as "a crowd monster with dozens of
heads."?® “There is no work: there is
only the unfolding into a thousand
routes,” Pape wrote about this ver-
sion of Divisor, which she character-
ized as “the skin of ALL: smooth like
a cloud: loose."** The children spoke
to each other throughout the entire
duration of the performance.

The Roda dos prazeres (fig. 5)
is equally interactive, though the
senses it engages additionally in-
clude taste.® The composition con-
sists of a group of porcelain bowls
of differently colored fluids treated
with food-coloring and flavoring;
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the vessels are arranged in a circle
and each is equipped with its own
medicine dropper. Participants are
encouraged to partake in this ban-
quet by squeezing the rubber top of
the dropper with their fingertips, put-
ting the tip of the dropper into a bowl,
releasing the grip on the top so that
the pressure inside sucks up some of
the liquid, and then dripping drops of
the colored solutions—which fea-
ture both pleasant and unpleasant
tastes—onto their tongues. “In this
way,” Pape wrote about Roda dos
prazeres in 1980, “an ambivalence of
the senses was created: the eye saw
one thing and was delighted, but the
tongue might reject it. Or it could re-
inforce what the eye had already de-
voured, couldn't it?”*2 Photographs of
participants engaging with the piece
(see fig. 6) capture alternating sens-
es of pleasure and pain. Needless to
say, Pape's claim that “the most rad-
ical experience in Roda dos prazeres
would be the use of poison as one of
the flavors” only increases the work’s
ambivalence.®

IRON RELIEF SCULPTURES

The seductive power of color also
characterizes Pape's series of
Amazoninos, which the artist be-
gan to make in 1989, the same year

she assumed a professorship at
the Escola de Belas Artes of the
Universidade Federal do Rio de
Janeiro. These large, wall-hung, ab-
stract sculptures combine several
of her concerns during this time, in-
cluding questions of space, volume,
function (and its deviation), move-
ment, color, and the plasticity of ma-
terials. The title of the series is at once
euphonic, attentive to the sound of
syllables uttered one after the other
("A/ma/zo/ni/nos”), and mindful of
the vast natural landscape of Brazil,
which was a central theme of Pape’s
master's thesis. Apparently, Pape ar-
rived at the title while looking out the
window of an airplane flying over the
Amazon jungle, though the brilliant
red of the Amazoninos Vermelho
(especially two from 1989, ills. pp.
76, 77 and 92, 93, that feature pro-
truding, rounded shapes), summons
the hue of something much more
specific: the flower of the achiote, a
shrub found in the tropical regions of
Brazil. The achiote, which the indige-
nous Tupinamba people referred to
as urucum, produces seeds that they
have long used to make body paint.
Either way, the resulting forms are as
organic as they are geometric, and,
combined with their pulsating col-
ors, reorganize the visual and spa-
tial fields: they explode the surface
on which they hang. Some, such as

Amazonino Vermelho e Preto, 1990
(ills. pp. 67, 68, 69) or Amazonino
Vermelho, 1989 (ills. pp. 86, 87), en-
gage their surroundings in a physical
manner. Like carnivorous plants, the
long, bright tentacles of these art-
works threaten to ensnare the pass-
ing visitor.

The Amazoninos disrespect
the properties of their metal medi-
um. lron—inherent with heaviness
and solidity—is shaped into forms
that seem as gentle and malleable
as paper. This surprising result trans-
gresses the constituent limits of the
material, and in some cases mobi-
lizes metal to figure a locus of ema-
nating light lines not unlike those that
her earlier Tecelares put into play. In
Amazonino Vermelho, 1989 (fig. 7, ills.
pp. 70, 71), for example, a flood of thin,
line-like tentacles breaks forward
from the square iron plate that func-
tions as the picture plane. This opens
up not only a more dynamic relation-
ship with the spectator but also a
greater interaction between the art
object and the architectural space in
which it is displayed. A similar effect
is created by Amazonino Vermelho
(fig. 8, ills. pp. 88, 89) and Amazonino
Vermelho (ills. pp. 72, 73), both 1989,
which collapse the qualities of hard-
ness and softness, inertness and
motion, rigidity and droopiness, into
equivalent categories.



