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Since 2005, the Juan Carlos Maldonado Art Collection (JCMAC) has revolved around 
one central theme: one that is configured by a sizable group of abstract-geometric artists 
from across the entire region, in addition to many artists who, while not abstract in 
nature, construct their works based on geometrically organized structures. Since 2016, in 
addition, with the opening of its exhibition space in the Miami Design District, the JCMAC 
has also been committed to the organization of exhibits that enable an open dialogue 
between the diverse artistic traditions of Latin America, Europe and the United States, 
with the purpose of fostering a broader understanding of the part that Latin American 
artists have played –and still do– in the development of a plural Western art, aware of the 
richness afforded by its ethnical and cultural diversity. 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.

“Poetics of Exactness” is not an exhibition exclusively, or not only, dedicated to works 
of geometric abstraction and to the sober and precise beauty that characterizes them. 
Rather, it is an attempt to explore that precise moment in which a gesture – however 
discrete it is, but exactly because it is so – begins to awaken in its observers effects 
that are not those that regulate our relationship to the objects with which we normally 
surround ourselves, feelings of intellectual curiosity, of almost metaphysical strangeness, 
and of unexplainable beauty as well. It is an exhibit in which we seek to question what it 
is that makes an object –at times generated by an elemental craftsmanship, and others 
by means of industrial techniques and materials – what makes an object reveal itself as 
capable of eliciting that particular alteration, that sort of emotional agitation which we 
label poetic.

Nothing, however, seems further from that which is beautiful or poetic than the exact, 
which is the product of calculation. But art has among its functions that of connecting 
the present - with all it has that gratifies as well as that which threaten us - to our deepest 
psychic needs; in a certain way, in order to exorcize it, making it docile to human life. It 
was inevitable, then, for the most powerful forces of our times – technique, industry and 
its hallmark product, the machine – to be coopted by it, appropriating their processes, 
their techniques, and their materials to produce the exact beauty of the geometric, the 
concrete, the conceptual, and the minimalistic, all so present in many of the works found 
in the JCMAC.

“Poetics of Exactness” therefore looks to make us face the beauty of what has been 
produced by means of a precise calculation – carried out and thought of for the pleasure 
of the eye and its governing body, the human brain. 

Juan Carlos Maldonado
JCMAC President and Founder

Ariel Jiménez
Curator





Every person interested in the phenomenon of art, in any of its known manifestations 

(poetic, musical, plastic, architectural), has at some point lived that experience of feeling 

captivated by a specific work, as if one were removed by it from the regular order of life 

and of the world. That person has undergone what we usually call a poetic experience - 

a powerful impact on the senses - a curiously emotional and intellectual disturbance that 

leaves him or her, for some time, in a secondary state, as if outside of time. It is evident 

that a commotion such as that is not the product of our contact with the utilitarian objects 

that normally surround us, but rather the result of a very particular kind of intellectual and 

technical production that we call art. And because those poetic encounters tend to reach 

considerable intensity, a large part of the public - and even many artists - think that these can 

only spring from an emotional situation; that is to say, that whoever produced one of those 

objects could not have created it except under the influence of an equally intense emotional 

situation or, as it were, having been inspired.

They forget, however, that even though it is an activity that produces emotions, the work 

of the artist is no less exacting of time and of intellectual and technical effort than any 

other task. They also forget that, as Paul Valéry used to say, “A poet’s function is not to feel 

the poetic state; that is a private matter. His function is to create it in others”; and that this 

capacity of the artist is not something that is achieved spontaneously and explosively – at 

least not systematically - but instead only through an arduous labor of observation and of a 

conscious and thoughtful handling of the tools that he has at his disposal. 

