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In 1956, Tomás Maldonado, the recently appointed interim rector of the Hochschule für 
Gestaltung (College of Design), in Ulm, Germany, came to Rio de Janeiro for an extended 
stay.1 He was there primarily to install and inaugurate an exhibition in the capital at the 
Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro (MAM Rio)—his second exhibition there 
(fig. 1)—but he also used the experience to travel the environs and better familiarize 
himself with Brazil’s changing cultural landscape: he visited new museums, met critics 
and intellectuals, and became acquainted with a group of young avant-garde artists who 
referred to themselves as Grupo Frente.2 In fact, Maldonado made the 130-kilometer 
trip with MAM Rio’s director, Niomar Moniz Sodré Bittencourt, to the nearby industrial 
town of Volta Redonda for the vernissage of their exhibition installed at the Companhia 
Siderúrgica Nacional (CSN), Brazil’s national steelworks factory.3 Although the documen-
tation on this exhibition is scant and it is impossible to know which works were shown and 
how they were displayed, the fact that a national public-works company hosted an exhibi-
tion of contemporary art made by vanguard artists who were just beginning to establish 
their reputations is by no means commonplace.4 This seemingly minor event is illustrative 
of how the visual arts in Latin America—artists as well as institutions—engaged with the 
rapid industrial development in the region’s principal cities during the postwar period.

In the broadest sense, studies of aesthetic modernisms and the historical avant-
garde have explored the ways in which artists, architects, and designers responded to 
the vast technological changes that took place in Europe and the United States during 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. These makers frequently tethered the radical 
new formal languages to very specific political and historical contexts.5 As society began 
to move away from agricultural traditions in favor of an urbanized and industrial way 
of living, artists in cities such as Detroit, Dessau, Moscow, and Paris began reacting to 
these changes with a host of new visual forms and structures.6 Sometimes celebratory, 
oftentimes critical, many of the visual languages that emerged came to constitute an 
evolving avant-garde.
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OPPOSITE  |  Diagram of the curriculum of the 
Escola Técnica da Criação, printed in fundraising 
brochure for the Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio 
de Janeiro’s Camininha Internacional de Socios, 
November 1957, p. [14]. Museu de Arte Moderna 
do Rio de Janeiro.



2 3

L
E

 B
L

A
N

C

T
H

E
 M

A
T

E
R

IA
L

 O
F

 F
O

R
M

The development and expansion of industrialization in Latin America is significantly 
different from the way it unfolded in the North Atlantic. Although cities such as Rio de  
Janeiro, São Paulo, and Buenos Aires experienced many of the same phenomena that  
cities in Europe and the United States had experienced before—industrialization, techno-
logical innovation, increased communication, and rapid urbanization—the chronologies 
of these processes followed a different course and sequence than their North Atlantic 
counterparts. As in the United States and Europe, these changes to the fundamental 
ways people lived their quotidian lives in Latin America registered deeply in their visual 
cultures. Yet, many artists working in Brazil and Argentina were already well versed in 
the visual languages of the earlier European vanguards when their own nations entered 
the throes of wide-scale industrialization initiatives in the 1940s and 1950s. These 
artists could adeptly deploy the signifiers of previous avant-gardes that had emanated 
in decidedly different historical contexts; the manipulation of one-point perspective as 
in Pablo Picasso’s analytical cubism from Paris in the early 1910s, the restraint of the 
primary colors as in Piet Mondrian’s de Stijl painting from Holland in the early 1920s, 
and technological investigation with photographic materials as in László Moholy-Nagy’s 
experiments at the Bauhaus in the mid-1920s are just some examples. This ostensible 

anachronism—the deployment of modernist visual languages before the wide-scale 
modernization of the region, or as anthropologist Néstor García Canclini described it, “an 
exuberant modernism with deficient modernization”—is fundamental to the subsequent 
configurations of art and technology in various Latin American contexts.7 The works 
discussed in this essay, and on display in this exhibition, are examples of these reordered 
chronologies. Indeed, Latin American modernisms at midcentury are representative of 
broader international trends in which artists, architects, and designers were searching 
for aesthetic forms and strategies to reconcile prewar legacies with the vast new social, 
political, and cultural conditions that characterized the postwar experience. By examining 
Latin American vanguards in relation to received histories of modernism, it is possible 
to make an important intervention into dominant narratives and undermine the artificial 
division commonly drawn between work produced in the decades before and after World 
War II.8 Moreover, these artists, and the work they made, prove there is historical and 
intellectual continuity across the twentieth century, not to mention across the Atlantic 
Ocean. These chronological and geographical connections are some of the key reasons 
this period in Latin American visual culture is so compelling. Young artists working in the 
cosmopolitan centers of the Southern Cone region were experiencing a major societal 
and economic paradigm shift, but it was one with which they were already familiar, even 
if from a distance. In their lifetimes, they had pined for commodities manufactured and 
imported from abroad while simultaneously witnessing the tragedy of technological 
warfare during World War II, both outcomes of industrialization in Europe and the 
United States. For many, the destruction of nations and people represented the very real 
dystopian consequences of runaway technology—and consequently, in the Southern Cone 
the perception of industrialization was already prejudiced. Therefore, in a conscious effort 
to avoid repeating the ghastly acts of World War II and protect the future of their nations, 
presidents such as Brazil’s Getúlio Vargas (1930–45; 1951–54) and Argentina’s Juan Perón 
(1946–55) began initiating what they considered major industrial programs geared toward 
positive forms of modernization (such as automobiles), rather than negative (such as 
weaponry). Artists were quick to engage with the effort and took active roles in shaping 
its direction as architects, designers, and educators. Most of the objects included in the 
discussion that follows reflect an enduring optimism about the possibilities of industry; 
indeed, given the benefit of hindsight, there was a pervasive enthusiasm in Brazil and 
Argentina based on the assumption that their growing domestic industrial sector would 
lift their nations out of underdevelopment and ultimately improve quotidian life for all.9

In this exhibition of selected artworks from the Colección Patricia Phelps de 
Cisneros, we have focused on the cities of Buenos Aires, São Paulo, and Rio de Janeiro, 
and on works made between the 1940s and the early 1960s.10 Of course, there are many 
other cities in Latin America that could have been included to explore this theme of 
industrialism, visual arts, and new materials, but we chose to concentrate on these three 
due to their somewhat parallel histories in the twentieth century. Brazil and Argentina 
experienced similar immigration patterns, with large populations arriving from Europe 

FIG. 1  |  (From left) Niomar Moniz Sodré 
Bittencourt, Tomás Maldonado, and Miguel 
Ocampo during the installation of the exhibition 
Grupo de artistas modernos Argentinos at the 
Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro in 
1953. Maldonado exhibited at this museum  
again in 1956. Museu de Arte Moderna do  
Rio de Janeiro.
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in waves during the first half of the century; as well as comparable political histories, 
with each country undergoing periods of intense dictatorships as well as populism and 
democracy.11 The history of modern art in each of these cities was also similar, with 
important avant-garde movements in the 1920s, the rise of social realism in the 1930s 
and 1940s, the establishment of museums of modern art in the 1940s and 1950s, and 
then a turn to radical conceptual practices during the 1960s and 1970s.12 But what is most 
important to our project is that all three cities had groups of artists that were dedicated to 
concrete art during the period in question.