—1ig. 6 Mineiro (Miner), 1968



—fig. 7Amazonino Vermelho (Red Amazonino), 1989/2003
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—fig. 8 Amazonino Vermelho (Red Amazonino), 1989/2003

Pape occasionally worked with
three-dimensional paper models
when designing the Amazoninos.
In this sense, these iron sculptures
echo books such as the Livro da
criacdo, which protrudes from the
wall in a relief-like manner. Yet, while
the game, or element of play, that the
bookworks set in motion invites the
spectator to participate and invent, to
carry out his or her own permutations
and combinations, the Amazoninos
invert this operation. It is almost as if
the artwork now mobilizes the spec-
tator. The shadows cast by dangling
tentacles and other protuberances,
and the intensity of the vibrant color
that characterizes the Amazoninos,
blur distinctions: between the cold
inertness of the iron material and the
powerful organicity connoted by the
combination of colors and forms;
and in the sensory and temporal
experience of the passing viewer,
problematizing and turning these el-
ements inside out, and thereby giv-
ing these artworks a life of their own.

WEBBING AND WEAVING

“A strange link exists” between the
different media that Pape uses,
wrote Oiticica in 1969. Common
threads run through her work, like a
“spider's web."* Indeed, "webbing”

and its close companion “weaving,”
became operative metaphors for
the artist when she spoke about her
work from this time; and through the
1980s. Ttéia, a project that initially
began as a series of nets between
trees for children’s play, was further
developed by Pape in experiments
carried out with her students at the
Universidade Santa Ursula in Rio
de Janeiro's Parque Lage during
the 1970s.% The project eventually
evolved into complex installations of
threads and lights in space. Teaching
at Santa Ursula, Pape became in-
creasingly interested in a type of ex-
perimental pedagogy that involved
taking her students to different parts
of Rio de Janeiro. She recollected
that these journeys through the city
with her students, most often by au-
tomobile, led her to discover

a new type of relationship with
urban space, as if | were a spider
of sorts, weaving space. After all,
| start from a certain point, then
go across, and turn, go up and
down overpasses, go in and out
of tunnels. ... It was as if we now
enjoyed an aerial view of the city
that was like an enormous cob-
web, a huge entanglement.®

She took to referring to such entan-
glements as “magnetized spaces”

(espacos imantados), because “the
whole thing seemed alive, and |
moved inside it, pulling up a thread
to be woven and wound into an end-
less skein."¥’

Pape outlined the Ttéia in an im-
portant 1979 text, "Ttéia. Area abierta”
(Open Area), further elaborating on
this concept of “"magnetized space™:
experiencing the meshing proce-
dure involves "rising in the air, hav-
ing only a frayed lightweight fabric
as support, with light shining through
it, like strands of color of its own
structure-threads.” Movement "up-
ward or downward, to and fro, not
restricted to a single point of view”
invokes an "apprehension of space
and objects” that is tactile and haptic,
and requires an active spectator.®
She explains that the project is "part
of a collective movement in which
the structural installation is complet-
ed through viewer involvement. To
this end, the project will have a co-
ordinator (Lygia Pape), a craft weav-
er, and assistants.” The goal was to
mesh together a zone in which ex-
traordinary things could occur:

The proposal is to “weave a
space” as part of a creative
process that will establish new
relationships between creative
artists and those viewers who
will be appropriating it. . . . [Tlhe
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—fig. 9 Ttéla 1, C, 2001/2016

idea is to broaden new percep-
tions, new horizons from which
lines generated by the web
structure will emerge and grow
in the actual place in which it is
in use. Before there was noth-
ing, and after there is just the
idea and perceptions conveyed
through SPIDER WEBBING.*

Accordingly, by "magnetized space”
Pape refers to the energy "generat-
ed” by the complex interaction of
forms, shapes, and spectators in the
production of an artwork. Magnetic
space pulls the spectator into its
force field, privileging material pres-
ence and a palpable visuality that ap-
peals to the body as a whole.