“Poetics of Exactness” is an exhibit in which we have wanted to bring together the strictest 

group of the JCMAC –from the formal point of view - in an attempt to investigate the reasons 

and objectives of those artists who have decided to work within the greatest economy of 

means, with a voluntary and strict asceticism, as if they had sought to determine the exact 

boundary that separates a work of art from any other object: that unfathomable point at 

which a material device begins to acquire an aesthetic dimension, even metaphysical, that 

transcends its pure materiality; or on the contrary, that moment in which a work of art loses 

all expressive capacity and becomes a mere object. It would be appropriate, however, to 

clarify that when we recognize in these pieces a certain metaphysical element, we are not 

referring, not in the least, to an esoteric or supernatural quality, but instead to the capacity 
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rules upon which they built their images were for them metaphors for the laws that they 

thought God himself had used to build the world. It was not a question of simple rules of 

aesthetics or of prescriptions to make beautiful things. No, for the great artists, their work 

was a metaphor for the world, an order based on the very laws of the universe. And for that 

reason, justifiably, all their technical skills and idiomatic skills were aimed to that end: to 

offer us a plausible double of the world, a certain pictorial truth of the real. Color, drawing, 

transparencies, textures, glazes, composition, all that arsenal of tools had no other purpose 

than to produce an image as faithful as possible to that of the created world.

When, on the contrary, faith in that creator God of the universe begins to fade and the world 

becomes opaque for us - because our intellectual skills do not seem capable of revealing the 

ultimate truth of things, but are, in any case, capable of building a technical and theoretical 

framework that can explain what we observe – at that point, an unfathomable gap begins 

to interpose itself between the world, the real thing, and our technical and intellectual 

capabilities, which then appear as mere inventions of human intelligence and never as 

expressions of a transcendent truth. Modern art –and abstract art in particular – is the 

aesthetic expression of this gap; and the clear artificiality of its images embodies that gap in 

works that are no longer conceived as a double of the world but instead as a parallel order. 

A human invention that indeed speaks to us, according to Einstein, of the world exactly 

as modern theories of physics work: creating a mental construct that explains what is 

observed, but which we already know to be only a human invention and never the discovery 

of a natural law. Abstract art means nothing else if not that for the first time in the history 

of humanity, those tools that in the hands of a 19th century painter sought to reproduce the 

image of the world are now exhibited naked, inventing and creating ephemeral orders for 

us and giving shape to a very particular beauty - typical of modern times - of electricity and 

of the machine: a beauty created by humanity for itself, according to the rules of its own 

intelligence and sensitivity, or as Kasimir Malevitch would say - an art by man, for man. 

Hence the opaqueness that most of these works impose on us because they are no longer 

a more or less faithful imitation of what exists. They are not a story about the world but a 

presence, a human invention that is added to it, that contraposes another opaqueness, an 

absolutely human one, to the opaqueness of the world. Thus, the first and most fundamental 

metaphysical dimension of these pieces becomes clear: they are not a simple arrangement 

of shapes and colors that seeks to please us but the incarnation of a new consciousness 

about the world and the place we occupy in it.

that they demonstrate to evoke in those who view them relationships that transcend 

them on the material plane and that direct the curiosity of their observers either towards 

intellectual references - historical, philosophical or linguistic -  or towards emotional and 

sensual situations of simple and gratuitous aesthetic pleasure.

Now, how can, or in what way do these works function to generate such states in their 

viewers? How do they manage to awaken our emotionality and/or our intellectual curiosity, 

when, by all accounts, they are so close to being truly elementary objects in their material 

production? To answer this question, we should begin by understanding that if many of 

these pieces are generally the fruit of technical work of relative simplicity, or that they result 

from an industrial activity not always carried out by their author, their conception and their 

ways of operating are the consequence of a considerably sophisticated intellectual process, 

involving not only the individual history, emotional and intellectual, of its author, but also 

the full history of the mediums with which he works and which, therefore, will also require 

from its observers a considerable knowledge of the aesthetic and historical references that 

feed it. Today, many dismiss the need for that prior knowledge, for that mutual sharing of 

historical and cultural references, arguing that the work should speak for itself. They forget 

that it is a phenomenon inherent in all activity of culture and of language, which has always 

been present; and that if a woman with her child in her arms can tell us something more than 

the purely factual, it is because most of us can relate that image to a considerable religious 

story, of innumerable episodes and philosophical precepts. And it is precisely because we 

share a determinate universe of ideas and biblical scenes, that every detail of that image 

- the blue of the cloak covering her shoulders, the red of her dress, the objects, flowers, 

and animals that surround her on the earth as well as in the skies – each can awaken in us 

countless reactions and move us, excite us, or even enrage us.