Concrete art is a style of abstraction divorced from any observable reality and 
partially based on mathematic principles, typically resulting in compositions of geometric 
shapes. Originally an outgrowth of European constructivism, concrete art was founded 
on one of the key tenets of the historical avant-garde: the desire to produce images and 
objects that merged art with life and industry. The term was first coined in a 1930 mani-
festo written by Theo van Doesburg in Paris, decades before the movement’s widespread 
postwar revival in many cities across the West, including among groups of artists working 
in Zurich and Milan, as well as Buenos Aires, São Paulo, and Rio de Janeiro.13 Although the 
reasons concrete art was taken up by artists in each city are undeniably quite unique, a 
fundamental motivation that unites all of them and helps to explain why the style had such 
wide appeal is its supposed rejection of subject matter. By eliminating representations 
of discernible real-world symbols—archetypical folk heroes, cityscapes, battle scenes, 
and such—the artists presumed that their geometric works were politically and culturally 
neutral, and therefore accessible to any viewer regardless of education and cultural 
background. For these artists, the viewer needn’t have any specific historical knowledge, 
nor even be literate; in theory, all one needed to experience these works was the ability to 
see. Of course, the very desire to eschew national specificity is already political, and this 
aspiration is ultimately part of what tethers these artists to the time and place in which 
they worked.

The concrete artists working in Buenos Aires, São Paulo, and Rio de Janeiro came 
from very diverse backgrounds: some were from prominent families with wealth and 
social standing, others were part of an emerging middle class, and still others were Euro-
pean immigrants themselves.14 Nearly all of the artists under consideration here trav-
eled to Europe at one point or another, many with the help of prize money, and it wasn’t 
uncommon for artists from different parts of Latin America to meet for the first time 
abroad. There were also those who ultimately left the Southern Cone, eventually estab-
lishing residences in cities such as Paris, New York, and Milan.15 What ties these artists 
together is that they were affiliated with concrete art while they lived in Argentina and 
Brazil and, as a result, made significant contributions to postwar visual culture.

However, the aim of my essay is not to argue whether these artists were beholden 
to nationalist or universalist ambitions—although these works have frequently been inter-
preted in both ways—nor is it to reinforce a teleological narrative of originality within the 
avant-garde, keeping track of who did what first. Both of these art historical approaches can 

very quickly become interpretive traps, limiting the possibilities for potentially rich com-
parisons. Instead, this study draws a new perimeter around these artworks and attempts to 
understand how and why artists living in the cosmopolitan centers of Brazil and Argentina 
during the late 1940s and 1950s interrogated the possibilities and limits of concrete art, fre-
quently arriving at similar conclusions, even with few channels of communication.16 This is a 
study not of influence but rather of coinciding aspirations and synchronicity.

To write this new narrative, one must give equal consideration to the historical  
and physical properties of these works. In other words, the social and political context 
in which they were realized is of paramount importance to the interpretation of these 
objects, as are the formal decisions these artists made when executing their paintings—
their chromatic choices as well as the mathematical or design decisions that produced the 
final compositions. However, this two-pronged approach is frequently where interpreta-
tion concludes; other aspects of each composition’s form are rarely, if ever, examined 
with the same scrutiny. I contend that when interpreting the object, one must also ask 
questions about which support material, such as canvas or board, was selected; how that 
material was manipulated prior to its painting, primed or left bare; which tool—spray gun 
or brush—was used to apply the paint to the surface; and finally, how that finished object 
was installed on the wall, taking into account not just the front but also the sides and back 
of the work.17 In fact, the deliberate and specific material and technical choices made by 
artists are inextricably linked to the social and political underpinnings that led artists to 
explore and expand concrete art.

Although some may see these choices as incidental considerations, they are in fact 
fundamental to the integrity of the final object and further underscore the artist’s subjec-
tivity in the art-making process. If one is to consider the object’s design in aggregate, then 
we must study not just the disembodied composition on the surface but also the three-
dimensional object that sustains the composition, indeed the materials that concretized 
the forms. The material and formal decisions made by these young artists are indices of 
the time and place in which these works were realized. Therefore, I propose a different 
interpretive lens—what I call holistic formalism—that amplifies the frequently relied-upon 
interpretive model of formalism. Holistic formalism calls attention to the shape and size 
of an object, its surface quality, and the particularities of framing and installation; it also 
addresses each of these factors with historical specificity, thereby revealing what makes 
each of these objects culturally and materially distinct from concrete art objects realized 
elsewhere. Despite what some artists and critics might have hoped, these works are 
neither politically neutral nor culturally universal.

Redesigning Education
In 1956, when Maldonado was visiting Rio de Janeiro, concrete art had already been 
adopted in all three cities in question. In fact, Maldonado himself was a concrete artist 
who had helped to establish the movement in Buenos Aires more than a decade ear-
lier. As previously mentioned, by 1956 he was the newly appointed interim rector at the 
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Hochschule für Gestaltung, in Ulm, Germany, where he taught design and theory.18 The 
Ulm School, as it is more commonly known, was an academy that had just been inaugu-
rated in 1955. It was established with the intention of continuing the pedagogical work 
of the Bauhaus, which ceased operations in 1933 under Nazi pressure. Ulm’s curriculum 
was largely modeled after the earlier institution’s program when it operated in Berlin in its 
final years, focusing on design with aspirations to merge art with life and industry for the 
modern citizen.19 The Ulm School served as a model to others and seemed to propose an 
optimistic path forward in an increasingly industrialized postwar period.20 So important 
was the concept behind the Ulm School that Moniz Sodré, MAM Rio’s director, invited 
Maldonado to install an exhibition at the museum dedicated to the school even though 
it had been in operation for only a single year. The role of aesthetic education was a cor-
nerstone of MAM Rio’s mission from the time it opened in 1952, and even though the 
museum was still in its infancy, Moniz Sodré was determined to establish a smaller ver-
sion of the German design school within her museum (see p. viii). Maldonado was also in 
the city because Moniz Sodré had invited him to help design curriculum for that academy, 
the Escola Técnica da Criação (Technical School of Creation).21