This theory of magnetic space
led Pape to relate the Ttéia works to
"experiences of walking in labyrinths
(through forest vegetation or be-
tween buildings), occupying space
with stretched colored yarn in such a
way that gradually [the lines of yarn]
will intersect and form primary struc-
tures"*® As with a labyrinth—which by
definition consists of an expanse that
is contingent, intimate, perpetually
immediate, and lacking an immabile
outside point of reference—Pape'’s
magnetized spaces, the cobwebs
and convoluted entanglements, for-
mulate the environment in an undif-
ferentiated way. Within these spaces,

the visual boundaries between body
and world may feel indistinct: the
tangled threads of the web may en-
compass one’s limbs or shadow.
Magnetized space requires the spec-
tator to work intuitively and haptically
to constitute the form, to bring it forth
from latency. As in earlier works such
as Livro da criagdo, it constructs an
intersubjective relationship between
the spectator and the forms in space.
The spectator is called upon to fill the
gaps of the entanglement, to engage
with the multiple threads of the cob-
web. By interacting up-close with the
elements in that space, close enough
that figure and ground commingle—
just as in the haptic visuality of her
woodcut Tecelares—the beholder
relinquishes her or his own sense of
separateness from those forms.
Pape also used the title Ttéia
for a series of artworks she started
in 1977. These sculptures consist of
many parallel gold- or silver-plated
copper filaments, interlaced sym-
metrically top to bottom on square
metal frames, in a way that echoes
and extends the parallel white lines
of the alluring 1950s engravings and

- the dynamic lines of the captivat-

ing Amazoninos of the 1980s—lines
that seem to move on the plane
and already suggest a projection
into space. When expanded to ma-
jestic, room-size installation, the

gold- or silver-plated threads cap-
ture the light in such a way that they
come to resemble massive beams
of luminescence emanating from
above and striking the ground this
way and that, from ceiling to floor
(fig. 9). The effect is enhanced to
operatic proportion when the exhi-
bition space is darkened and spot-
lights are directed on the striated
clusters of strings. Smaller itera-
tions of the Ttéia 1 sculptures, such
as Ttéia 1, C: Metallic #1 (ills. pp.
111, 112, 113) or Ttéia 1, C: Metallic
#3 (ills. pp. 116, 117), both 2003,
function in a similar way, though
relatively pared down: they each
feature two forty-nine-centimeter-
tall beams, delicately tilted to the
point of equilibrium between stand-
ing upright and collapsing altogether,
their acute tentativeness suggesting
that they will succumb to the slight-
est movement, or breath of air. The
angled arrays of illuminated thread
of the two beams seem to intersect
and pass through one another, and
a kind of rhythmic, pulsing optical
interference plays on the eyes of the
spectator as he or she circumnavi-
gates the objects.

Recalling the woodcuts and
bookwaorks of the artist’s earlier pro-
duction, the extraordinarily seduc-
tive Ttéia 1 sculptures, effecting a
peculiar fascination and fragility, are



presented as objects with which to
interact rather than illusions to enter.
The interplay with light on the thread-
like filaments, which alternately glow
and disappear, shifting as the spec-
tator progresses around the artworks,
elicits an oscillation between not only
materiality and ephemerality, but also
optical and palpable ways of seeing.
These bright and reflective webs
summon the spectators and compel
them to relinquish their own sense of
separateness from the world.

A PLURI-SENSORIAL ART

Art historian Adele Nelson has shown
that, at around the same time that
Pape commenced the Ttéia 1, the art-
ist began to refer to the 1950s engrav-
ings in wood as "Tecelares,” which in
English roughly translates into “weav-
ings,” thereby consolidating the tra-
jectory of her work by establishing a
direct relationship between the early
prints and the then-new sculptures
that she would continue to produce
until the end of her life.* Much of
Pape's artistic production—both
of these bodies of work, the ballets
and books of the late 1950s and ear-
Iy 1960s, participatory experiments
of later that decade, and her iron re-
lief sculptures of the late 1980s and
1990s—can be seen as an attempt