The exact same thing happens with the works that we put forward here today, even 

if the references we must lay hold of are others. To begin to glimpse that metaphysical 

dimension that we recognize in them, it becomes necessary for us to question them from 

the perspective of their primary function, the historical one. What was the artist looking for 

– girded as he was with all the technical tools of painting – while he yearned to imitate the 

image of a beautiful location, to reproduce the beauty of the human body and the outward 

appearance of life if not to offer us an informed double of the world (that is, one laden with 

human meaning), a world that was bequeathed to us by the creator of the universe? The 



He sees the face and the moving hands, even hears its ticking, but he has no way to open 

the case. If he is ingenious, he may form some picture of a mechanism which could be 

responsible for all of the things he observes, but he may never be quite sure his picture 

is the only one which could explain his observations. He will never be able to compare 

his picture with the real mechanism and he cannot even imagine the possibility or the 

meaning of such a comparison.1

He will find himself then, not only before an efficient mental construct - to the extent 

that it will allow him to explain his observations - but also before the awareness of an 

insurmountable breach between his theoretical conceptions and the ontological truth, so 

to speak, of the universe.

Now, and because we are discussing the poetics of exactness, we must also refer to the 

mediums used by artists to produce that extra sense that characterizes the work of art, as 

well as their intrinsic ability to move their viewers. The formats used, as we saw in the case 

of Tony Vázquez, have a history that is activated in each work when the artist uses them 

conscientiously. For this reason, when a work entitled Black Mirror Box takes on a vertical 

format and refers to the mirror in its title, it is inevitable that the idea should arise in us of   

the portrait, and better yet, that of the self-portrait; and that from there we should make a 

reading as complex as our sensitivity and our cultural wealth or poverty should allow. But 

the materials and techniques used also matter as they send us to a certain historical moment 

(the industrial age, in this case) and to the manner of their use, which immediately speaks of 

the idioms   of our time: repetition, seriality and modularity, present in all the works exhibited 

in this exhibition, as in all the productions of industry and the technologies of the present.

These works-presences, these special objects, are, therefore, productions of the industrial 

age and were conceived within habitual ways of thinking and of acting in industry. It is just 

that their effects are not always what we expect from an object produced by the technical. 

Firstly, because they do not respond to a precise, practical function; and then, because 

among their effects are incongruities that rather than suggesting to us an absolute control of 

the material world, they instead send us into the deepest doubts of modern thought, among 

them the clear awareness of that apparently insurmountable limit that is clearly expressed 

1.  Albert Einstein and Leopold Infeld; “The Evolution of Physics: From Early Concepts to Relativity and 
Quanta”; (New York: Simon and Shuster, 1966), p. 31.

Of course, as with all human gestures, there are works which are denser than others. 

There are some that are so superficial that they amount only to the simple organization 

or “the harmonious and beautiful composing” of shapes and colors on a canvas, repeating 

as aesthetic rules the solutions found by other artists in their attempt to respond to their 

needs of self-expression. It is what we call a formalist art, which reduces the artist’s activity 

to a simple formal game dependent on its historical models. There are others, on contrary, 

that manage to translate the ideas, the concepts, and the deepest doubts of their time 

into meaningful forms and structures; and for this reason, generally, they exude a new and 

bizarre beauty – bizarre in the way that according to André Bretón beauty should always 

be. It is those that interest us here. But you must learn to read them; you must learn to see 

them and to question them so that the meaning that they carry impregnated in their material 

bodies should come to the surface of the consciousness of their observers. And for this we 

must begin by understanding that they do not function as solitary, isolated signs, but to 

cite Merleau-Ponty quoting Saussure, as part of a set of signs that gather meaning in their 

distance among others.

