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Since its inception in 2005, the driving force behind the Juan Carlos
Maldonado Art Collection, JCMAC, has been to recognize and
generate awareness on the contribution that Geometric Abstraction
has made to art history in the twentieth century. In 2016, the JCMAC
began a new chapter, opening its acclaimed exhibition space in
Miami’s Design District to inspire and create meaningful dialogue
around the artists in the collection and their transcendence.
Under the direction of its Founder and Chairman, the Juan Carlos
Maldonado Art Collection places Geometric Abstraction at its center,
studying and recognizing it as a fundamental artistic language for
the development of contemporary art history.
While, there has always been a focus in Latin American Geometric
Abstraction (1940-1970), a well-known sub-sector of the broader
Geometric Abstraction style prevalent during the postwar period,
the collection has expanded to include influential artists from all
corners of the world. This evolution allows us to better contextualize
the work of our curated artists and provide a deeper analysis of the
importance and interconnection of Geometric Abstraction to current
art, in a globalized world.

With the title Iridescent Geometries, the Juan Carlos Maldonado
Art Collection gives continuity to the exhibition project that began
six years ago. Since then, its objective has been to promote the
study of modern and contemporary art at an international level,
emphasizing abstract-geometric practices. On this occasion, and
after having exhibited part of his collection, he focuses his attention
on the work of Ernesto Briel, a Cuban optical artist whose production
is practically unknown, even among specialists in Latin American art.
With this, JCMAC hopes to make a supplementary contribution to the
study of abstract arts in Cuba, where political circumstances made
the development of an art that was thought of as an autonomous
practice almost impossible, not because it was disinterested in the
political challenges of the 20th century. Quite the contrary, but
because its authors were convinced that, by expanding the aesthetic
boundaries of a community, whatever it might be, at the same time,
the possibilities of reaching a social equilibrium were widening
beyond the political demands of a given historical moment.
Enriching humanity’s expressive tools implies a political position, not
necessarily limited to a specific ideology.
Ernesto Briel is an artist whose work begins in the sixties of the last
century; that is to say, when concrete, optical and kinetic abstraction
had already borne its best results in the countries of the region, from
Argentina to Mexico. With this, the public is faced with an abstractgeometric practice –and typically optical– when the expansion of
these aesthetics reached maximum popularity and with it, even a
hybridization process that makes this works a curious Pop expression
of abstraction. Hence this unexpected hybridization of optical
strategies in the manner of Vasarely with Pop motifs, such as traffic
signs, letters, stars, and signs of wide circulation in the cities of the
present.
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Iridescent Geometries
by Ariel Jiménez, curator

The development of artistic movements over time is presented to us
as a complex phenomenon that includes the appearance of new
aesthetics and their expansion from one cultural scene to another,
in a kind of cultural polyphenism that does not halt itself from
having profound similarities with the appearance and evolution
of the animal species. Like them, aesthetics is born and spread to
new territories, undergoing more or less important modifications
depending on local conditions and, in the case of the artworks, on
their readings in a given cultural and historical context. The case of
geometric and concrete abstraction, with its appearance in Europe
and its expansion into Latin America, offers us a concrete example
of these historical processes. Thus, from its European origins where
concrete abstraction appears, from France to Russia, at different rates
and moments, always driven by the enthusiasm generated by the
development of modern industry and the expansion of revolutionary
ideas, finds itself in propitious grounds in Latin America at different
rates and with detectable particularities from one country to another.
In Argentina, Brazil and Venezuela (where the great pre-Columbian
cultures had a limited bearing), the progressive enthusiasm of
concrete abstraction found a wide and lasting reception, while
it expanded very timidly in Mexico and the Andean countries
(precisely because of the weight of the indigenous traditions), while,
as soon as it was born, revolutionary Cuba stifled its development
by the imposition of a “necessary art”, subjected to the demands of
political propaganda.
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But not only was their public reception different, but the technical
and aesthetic responses of the artists were also considerably varied,
for the simple fact that the critical and plastic traditions from which
they interpreted their European references were not and are not
strictly equivalent. Some examples could illustrate this differential
reading of European models by their Latin American peers. When,
for example, Brazilian and Venezuelan artists found it necessary to
abandon the pictorial plane to work in space, the former did so by
thinking of painting as an opaque body that opened up to space
to dialogue with other bodies in the world. It was a process in
accordance with the anthropophagic traditions, which conceived of
cultural exchange in terms of a body-to-body interaction, according
to the famous phrase of Lygia Clark, while the Venezuelans did
it within the dominant impressionist traditions in the Venezuelan
landscape of the first half of the 20th century, and therefore they did
so favoring the optical transparency of the pictorial plane.
Thus, from that European center from which abstract-geometric and
concrete aesthetics radiate; with its guiding artists, its manifestos,
its exemplary structures (Mondrian’s orthogonal grid; Malevich’s
floating forms and the space constructions of the Russian constructivists;
the alliance of art and industry at the Bauhaus), concrete abstraction
expands by all the West generating a true school; with their teachers
and their more or less personal epigones, their local developments,
their major and minor artists, and it is necessary to differentiate the
role of each one –and their eventual contributions– beyond the
formal proximity and the historical references that unite them.
The case of Ernesto Briel in Cuba is that of an artist who began his
work (in the nineteen sixties) when concrete abstraction has already
had a considerable impact in the countries where it found fertile
ground and had begun a process of wide popular acceptance. Briel
is therefore not a artist leading, one of those who promotes the birth
of new aesthetics, but one who explores the confines of an already