During these years, it was widely believed by many, including this new generation of 
artists, that education was one of the most important tools to safeguard against repeating 
the atrocities of World War II.22 Broadly, education would enlighten citizens, imbuing 
them with reason and a newfound sense of humanity—and, more specifically, with a 
visual appreciation for their modern world, informing their relationship with industry and 
its potentials. In addition, for those in the art world, education would promote aesthetic 
appreciation. It was precisely for these reasons that many of the newly founded museums 
in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo aspired to offer classes for their patrons, young to old, 
from their first days of operation. Even before Moniz Sodré initiated the Escola Técnica da 
Criação at MAM Rio, she hired the artist Ivan Serpa to teach painting classes for children 
and teens, beginning in 1952. Young artists such as Hélio Oiticica and Aluísio Carvão both 
attended Serpa’s Ateliê Livre, where they befriended other concrete artists. Lina Bò Bardi 
established the Instituto de Arte Contemporânea (IAC; 1951–53) at the Museu de Arte 
de São Paulo (MASP) to develop the applied arts in Brazil, with the objective of making 
quotidian objects aesthetically pleasing. Some of the artists affiliated with the concrete 
movement in São Paulo, including Antonio Maluf, Alexandre Wollner, and Mauricio 
Nogueira Lima, attended courses in graphic arts at the IAC and went on to become some 
of the most esteemed designers in Brazil (fig. 2).23

In Buenos Aires, the situation was different. There, new ideas about modern life and 
design were circulated principally through Nueva Visión: Revista de cultura visual, founded 
by Maldonado and in publication from 1951 until 1957 (fig. 3). Maldonado had been advo-
cating for a strengthened connection between art and industry since before the founding 
of Nueva Visión, and he put his theories and position into practice in his classes at the Ulm 
School as part of a new phase of lecturers who promoted a closer relationship between 
design and science.

FIG. 2  |  Brochure for the Instituto de Arte Contem
porânea at the Museu de Arte de São Paulo, 1951–53.  
Collection of the Library and Documentation Center 
of MASP.

While in Rio, Maldonado lobbied specifically for the importance of education in a 
public talk he delivered at MAM Rio titled “A educação em face da Segunda Revolução 
Industrial” (Education in the face of the Second Industrial Revolution). He began with a 
dire prediction: “It is not an exaggeration to say that the future of our industrial civilization 
relies upon the success or failure of educational reforms made in the short term,” and 
went on to discuss how vital this was for the advancement of humankind.24 To further 
emphasize his point, he put it into political terms, describing how education had entered 
the arms race and become a strategic tool marshaled by the new world powers—the 
United States and the Soviet Union—to create advantage during the steady expansion of 
the Cold War.25 In short, to Maldonado’s eyes the potential for catastrophe was already in 
place unless there was a rapid and widespread implementation of art and design curricula 
that would help orient people toward positive ends rather than self-destruction. Perhaps, 
then, it is not surprising that many of the artists represented in this book studied design in 
one capacity or another—it became a common vocational program for young people dur-
ing these years—and ultimately established their professional careers in the field. Design 
in graphics, products, textiles, garments, furniture, and lighting are just some of the ways 
in which these concrete artists made their living.26
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doubling or mirroring the forms in their paintings. Fiaminghi utilized these strategies in 
his graphic design as well as in handmade paintings (fig. 4). He often assigned titles to his 
works that referenced their serial nature. Alternado 2 (1957), for example, suggests that a 
value is repeatedly alternating in the composition, while Seccionado no. 1 (1958) hints that 
a value has been dissected in equal parts or sections (see pls. 16, 17).

Geraldo de Barros is one figure who, as a painter of concrete art, a photographer, 
and a designer, liberally applied concepts, tools, and materials from one arena to another. 
De Barros came of age in São Paulo in the late 1940s and was one of the first young art-
ists working in Brazil to produce visual art that responded to the new phase of industri-
alization. His painting Função diagonal, from 1952, is an early response to the changing 
times and also connects to the other media in which he was working, both visually and 

Visualizing Industry 
Visual artists working in these design fields would have been accustomed to the mechani-
cal reproduction of their patterns and prototypes, as well as to their inability to control 
how their creations circulated in the public sphere. However, the artists did not see 
these industrial consequences and the anonymity of their ideas negatively. Instead, they 
embraced the principles of serially produced designs and incorporated the concept of 
repetition in their artistic practice as yet another way to visualize the industrial process.27 
In some instances, intentional or not, serial repetition was a by-product of their group 
installations, and in others, such as in paintings by Geraldo de Barros and Hermelindo 
Fiaminghi, it was used as a compositional schema, creating patterns by repeating the 
same geometric shapes and colors. Many concrete artists took advantage of symmetry, 

FIG. 4  |  Cover of Noigandres 4 (1958),  
designed by Hermelindo Fiaminghi. Los Angeles, 
Getty Research Institute.

FIG. 3  |  Cover of Nueva Visión, no. 1 (Buenos 
Aires, December 1951), designed by Alfredo Hlito. 
Buenos Aires, Private collection.
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materially (see pl. 11). For example, restricting himself to the same reduced palette as 
his experimental and abstract black-and-white photography, at first glance the relatively 
modest painting (2 × 2 feet) seems to consist of alternating black and white squares that 
in turn overlap one another as they tilt and decrease in size. In fact, on closer inspection, 
one can see that the work was painted white and then black shapes were painted on top 
to create a pattern of nine white triangles repeated, in three descending proportions, 
arranged around a single white lozenge just slightly askew from the very center of the 
composition. The illusion of space within the painting is also paradoxical; the configuration 
of these shapes seems to dissolve foreground and background into a flat plane, despite 
the fact that the same configuration suggests that the squares are receding toward a van-
ishing point in the very middle. The title indicates that this painting is the graphic repre-
sentation of a mathematical function, or, in Portuguese, função, which by definition relates 
one set of values to a second set that was methodically processed identically, like prod-
ucts coming off of a conveyor belt—in this case, presumably governed by the diagonal line, 
or diagonal. The surface betrays little evidence of the artist’s hand and has the smooth 
finish of industrially produced and coated compressed board, resembling a manufactured 
product like Formica. De Barros painted with alkyd, the technical term for house paint, 
on compressed hardboard, in order to achieve this flat and uniform surface. The sharp 
straight edges within the composition appear to have been executed by laying down tape, 
an inference that can be made based on the sharp and raised nature of the edge itself, as 
well as the type of imperfections of the line seen only on closer inspection. These are not 
due to a shaky hand holding a brush newly loaded with paint; these small irregularities 
are a common phenomenon when using tape, wherein small amounts of paint often bleed 
under the tape before it is removed.