This means that the decisions made by the author of a piece gain meaning, among other 

things, due to their distance from the historical models that nurture it. Thus, for example, 

the horizontal format of an abstract painting will immediately refer us to the tradition of 

the landscape, while a vertical one will first evoke the traditions of the portrait; and what 

happens within that rectangle will refer us to its history and functioning. This is what we 

observe in the Black Mirror Box, by Venezuelan Tony Vázquez, where a rectangular and 

vertical container, filled with diluted petroleum, produces a sort of deep, black hole, where 

we can observe our own image, often deformed by the action of the plexiglass, as in a pre-

Columbian obsidian mirror. And suddenly, or as soon as we have come to this conclusion 

- that an oil mirror (the work of a Venezuelan, and therefore informed by that nation’s history 

of oil) produces a mirrored image similar to those of a pre-Columbian obsidian mirror - then 

the readings of that object, which we initially saw as a simple black rectangle, shoot out in 

multiple directions; keeping in mind, however, that nothing in the work itself -  which is pure 

presence – allows us to determine which of them is its true reading. In other words, not only 

does this black rectangle reveal itself filled with meaning, but it also begins to function as, 

or rather forces us, standing before it, to function as Einstein said that a modern physicist 

faced the reality of the world: someone who observes and tries to understand the internal 

mechanisms of a sealed watch, one that is impossible to open. 



in the words of Einstein and many other scientists and thinkers of our time:  that between 

our intellectual tools and the ultimate truth of the real, a barrier has now been erected that 

seems impossible to be broken through.  

Now, let’s take the case of a piece like Josef Albers’s Structural Constellation, 1954. What 

we see in this simple drawing is a kind of modular body made up of four parallelepipeds on 

a reticulated background. If we look at it carefully, we will see that the lines that trace these 

volumes originate and end at defined points within the background grid; that is, they are 

the result of an action calculated and measured with the greatest precision. Even so, what 

is drawn that way, and with such precision, is not a body unequivocally legible, but rather 

an ambiguous shape that has at least two possible readings and which suddenly reverses 

itself while we observe it. Sometimes it seems to us that we clearly see two parallelepipeds 

sinking in space from left to right; and then other times it is the parallelepipeds on the 

right sinking to the left. In the parallelepipeds on the left, the shapes that make up a right 

side and its lower face are transformed, for the parallelepipeds on the right, into a left 

side and its upper lid. Additionally, it is interesting that we never manage to see them all 

simultaneously because perceiving the parallelepipeds on the left means losing sight of 

those on the right and vice versa. So, in this simple scheme, we find the clear illustration 

that shapes that are the product of a strict calculation can have illogical and ambiguous 

effects. It does not take an expert in quantum physics to immediately realize that it is there 

where we encounter situations similar to those put before us in this drawing, where the 

same object can have contradictory behaviors, corpuscular and undulatory, for example, as 

in the case of light; and that these “complementary” behaviors are - as in the volumes of this 

Structural Constellation by Josef Albers - “mutually exclusive, but necessary to account for 

the phenomena observed.” 2

And it is not that we must necessarily resort to these parallels between art and science to 

legitimize the plastic value of such elementary works from a formal and technical point 

of view, but sometimes they help to develop the awareness that within them hide plastic 

solutions that, though elementary in their technical production, constitute the clear trace of 

a particular way - our way - of thinking up the world. That they are not simple formal games, 

or nice and surprising optical illusions.

2. Regarding this, see the Wikipedia article on the concept of “complementarity” in the theory of Niels 
Bohr.

The piece by Argentine Alejandro Puente, Sistema, from 1967 works in similar fashion.  In 

it we observe a perfectly elementary situation. Two material triangles of the same size and 

shape, have a painted triangle inside them, each the same size. In one of them, that triangle 

is blue, in the other, orange. Period. It is, therefore, a modular work of extreme simplicity, 

the product of a technical operation of clearly basic craftsmanship.  And yet, the simple 

fact of placing them side by side in inverted positions produces an unexpected and curious 

effect, as if the sum of their shapes resulted in or created an effect of perspective or of 

deformation, just as though their material bodies and the ones contained within them (the 

painted triangles) had become elastic and soft. It is a piece in which, as Albers would say, a 

minimum physical effort results in a maximum psychic effect, by all means disturbing and 

capable of awakening not only aesthetic pleasure, but also a wide chain of reflections on the 

nature of matter in the physics of our time or on the complex relationships that govern our 

interaction with the world, where the conditions of observation have a real impact on the 

conclusions that we can draw from our experience.