mature movement, in the peripheries of the West, when the aesthetic
stakes of these movements have penetrated the field of design and
fashion to become part of a true Pop culture. This is what the Cuban
critic Samuel Feijoo tells us in his 1967 article, a year after Briel’s first
major exhibition in Havana with Armando Morales:

“…it is true that it is an old style of plastic expression, but the
Hungarian painter and draftsman Vasarely has given it a new
vigor, a new game, a new dimension, a new movement. Its
influence marks current designs, vases, glasses, tableware,
furniture, fabrics ... The streets of Cuba are full of women in Op
dresses ... our magazines and newspapers show covers and Op
advertisements, cheerful, sporty, fresh.”
It is also what the artist himself shows in his conversation with Feijoo,
when he states that his first intention was to unite the possibilities of
Op with the popularity of Pop.

“Working on the drawings I wanted to achieve something more
than optical illusion, I wanted to give it a different meaning, that
it would have something familiar to the viewer who saw them for
the first time. As I previously made paintings in the POP-ART line,
I decided to look for a popular symbol, known to all and thus
manage to merge the two currents, OP-ART and POP-ART.”
What is interesting about these statements by the artist is that this
shows what distances his work, and its processes from the sources
that feeds it. While the forerunners of abstract-geometric art think of
themselves as creators of a new, strictly human world, as opposed
to the artist who imitates the natural world, Briel describes himself
working from already established plastic languages. He does
not measure himself against the world, but against the languages
that precede him, as if they themselves were second nature, and,
although he does so with no little naiveté, thereby demonstrating
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his entry into a universe completely different from that of his modern
precedents. His work is not presented as a metaphysical reflection
on the creative powers of humanity, in the manner of Malevich, but
as a referential mechanism, a work that clearly nourishes of others,
because they are already part of a reference of historical stature .
It is, without a doubt, a creative process derived from and dependent
on his historical models, which makes his work a pervious reality;
that is, sensitive to the aesthetics that surrounds it, to the point of
hybridizing with them in a detectable way. Hence, also, that “decor”
character that prevails in his work and that Samuel Feijoo already
pointed out in his 1967 article.
Because it must be said that Briel’s aesthetic bet has a lot of paradox,
in the sense that he tries to unite two aesthetics that are excluded on
principle, since the Op –like all concrete aesthetics– seeks to create
new realities that are added to the world, while Pop visually feeds
on urban life. The result is that curious formal mixture that, producing
Vasarely’s typical optical effects (false volumes, iridescent shapes,
apparent movements), it often does so from clearly recognizable
representative elements, such as celestial bodies (essentially the
moon and the sun), arrows, letters, eyes.

Not because his work is related to the Mesoamerican world, of
course, nor because it is the product of a contemporary colonizing
process, but because the mechanisms it brings into play are, in
essence, the same: the appropriation of forms born of theoretical
principles and needs, symbolic that are half known or not shared
at all, and that are then used to solve expressive needs that have
nothing to do with the language elements used.
In fact, some of Briel’s best achievements are precisely his iridescent
structures, those species of suns where the pronounced decrease
in the vertices of a series of very fine triangles, organized around
a common center, produce a clear effect of luminosity. There, the
schematic representation (almost Pop) of the solar star, joins the
phenomenological -optical- production of a light effect, with which in
some way it can be said that two completely different representation
systems converge in the idea that we have of the sun: that of being a
light-generating star.