Hermelindo Fiaminghi, a friend and colleague of de Barros’s, similarly made use of 
the industrial paradigm in his artistic practice. Like de Barros, Fiaminghi was also a graphic 
designer, and he was already working as a prominent lithographer when he began making 
his geometrically abstract paintings in 1953. Fiaminghi, too, applied alkyd paints to pre-
fabricated hardboard; however, instead of aiming for the perfectly smooth finish of Função 
diagonal, Fiaminghi called attention to the surface of the painting by creating geometric 
patterns that fluctuated between matte and gloss finishes. In Seccionado no. 1, which looks 
like a series of squares and circles superimposed on one another—again similar in concept 
to Função diagonal, although to very different effect—Fiaminghi juxtaposed zones of glossy 
orange on the left half and glossy red on the right, both butting up against a very matte, 
almost chalky, salmon pink (see pl. 17a). What makes this work exceptionally interesting 
is that rather than work on the smooth side of the hardboard, typically favored by artists 
who wanted a quasi-industrial finish, Fiaminghi painted on the textured side, which bore 
the physical trace of the board’s production and thus left a slightly coarse, uneven surface 
(see pl. 17b). One possible reason for doing this was to take advantage of the textured 
surface and exacerbate the differences in gloss levels between the two paints being used, 
allowing the salmon pink zones to be dull and lusterless and heightening the shininess of 

the orange passages. Fiaminghi also glued a small box to the back of the board, using the 
box as his hanging device, so that the painted panel projects from the wall and seems to 
float in space (see pls. 17c, 17d). He even made the extra effort to paint the sides and back 
that are visible behind the panel, blurring the line between painting and sculpture.

To further distance the object from any personal or sentimental content, many 
artists from this generation—including both de Barros and Fiaminghi—also neutralized 
their names into symbols or signed their work only on the back. De Barros’s use of indus-
trial paint and tape was unorthodox, and he marked the surface of Função diagonal in yet 
another unconventional manner. Instead of signing the work, he scratched the lowercase 
letters g and b and a small circle into the black field in the lower right corner, thereby incis-
ing a symbol that incorporated his initials in lowercase script, circumscribed within a circle 
(see pl. 11c).28 With this etched monogram, de Barros replaced the tradi tional signature, 
something typically written effortlessly as a mark of both individuality and authentication, 
with a symbol that was carefully scratched out using a sharp utensil or stylus for engrav-
ing (a technique he commonly applied to his negatives before he printed the photographs) 
and a design template to make perfect circles, likely on hand in his studio. De Barros used 
this mark on other objects, too: sometimes it appeared as a professional logo for his work 
in mass communication and furniture design, as well as on artworks, in much the same 
way that most industrially produced commercial products bear the logo of their manufac-
turer. Fiaminghi went so far as to paint his name in a stylized lowercase sans-serif script 
on the reverse side of his boards, executed with the precision of a schoolteacher’s pen-
manship (see pls. 16c, 17d).

An obvious consequence of undermining one’s signature, either by obscuring it on 
the back or by depersonalizing it with a logo, is that it becomes harder for the viewer to 
identify the artist when the work is on the wall. This is further accentuated in paintings of 
geometric abstraction, since these paintings were never intended to reflect an individual’s 
intuition or personal feelings, nor to refer to objects in the real world, making it difficult 
to recognize an individual’s style. Rather, these paintings were impersonal premeditated 
diagrams that engaged and challenged the viewer’s relationship to space; the artist’s iden-
tity became nothing more than a subordinated detail. Certainly, it can be a challenge to 
tell the works apart sometimes, even for the experienced viewer. This authorial ambiguity 
resonated with the political views of many in these groups. Because so many of the artists 
in São Paulo, and in Buenos Aires before them, ascribed to socialist if not communist values, 
they believed that collective talent superseded the sum of their individual contributions, so 
that when the artists installed their works they preferred to be associated with the group, 
such as Grupo Ruptura in São Paulo and Grupo Madí in Buenos Aires, rather than identified 
as solo artists.

A principal way these painters visualized this collective sensibility was in the 
scheme they followed when hanging their works together. Grupo Madí rejected the tra-
ditional row of paintings hung one by one and instead arranged artists’ works as a cluster 
on the wall, with some works above, some below, and others off to each side, all with the 
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intention of not privileging a single work of art. In São Paulo, both de Barros and Fiaminghi 
frequently painted on same-size panels—compressed board approximately two feet 
square projecting a few inches from the wall—as did the others in Grupo Ruptura. As 
a result, when the artists hung their work together—in their case, one next to another 
in a row on the wall—the serial repetition of these shallow square panels created visual 
cohesion and uniformity between the individual works, again making it difficult to dif-
ferentiate one artist from another. Furthermore, without a signature on the front of the 
work, the identities of the individual artists were practically obscured. The nullification of 
iden tities was further reinforced by the fact that many of these artists engaged in a purely 
geometric visual language—indeed, it is still challenging to attribute a work to an artist 
without inspecting the textual clues on the back of it. For example, the early paintings 
by Juan Melé and Raúl Lozza, who worked together in Buenos Aires, are difficult to dis-
tinguish on form and composition alone. That artists were eager to work collectively and  
thus mitigate their own reputations was a significant departure from anything conventional.

Although it would seem contrary to socialist values, this embrace of serial repetition 
was also reinforced by the newly commoditized cultures in which the artists were living. As 
the means of production increased in Argentina and Brazil, so did domestically produced 
commodities such as radios, televisions, and other appliances, which began to circulate 
with more frequency, filling store shelves as well as living rooms. Because many of these 
domestically produced objects were increasingly available to and affordable for the growing 
middle class, there was a democratizing effect, which would have appealed to the artists’ 
sense of populism. These circumstances—representing a major economic shift for people 
living in Argentina and Brazil—seeped into the consciousness of artists and designers.

Without a doubt these artist-designers understood that designers had devised 
all of these new products, as well as the logos and packaging, for the modern citizen. 
Designers typically remained anonymous to the consumer, though; instead, these items 
were better known by their brand names and the logos that were stamped on them. In 
fact, one could argue that negating one’s signature on a work of art was not dissimilar 
from doing so with one’s graphic or industrial designs.29 This growing awareness of brand 
names registers in the materials that artists, especially artists in Brazil, were adopting. 
With a keen eye toward their ascending commodity culture, many of the artists indicated 
which brand of board they had used, rather than simply referring to it as a panel. The 
backs of many works display the proprietary names, such as Eucatex or Duratex, although 
it is quite possible that the artists used them as generic signifiers (see pls. 14d, 23d). In 
the case of Brazil, these brands began to be domestically produced and commercially 
available only in the early 1950s. Thanks to increased demand for inexpensive materials 
by the industrial sector, the alkyds and hardboard panels with which artists were painting 
were far more widely available and affordable than traditional oil paint and cotton canvas. 
Thus, by indicating the brand names on the works themselves, these artists openly 
acknowledged the importance of the industrial materials and the role they played in the 
creative process.

To achieve these results, many concrete artists adopted methodical working 
processes, reminiscent of the research and development phase a manufactured 
product undergoes: these artists often worked in series, systematically tested various 
compositional solutions, and created multiple modified renderings of similar visual and 
compositional challenges. The adaptation of these industry-inspired procedures also 
implies that the very idea of artistic research had changed. Whereas one or two decades 
prior, the artist studied history and literature in order to connect their visual artworks to 
established narratives, in the postwar period the concrete artist tried to emulate a more 
detached and dispassionate process by creating and testing prototypes. For example, 
many of the titles of the works in this show include numbers, insinuating that they resulted 
from a serial process. The titles for the individual paintings suggest one iteration within 
a much longer sequence. Juan Melé, who was active in Buenos Aires in the 1940s, often 
numbered the titles of his works from this period; Marco recortado no. 2 (1946) and Planos 
concretos no. 35 (1948) are just two examples (see pls. 28, 29). 