to break the figure/ground binary by
imagining the reversed possibility
of a pictorial plane; she conceives
of space as capable of virtually (in
the prints), and then physically (in
the sculptures), activating the view-
er's participatory and embodied ex-
perience. Her pluri-sensorial works
appeal especially to a more tactile,
bodily form of perception. Space,
from this perspective, functions
metaphorically as the epidermis of
the world, “like the skin of a whale,”
against which the spectator presses
up when negotiating the precarious
relationship between interiority and
exteriority, perception and concep-
tion; it is the threshold between in-
tuition and consciousness, sense
experience and knowledge.
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See interview with Lygia Pape in Fernando
Cocchiarale and Anna Bella Geiger, eds.,
Abstracionismo, geometrico e informal: A
vanguard brasileira nos anos cinglenta (Rio
de Janeiro: Funarte, Instituto Nacional de
Artes Plasticas, 1987), 1563-54. The Brazilian
art scene that Pape encountered in the
eatly 1950s was also strengly mediated by
the presence of critic Mario Pedrosa in Rio
de Janeiro. Pedrosa, who had an expertise
in gestalt theory, had recently joined artists
Almir Mavignier, Ivan Serpa, and Abraham
Palatnik in running an arts therapy workshop
commenced by Dr, Nise da Silveira at the
psychiatric center in Engenho de Dentro, a
neighborhood on the outskirts of Rio de
Janeiro. Dissatisfied by the violent methods
of psychiatric treatment still in use during
the 1940s, Dr. Nise da Silveira found in oc-
cupational therapy, including arts therapy,
another way to treat schizophrenia. She
initially turned to Mavignier to supervise the
arts studio, which opened in the fall of 1946.
Mavignier soon included Pedrosa and the
other artists in the studio classes offered. For
more on the arts therapy workshop, which
included exhibitions and site visits, see

Luiz Carlos Mello, “Nise da Silveira and the
Artists of Engenho de Dentro,” trans. Clifford
Landers, Review: Literature and Arts of the
Americas 39, no. 2 (2006): 270-76.

As Pape would later recall, "My professional
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gan when the Museu de Arte Moderna, Rio
de Janeiro (MAM-RJ), was inaugurated. Ivan
Serpa was already teaching classes there, but
| didn‘t study under him. | met Serpa through
Décio Vieira, and, little by little, we began to
meet people and create a circle of friends
with common interests.” Lygia Pape, in “Birds
of Marvelous Colors: Lygia Pape Interviewed
by Lucia Carneiro and lleana Pradilla,” 1997,
in Iria Candela et al,, eds., Lygia Pape: A
Muiltitude of Forms, exh. cat. (New York:
Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2017), 16.

The Museu de Art Moderna, Rio de Janeiro,
was at the time housed in the Ministry of
Education and Health building.

As Briony Fer has explained: “Both Tecleares
and Ttéia are words that [Pape] coined and
are notoriously hard to translate. .. . Tecelar
stems from tecer, to weave. . . teia can mean
something precious or delicate, but also a
web.” Briony Fer, “Slits, eyes, geometries,” in
Lygia Pape, exh. cat. (New York: Hauser &
Wirth London, 2017), 20.

Pape takes these issues up in "Gravura:
Depoimento de Lygia Pape,” 1959, translated
as "On Printmaking: A Statement by Lygia
Pape” in Lygia Pape: Magnetized Space, exh.
cat. (Madrid, Spain: Museo Nacienal Centro
de Arte Reina Sofia, 2011), 85.

Describing the technique in a 1975 text, Pape
emphasizes the many senses mobilized:
“The sensory sound of a roller spreading out
paint was part of the creative process. The
haptic experience with the material, the
instruments—gravers, rice paper template,
printing, copying.” Lygia Pape, "Quarenta
gravuras neoconcretas,” 1975, translated

as "Forty Neo-Concrete Woodcuts,” In Lygla
Pape: Magnetized Space, 88.

Pape, “Gravura: Depoimento de Lygia Pape,”
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Yet, according to Herkenhoff, Pape liked to
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“The Art of Passage,” in Lygia Pape:
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