For those who know the theoretical radicalism –almost metaphysical–
of the first abstracts, and very particularly of the concrete artists, it
will become immediately evident that, for them, an aesthetic wage
such as Briel’s would be simply unacceptable, because it denies or
dismisses the principles elementals on which all abstraction is based.
From this point of view, the greatest interest of his work would not
lie precisely in the contributions that he can make to the universe of
concrete or optical-kinetic abstraction, which are truly limited, but in
being one more example of that miscegenation thought than authors
such as Serge Gruzinski have tried to theorize based on the example
offered by the conquest and colonization of pre-Columbian Mexico.
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GENERATING FORMS
Briel’s pieces are formally based on three of the
most elementary figures in geometry: the square,
the triangle, the circle. To them, also fundamental
principles of industry and the modern world are then
applied: repetition, superposition, displacement;
principles that we find in every corner of our cities,
from the skyscrapers to the dishes we use on our
tables and the printing of the fabrics with which
we make our garments. They are, then, works that
bring into play a certain formal vocabulary and
a typical syntax of the modern era, of that world
where electricity and machines dominate – for
better or for worse.

15

Untitled, 1967
19 11/16 x 31 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1967
13 3/4 x 22 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Círculo de los soles (Circle of the suns), 1968
12 3/8 x 12 3/8 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1969
13 1/8 x 10 7/8 in.
Gouache and Indian Ink on Paper
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Untitled, 1960’s
13 1/8 x 10 7/8 in.
Gouache and Indian ink on paper

Untitled, 1960’s
9 x 8 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Untitled, 1960’s
11 x 14 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1968
12 1/2 x 12 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
25

Untitled, 1960’s
6 3/8 x 6 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1960’s
21 1/8 x 29 in.
Indian Ink and corrective fluid on Paper
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Untitled, 1960’s
16 1/4 x 21 1/4 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1968
11 7/8 x 16 in.
Indian Ink and collage on card
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DYNAMIC EFFECTS
The result of applying these three principles of
repetition, superposition and displacement to
basic geometric shapes, is the appearance of
a series of optical effects, often iridescent and
dynamic. Painting thus functions as a kind of
aesthetic machine in perfect harmony with the
world from which they are nurtured. Like it or not,
we are here before an aesthetic of our time, which
clearly expresses a central aspect of modern
and contemporary life. And it is that even the
nervousness that is felt in many of them, that kind
of exacerbated vibration of the forms and an also
detectable tendency to hybridize, are an intrinsic
part of life in the hyperconnected structures of our
cities.
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Composición IV, 1970’s
19.6 x 27.5 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1970’s
16 x 21 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Untitled, 1970’s
25 1/2 x 19 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1970’s
19 1/2 x 25 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Untitled, 1970’s
19 1/2 x 25 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1970’s
19 1/2 x 25 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Untitled, 1970’s
19 1/2 x 25 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1970’s
19 1/2 x 25 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Untitled, 1970’s
19 1/2 x 25 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1975
18 x 16 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Equis-Op II, 1973
16 1/4 x 13 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on paper

Diseño-op XXVIII, 1974
20.6 x 19 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Untitled, 1973
13 1/4 x 9 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1973
13 1/2 x 8 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Untitled, 1976
13 1/2 x 10 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled, 1973
24 x 19 1/2 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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Untitled (3 artworks), 1970’s
10 3/4 x 7 1/4 in.
Indian Ink on Paper

Untitled (3 artworks), 1970’s
10 3/4 x 7 1/4 in.
Indian Ink on Paper
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About Ernesto Briel
by Francisco Arévalo
Born in Habana in 1943, the Cuban artist Ernesto Briel sought and
found in the lyricism of optical art a refuge to the constrains and
limitations present in the two decades following the triumph of the
Cuban Revolution.
As an ecstatic lover of his craft amidst the rationed cultural
ideologies of a blocked country and the officialized persecution
of homosexuality, Ernesto Briel focused instead on the endless
possibilities of geometric abstraction and found in it, the only way
to rather reflect on his multidimensional reality than in the restrictive
and limiting circumstances of his life.
In time he would evolve from the intricacies of elaborate Indian ink
drawings, to a painterly post modernist approach in the last two
decades of his life. Yet, no matter what existential and creative
challenges he was confronted with, he sought to reconcile them
through the endless possibilities of geometry.
Briel left Cuba through the Mariel boatlift in 1980 and continued
his artistic practice in New York, receiving the prestigious Cintas
Foundation fellowship award in 1988-1989 and exhibiting in a
number of solo and group shows. These exhibitions included the
now historically relevant Duo Geo show in 1992, which featured
Briel’s work alongside his friend and fellow Cuban artist, Carmen
Herrera.
Briel died of AIDS-related complications in 1992. His legacy lives
through the myriad of challenges he overcame and his commitment
to his artistic practice, especially the international language of
Geometric Abstraction and Op Art, as a means to transcend cultural
boundaries.
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