Melé’s friend and colleague Raúl Lozza archived a sketch of each composition, 
leaving visible the geometric diagram that determined the final composition. He also cre-
ated meticulously detailed inventories of the paint colors and mixtures he used for each 
element in his artworks (fig. 5).30 By systematically cataloging the process of his research, 

FIG. 5  |  Raúl Lozza (Argentine, 1911–2008).
Sketch of Invención no. 150 (Invention no. 150), 
1948, gouache and graphite with collage of cut 
paper on board, 15.7 × 22.4 cm. Buenos Aires, 
Archivo Raúl Naón.
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Lozza kept track of his formulas and mixtures for different color values as if he were work-
ing in a laboratory. Even in a relatively minimal work like Relieve no. 30 (1946), the title sug-
gests that there could have been at least twenty-nine other iterations that came before 
(see pl. 25). This work consists of four small, irregularly shaped geometric monochromes, 
in green, ochre, and two different shades of red. They are joined in a fixed configuration 
by a heavy metal wire painted black that is attached to small wooden blocks on the backs 
of the panels. Once hung on the wall, this arrangement of hardware is just enough to 
project the paintings off the wall so that they hover just in front of it. Lozza seems to have 
been searching for a way to generate a composition that incorporates both the hanging 
device and the wall into a work with multiple freestanding elements. In Relieve no. 30, he 
uses the heavy black wire to arrest these four hand-size monochromes into fixed posi-
tions, thus retaining control of the elements’ relationships to one another. One can find 
examples throughout Lozza’s career of the solutions he attempted as a way to regulate 
how the smaller monochromes were installed, such as mounting the individual elements 
onto a larger monochromatic board and fixing both their configuration and the color of 
the background. Eventually, Lozza jettisoned the painted backboard and decided that the 
entire wall should be painted a color of his choosing. By revealing so many aspects of his 
procedures in notes, writings, and inventories, Lozza’s archives reinforce the fact that he, 
like many of the concrete artists, was as interested and invested in the research process 
as in the final product.31

Wrestling Conventions
Judith Lauand, a concrete artist who worked in São Paulo during the 1950s, also made 
use of seriality. Like others, her titles are frequently numbered, suggesting a sequential 
progression or potential relationship from one composition to the next. Two works in this 
exhibition, Concreto 36 and Concreto 37, both from 1956 and both painted on plywood of 
similar dimensions, certainly suggest that there is a conceptual connection between the 
final products, as well as with the presumed thirty-five pieces that came before (see pls. 
21, 22).32 Like Fiaminghi and Lozza, Lauand rarely framed her boards and instead developed 
a specific hanging device so that the face of the work would project from the wall (see 
pl. 23d). Many of her works have small wooden boxes attached to the back, so that when 
installed, the painted surface appears to float in space, unhinged from conventional hang-
ing devices (see pls. 21b, 22b, 22c, 23b–23d).33 They are executed with similar palettes, 
and one can see that the compositional elements are at least partially determined by 
mechanical tools such as protractors and compasses, particularly in Concreto 36, where 
the vermilion angle in the lower region continues to expand by regular intervals (see pl. 21). 
However, despite her novel hanging devices and mathematically derived compositions—
indications that Lauand strived to create a specific visual experience in accordance with 
the tenets of concrete art—she signed and dated her works with paint along the lower edge 
of the composition (see pls. 21, 22, 23, 24). With that small scrawl punctuating the lower 
edge, Lauand essentially negates any illusion that her works are divorced from lived reality.

Lauand was not the only concrete artist to undermine her own aesthetic objectives 
with something like a signature. All of the artists I have discussed thus far were wading 
into contested territories as they rejected some of the most traditional devices of fine art 
painting: oil, canvas, and frame, not to mention figurative content as well as the artist’s 
signature in a lower corner. Indeed, they were anxious to push the boundaries and create 
work that was in conversation with industry, through serial reproduction, an emphasis 
on the research process, a selection of novel materials, and the anonymity of the artist. 
Yet, despite a repudiation of convention on the part of many concrete artists, theirs was a 
constant mediation between tradition and vanguard, as well as local and international.34 
Lauand’s works from this period are an excellent example of this Janus-faced negotiation, 
simultaneously looking to the future and the past.35 Although the historiographical record 
implies otherwise, the artists affiliated with concrete art in Buenos Aires, São Paulo, and 
Rio de Janeiro were still emerging and relatively unknown in their respective cosmopolitan 
contexts; they were working under the hegemony of artists like Antonio Berni in Buenos 
Aires and Cândido Portinari in Rio, who had dominated the 1930s and 1940s in their 
respective cities with heroic portraits of the proletariat and who were still considered by 
most in their countries to be the artistic masters of the period.

Like Lauand, Fiaminghi mediated the past and the future in his works. As previously 
described, he often painted his name on the back of the board in an extremely neat and 
stylized lowercase script. However, with Alternado 2, he signed the front of the work, 
albeit in a curious way: he signed it twice, in two different corners, oriented in different 
directions, though now only one is visible, under infrared light (see pl. 16a).36 Signatures 
traditionally run horizontally on the painted surface, implicitly orienting the direction of 
the work. Yet, in the case of Alternado 2, the signature that remains visible runs along the 
upper right edge of the painting, vertically. According to convention, the composition 
should be rotated so that the signature falls to the lower right corner. But the back of 
this painting includes a bold black arrow, presumably signaling the direction it is to be 
hung and shifting that signature back to the upper right (see pl. 16c). This ambiguous 
orientation is further complicated by the use of the square format, which makes it neither 
landscape nor portrait, and since the painted subject does not refer to the world of objects 
around us, it is not easy to determine in which direction the geometric pattern should 
hang, nor if the artist even had a single orientation in mind.

The issue of the frame is one of the fundamental conventions that artists in 
Buenos Aires, São Paulo, and Rio de Janeiro took up in their quest for a new industrialized 
vanguard. In fact, in Arturo, the first publication issued by the artists in Buenos Aires, 
Rhod Rothfuss wrote “El marco: Un problema de plástica actual,” which became a 
seminal text for his cohort in the 1940s.37 Rothfuss argues that the work of art could not 
be contained in or confined to an arbitrary rectangular frame. Instead, the composition 
itself should determine the final shape, for which artists could custom-build a support 
around the composition’s perimeter or on the back. Many of Rothfuss’s peers in Buenos 
Aires adopted this mandate, and almost immediately the works started to reflect a new 
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openness. Take Juan Melé’s painting Marco recortado no. 2, for instance. In this work, 
Melé constructed a geometric composition, but one that was executed as if an exercise 
in skewed one-point perspective, where the vanishing point lay somewhere below and off 
the painted surface (see pl. 28). The final shape of the panel takes on the contours of a 
cast shadow falling across a grid, resulting in angular notches jutting out from three sides, 
thus making a rectangular frame impossible.

Typically, frames help to create the illusion that one is looking through a window 
onto the world—however, if one has no desire to depict the observable world, then the 
device is rendered entirely dispensable. With the omission of the frame, artists expanded 
their ideas about what was possible on the painted surface. They began to address 
other elements of their compositions, frequently wrapping the forms past the margins 
and onto the sides, as we have already seen in Fiaminghi’s work (see pl. 17c). This small 
gesture produces a dramatic effect by calling attention to the fact that these are physical 
things, underscoring the reality that no painting is only a disembodied two-dimensional 
composition—rather, all are three-dimensional objects, usually with at least six sides, that 
are then affixed to the wall.

Willys de Castro, a graphic designer and visual artist working in São Paulo, not 
only rejected the rectangular frame in his mature work but also created objects that 
were impossible to contain, simultaneously painting and sculpture, questioning the 
arbi trary distinction between these traditional categories. Somewhat surprisingly, like 
Maldonado, he worked with rela tively traditional materials—oil paint, canvas, and board—
but it was how he manipulated and combined them that prevented any of his works 
from fitting easily into a preordained category. In a work such as Objeto ativo (amarelo) 
(1959–60), de Castro methodically glued canvas to one side of a hardboard panel, fold-
ing it meticulously around the edges and mitering the corners on the back so that all of 
the fabric lay perfectly flat. Then he painted the face of it yellow, creating what by most 
accounts would appear to be a monochrome, except for two small visual clues that sug-
gest there is something more to the composition (see pl. 14). At the middle of the far right 
edge of the painting appears a very small dark blue square, and along the left edge is a 
dark blue strip with a yellow notch in the middle, the same size as the square opposite 
(see pl. 14b). It is as if that square has somehow escaped and migrated across the canvas. 
These small clues issue an invitation to the viewer to come closer and look more carefully. 
Only then does one realize that the composition actually wraps around the sides of the 
panel, which is only half a centimeter in depth, revealing similar zones and squares of 
yellow and blue along the very thin edges (see pls. 14a, 14c). Because de Castro attached 
pieces of wood to the back of the panel in order to create a very shallow rectangular box, 
the work projects off the wall, but only by an inch.

This Objeto ativo (amarelo) epitomizes the concept of the nonobject, developed and  
theorized by poet and critic Ferreira Gullar. In his landmark essay, “Teoria do não-objeto” 
(“Theory of the Non-Object”), published in the Sunday supplement of the Jornal do Brasil 
in December 1959, Gullar contends that many of the art objects being produced in Brazil 

under the newly formed rubric of neo-concretism are not exclusively painting or sculpture 
but instead a new type of entity, the nonobject.38 To illustrate this concept, Gullar relies on 
contemporary works by Lygia Clark, a concrete artist practicing in Rio de Janeiro during 
the 1950s. Works like her Casulo no. 2 (1959) typify the nonobject: it is neither a painted 
sculpture nor a sculpted painting, but a geometric object representing an evanescent 
organic phenomenon, the cocoon (see pl. 8). Clark negotiated these seemingly irreconcil-
able dichotomies—the geometric and the organic, the industrial and the handmade, the 
painted and the sculpted—throughout her career, proving that not everything can be so 
easily categorized. Of course, Clark was also responding to the industrial climate in Rio, 
and her work exemplifies the issues discussed thus far about how artists of this genera-
tion in these three cities reacted to this radically new societal paradigm. In Casulo no. 2, 
Clark worked exclusively with industrial materials, nitrocellulose paint and sheet metal, 
and likely had the work produced by a fabricator in a metal shop, following her specifica-
tions about dimensions, cuts, and folds.39 She exchanged the traditional paintbrush for the 
spray gun in the application of black and white on this object, which is painted not just on 
the front, sides, and back but also inside the cavities created by the folds (see pl. 8a). Fur-
thermore, Casulo no. 2 typifies the concept of seriality, as it belongs to an extensive series 
of other similarly titled works, where each is slightly modified from the next. Lastly, the 
object refuses framing of any kind because the quadrilateral is tilted into a lozenge, mak-
ing it effectively impossible to associate the composition with landscape or portraiture, as 
is commonly done with the rectangular format.

This essay began by describing an impassioned lecture Maldonado delivered in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1956, in which he argued for the importance of education during this new 
industrial period. But he was not the only concrete artist espousing this position. Clark 
traveled to Belo Horizonte the same year to speak to students at the Escola Nacional 
de Arquitetura (National School of Architecture). In her comments, Clark praised their 
interest in “all forms of research.” She encouraged them to continue to think expansively 
about potential applications of their technical training, even going as far as to associate 
their structural projects with painting, describing the latter as “an experimental field for 
the seeking out of new spaces.”40 She pronounced that painters were dealing with issues 
not so far removed from those of the modern architect. She equated the lines produced 
in her then current series, Planos em superfície modulada, as comparable in function to the 
doors, windows, and floors that architects draw into their designs (see pl. 7). In this short 
lecture, Clark makes one of the best and most succinct arguments for the importance of 
the concrete artist to “the future habitation of man,” and the tenor of her words perfectly 
encapsulates the visionary and idealistic aspirations associated with concrete art.

Early in her lecture, Clark emphatically states, “I firmly believe in the search for a 
fusion between ‘art and life,’” and then explains why the concrete artist is uniquely situ-
ated to enter into collaboration with architects from the earliest stages of planning in 
order to achieve this synthesis. She describes concrete painting as the result of “a total 
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simplification in this manner of expression, a form has become a value in itself, without 
an expressive content” and continues, “if the Concretes compose with equal spaces and 
similar forms, there is already the establishing of a relationship between an architectural 
module and Concrete painting itself. If Concrete art dispenses with the expressive-
organic character which has always been the characteristic of an individual work of art, 
then it should be supposed that it is already situated in an essentially different manner 
to an individual work of art in itself” (fig. 6). Having established the unrivaled merits of 
the concrete artist, Clark increases the stakes by declaring that “the most revolutionary 
thing that will be presented tomorrow, when new techniques and malleable materials 
are available for the artist and the architect to plan the future habitation of man,” would 
be to enter into an equal partnership by which they will “find new and authentic plastic 
solutions.”

Clark’s sentiments echo those of many others who also saw the potential of con-
crete art to serve as a portal to the future. For the artists and critics of this generation, 
concrete art was far more than a formal style—it provided the road map to the new 
mate rials and techniques that would populate the future. With newfound access to 
tech nical education, concrete artists were exposed to new working methodologies and 
gained critical-thinking skills that ultimately allowed them to reevaluate many of the 
long-held conventions that governed their approach to fine art. In the modern economy, 

manual labor was no longer prized; instead, innovation came to be rewarded. This was a 
monumental paradigm shift for many in the rising middle class in Brazil and Argentina. 
In their rapid transition from agricultural economies to industrialized ones, these young 
artists and designers represented the first generation in a new societal order. It is no 
wonder that they began to experiment with different materials and methods, frequently 
documenting their attempts to produce a more systematic and less intuitive approach 
toward visual work. They were no longer the plantation workers engaged in repetitive 
manual labor. They were now the generators of new ideas and systems, optimistic about 
their process of research and development, with the imagined ends of making their 
modern cities appealing and efficient places to live and work. In the capable hands and 
mind of the concrete artist, the visual cultures of Buenos Aires, São Paulo, and Rio de 
Janeiro would be aesthetically enlightened, socially harmonious, economically sound, and 
politically stable.

notes
 The identification of paint type used in this essay was carried out by Joy Mazurek, assistant scientist 

at the Getty Conservation Institute, as part of the project’s broad technical study. Technical aspects 
of my essay rely on the work of my colleagues in the GCI. 

1 Maldonado was a member of the board of governors, which assumed the control of the school 
following Max Bill’s resignation in March 1956.

2 The exhibition held in July of 1956 was Grupo Frente’s final show. This group consisted primarily of 
young artists dedicated to concrete art but was a much looser affiliation than other groups, such as 
those in São Paulo or Buenos Aires. Between 1954 and 1956, some of the artists linked with Grupo 
Frente included Aluísio Carvão, Lygia Clark, Rubem Ludolf, Hélio Oiticica, Abraham Palatnik, Lygia 
Pape, and Ivan Serpa, among others. Frederico Morais and Edmundo Jorge, Ciclo de exposições sobre 
arte no Rio de Janeiro: 2. Grupo Frente / 1954–1956; 3. I Exposição Nacional De Arte Abstrata, Hotel 
Quitandinha / 1953 (Rio de Janeiro: Banerj, 1984).

3 In the early 1940s, President Getúlio Vargas selected the city of Volta Redonda as the site of the 
future national steelworks factory, which opened in 1946, for reasons both symbolic and functional. 
On the pragmatic side, the site is between São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, Brazil’s major centers of 
industry and of government, respectively. The federal government began construction on BR116, 
one of Brazil’s busiest and longest highways, in the 1940s. In 1951, the stretch that connected Rio 
and São Paulo was finally inaugurated. Robert M. Levine, Father of the Poor?: Vargas and His Era 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

4 There are only two newspaper clippings describing this show in MAM Rio’s archives. According 
to one, it was the cultural and recreational sector of the CSN that requested the exhibition, which 
included works by fifteen artists: Eric Baruch, Aluísio Carvão, Lygia Clark, João José da Silva Costa, 
Vincent Ibberson, Rubem Ludolf, César Oiticica, Hélio Oiticica, Abraham Palatnik, Lygia Pape, Ivan 
Serpa, Elisa Martins da Silveira, Carlos Val, Décio Vieira, and Franz Weissmann. “1a exposição de 
arte moderna em V. Redonda,” clipping, newspaper unknown, 10 July 1956. From the Centro de 
documentação, MAM Rio, EXP #29, Grupo Frente, 14/7 a 14/8/56. According to Esther Emilio 
Carlos, curator of the 1994 Grupo Frente retrospective, works were installed in the corridors and 
attendees were described as “roaming through the Siderúrgica, looking at the exhibit.” Despite its 
installation in a public building, it is hard to imagine who, exactly, the audience for this show would 
have been, other than the CSN workers, and if the general public could have easily visited and seen 

FIG. 6  |  Lygia Clark (Brazilian, 1920–88).
Maquette para interior (Maquette for interior),  
1955, wood and automotive paint, 30 × 48 × 14.5 cm.
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the works (“que percorreram as dependências da Siderúrgica visitando a exposição”). Esther Emilio 
Carlos, Grupo Frente (Rio de Janeiro: Instituto Brasil-Estado Unidos, 1994), 4.

5 Some exemplary studies include Carol S. Eliel, ed., L’Esprit nouveau: Purism in Paris, 1918–1925, exh. 
cat. (Los Angeles: Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 2001); Serge Guilbaut, How New York 
Stole the Idea of Modern Art: Abstract Expressionism, Freedom, and the Cold War (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1983); Christina Kiaer, Imagine No Possessions: The Socialist Objects of Russian 
Constructivism (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2005); and Nancy J. Troy, Couture Culture: A Study in 
Modern Art and Fashion (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003).

6 Examples include the paintings and photographs of Ford’s River Rouge plant in Detroit by Charles 
Sheeler; the Bauhaus, a school of art and design in Dessau; constructivist artists in Moscow who 
aided the Russian Revolution; and Purism’s embrace of new technologies and materials in Paris.

7 Néstor García Canclini, “Latin American Contradictions: Modernism without Modernization?,” in 
Néstor García Canclini, Hybrid Cultures: Strategies for Entering and Leaving Modernity, trans. Christo-
pher L. Chiappari and Silvia L. López (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1995), 41. This 
is not to say that modernization was completely absent in Latin America; in fact, it happened very 
unevenly throughout the region, and only in the 1940s and 1950s did it accelerate and become more 
widespread in ways that were commensurate with the phenomenon in the North Atlantic decades 
earlier. Furthermore, the reference in this essay’s title to the second industrial revolution is taken 
from a talk, “A educação em face da Segunda Revolução Industrial,” delivered by Maldonado in 1956 
at the Museu de Arte Moderna in Rio de Janeiro, and signals the acknowledgment of the delayed 
development of Latin America. Canclini’s theory of hybrid cultures is one of the most widely read 
theoretical and interpretive models with respect to twentieth-century cultural exchange in Latin 
America. See Canclini, “Latin American Contradictions,” 41–65.

8 This chronological division is commonly found in surveys of modern art. For example, Art since 
1900 is broken into two volumes, “1900 to 1944” and “1945 to the Present.” Consequently, course 
curricula reflect this divide with classes about modernism covering 1865 through 1944 and postwar 
art focusing on the rest of the twentieth century as well as the twenty-first. Hal Foster et al., Art since 
1900: Modernism, Antimodernism, Postmodernism, 2 vols. (New York: Thames & Hudson, 2004).

9 Despite having a generally positive outlook on industry, artists took part in outward acts of disap-
proval as well. In 1954, on the occasion of the 3 o Salão Nacional de Arte Moderna, more than eight 
hundred artists across Brazil signed a petition condemning the increase in levies on foreign artist 
materials, put into effect in 1951 in order to support domestic manufacturing. However, the artists 
found the local materials to be inferior in quality—and, to prove their point, they agreed to exhibit 
only works executed with black and white materials. Because of this, the salon came to be known as 
the Salão Preto e Branco. The artists’ protest successfully reversed the decision, and taxes on these 
foreign materials were lowered, although not as much as artists had hoped; in fact, these materials 
have remained quite expensive. Paolo Herkenhoff and Glória Ferreira, Salão Preto e Branco: III Salão 
Nacional de Arte Moderna, 1954: A arte e seus materiais (Rio de Janeiro: FUNARTE, 1985).

10 The artists who created these artworks are most frequently studied and exhibited in relation to their 
specific group allegiances and affiliations, including Asociación Arte Concreto-Invención, Grupo 
Madí, Perceptismo, Grupo Ruptura, Grupo Frente, and Neoconcreto. Instead, I discuss them with 
respect to the cosmopolitan center where they made their concrete work, which helps to break 
down the sometimes arbitrary divisions made between nationalities, class, and race. This model was 
very successfully deployed in the exhibition The Geometry of Hope. See Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, The 
Geometry of Hope: Latin American Abstract Art from the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection, exh. cat. 
(Austin: Blanton Museum of Art, University of Texas, 2007).

11 Of course, many events and circumstances created disparities between these places. My point is 
simply that the urban histories of these neighboring countries in the Southern Cone followed parallel 
paths.

12 There are several authors who discuss this period. See, for example, Rodrigo Alonso, ed., Sistemas, 
acciones y procesos, 1965–1975, exh. cat. (Buenos Aires: PROA, 2011); Cristina Freire and Ana Longoni, 

eds., Conceitualismos do Sul / Sur = Conceptualismos del Sur / Sul (São Paulo: Annablume, 2009); 
Andrea Giunta, Vanguardia, internacionalismo y política: Arte argentino en los años sesenta (Buenos 
Aires: Paidós, 2001); Inés Katzenstein, ed., Listen, Here, Now!: Argentine Art of the 1960s; Writings of 
the Avant-Garde (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2004); Fernanda Lopes, Área experimental: 
Lugar, espaço e dimensão do experimental na arte brasileira dos anos 1970 (Rio de Janeiro: Prestígio, 
2013); Sérgio B. Martins, Constructing an Avant-Garde: Art in Brazil, 1949–1979 (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2013); and Elena Shtromberg, Art Systems: Brazil and the 1970s (Austin: University of Texas 
Press, 2016).

13 Two examples of the movement in other cities are Konkrete Kunst in Zurich and Movimento arte 
concreta (MAC) in Milan. Margit Staber, “Methods, Meanings and Reactions . . . Some Obser-
vations . . . ,” in The Non-Objective World, 1914–1955, exh. cat. (London: Annely Juda Fine Art, 1973), 
3-5; and Luciano Caramel, ed., MAC: Movimento arte concreta, 1948–1958, exh. cat. (Florence, Italy: 
Maschietto & Musolino, 1996). 

14 For example, Lygia Clark was born into a wealthy family that owned substantial cattle ranches in the 
Brazilian state of Minas Gerais. Waldemar Cordeiro emigrated from Italy in 1946 and established 
a career as a landscape designer. Tomás Maldonado was born in Buenos Aires to a middle-class 
family and increased his social standing when he married Lidy Prati, who was from a family that 
considered itself more sophisticated than his.

15 For example, in 1948, Carmelo Arden Quin left Buenos Aires for Paris, where he maintained a 
residence for the rest of his life. In 1954, Tomás Maldonado also left Buenos Aires, first living in Ulm, 
Germany, for several years before ultimately settling in Milan. 

16 Although artists in these three cities did communicate, especially once museums were established 
and exhibitions could circulate, my objective is not to chronicle traceable or causal linkages between 
artists working in each place, which inevitably implies influence based solely on chronological 
development. For example, Rhod Rothfuss rejected the rectangular frame in Buenos Aires in 1944 
(“El marco: Un problema de plástica actual”), and Lygia Clark arrived at a similar conclusion in Rio de 
Janeiro in 1954 with her Quebra da moldura series (see pl. 6).

17 To clarify, I am referring specifically to the humanistic discipline of art history, not the cross-
disciplinary field of technical art history. In the latter field, studies exist that bring together the 
science and history of art. See, for example, Maarten R. van Bommel, Hans Janssen, and Ron Spronk, 
Inside Out Victory Boogie Woogie (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012); Harry Cooper 
and Ron Spronk, Mondrian: The Transatlantic Paintings, exh. cat. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2001); and Rachel Rivenc, Made in Los Angeles: Materials, Processes, and the Birth of West Coast 
Minimalism (Los Angeles: Getty Conservation Institute, 2016).

18 María Amalia García discusses this in “The Ulm School and the Bauhaus,” in Tomás Maldonado in 
Conversation with / en conversación con María Amalia García (New York: Fundación Cisneros, 2013), 
digital edition.

19 The Bauhaus curriculum underwent a transformation over the course of its thirteen-year existence. 
It is important to note that the earlier years in Weimar, led by Walter Gropius, were characterized 
by an attention to craftwork, whereas by the time the academy closed in 1933, under the direction of 
Ludwig Mies van der Rohe, the curriculum was increasingly focused on industrial innovation.

20 The Ulm School was but one offshoot of the Bauhaus. Others include Black Mountain College in 
Asheville, North Carolina; the Illinois Institute of Technology, Institute of Design, in Chicago; and 
the Harvard Graduate School of Design. All three of these schools were started by former Bauhaus 
professors who emigrated from Germany because of World War II.

21 This technical design school was never formally established, and was more aspirational than actual. 
See Silvia Fernández, “The Origins of Design Education in Latin America: From the hfg in Ulm to 
Globalization,” Design Issues 22, no. 1 (2006): 3–19; and Pedro Luiz Pereira de Souza, Esdi: Biografia de 
uma idéia (Rio de Janeiro: Eduerj, 1996).

22 Many in the West were followers of John Dewey’s pedagogical philosophies about progressive 
education, which became increasingly adopted during this period. Dewey emphasized critical 
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open-ended thinking, rather than rote memorization; the latter was associated with the mentality of 
the Nazi regime.

23 Also, starting in 1948 (a year after the museum opened), MASP held a series of exhibitions under 
the title Artes industriais (Industrial arts) and then beginning in 1950 published Habitat magazine, 
which focused on visual culture with a particular emphasis on architecture and design. Adele 
Nelson, “The Bauhaus in Brazil: Pedagogy and Practice,” ARTMargins 5, no. 2 (2016): 27–49. doi: 
10.1162/ARTM_a_00146.

24 “Pode-se dizer, sem exagerar, que o futuro de nossa civilização industrial dependerá do êxito ou 
fracasso das reformas que, a curto prazo, terão forçosamente de levar-se a cabo no domínio do 
ensino, em geral, e do universitário, em particular.” Tomás Maldonado, “A educação em face da 
Segunda Revolução Industrial,” Revista brasileira de estudos pedagógicos 40, no. 92 (1963): 20. Unless 
otherwise noted, all translations are mine.
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