The fact then that all the works selected for this exhibit are thought of as presences, 

concrete plastic realities that are alien, or almost so, to any metaphorical or descriptive 

intention is already a clear clue that they are nourished by a central and typically modern 

idea: that human activity and human life in general are, due to their essence, producers 

of realities. That the artificial is characteristically the most human, and that invention 

constitutes our destiny. That by nature, we are condemned to live off the imaginary. And for 

that very reason, we can say that the most typically modern expression is precisely that of 

abstract-geometric and concrete art; because in it, as in no other artistic manifestation, is 

the modern notion of invention expressed. 

That is why they are works that appear to us as opaque things, very much like a stone, a 

mountain, or a tree; and they lead us to ask ourselves what they mean. What did the artist 

intend to say? But, what does a stone or a mountain mean? We can describe them to the 

extent of their appearance or of their internal composition; and perhaps we imagine the 

geological processes that made them possible. But it is useless to ask ourselves what they 

mean since they are, above all, realities of and not stories about the world. The same occurs 

with these pieces; with the difference that while they do not mean anything in particular 

- because they do not tell stories about the real - they are still brimming with meaning, 



inscribed within two geometric shapes, a circle and a square. We know that this drawing 

by Leonardo is based in turn on Vitruvius’s writings on architecture and on the idea that 

the human body, like the whole universe, is built according to certain stable proportions, 

harmonious among themselves; and furthermore, that those proportions could and should 

serve as the basis for the construction of our buildings, thus placing the human at the center 

of everything and also linking our works with the rules that govern the universe as a whole. 

Like that Vitruvian man, LeWitt’s grids seem here to open their arms toward the four cardinal 

points; that is, towards the whole of space, now placing not the human being as the center 

of the world, but his work and his technical tools as the center and measure of everything 

that exists. In a world without God, technique now stands as the universal measure; and 

it is exhibited without complexes, but also without false metaphysical hopes, in the nude, 

exactly as Leonardo exhibited that ideal man who believed himself to be the center of a 

universe created for him and to his scale.  

or as Merleau-Ponty would say, they are impregnated with meaning: their materials, the 

tools and techniques used to produce them, the ways of organizing their components, the 

effects they produce, the associations that their structure and appearance suggest to us, 

everything that is in them, in short, is impregnated with meaning.

And because they are presences, slices of the world, and not stories that pretend to explain 

the universe, we are not dealing with objects turned in on themselves, enclosed within the 

limits of their frame, like a traditional painting, but rather with objects that demand and 

need an active dialogue with their environment - the space and other objects that surround 

them. Hence the absence of frames that characterizes all the exhibited works, as well as 

the clean installation that we imagined in order to present them to the public, offering each 

piece the field that it requires to interact with the others and to generate new sources of 

meaning through their interplay. 

To close this quick incursion into the universe of concrete and minimal abstraction, and 

into those ascetic poetics of exactness, we could perhaps address one of the two pieces 

that open the exhibition and that represent one of the major landmarks of the JCMAC - 

specifically Untitled, 1968, by Sol LeWitt. With its characteristic reticulated and orthogonal 

structure, typical of modern idioms, both in the plastic arts and in the universe of the 

technical and of modern and contemporary industry, it is a paradigmatic work of these 

poetics of exactness. The first thing we observe in it is the initial opaqueness with which 

it confronts us:  that of being an object, of being a pure presence that often puzzles the 

public, precisely because there seems to be no way to read in it an intention, or beauty (in 

the traditional sense of the term), or much less an aesthetic emotion. We have already seen 

the possible meaning of that opaqueness of the work that the modern and contemporary 

artist often opposes to the opaqueness of a world without God; and which, to a great extent, 

could explain the clear will of not wanting to say something or of not constructing closed 

stories, but rather of presenting situations impregnated with meaning. Let us now address 

the possible meaning of the fact that in this work it is precisely the orthogonal grid - the 

main basis of concrete idioms   in the plastic arts and in modern industry - that is presented 

as such, as it were, in the nude.

According to the artist, the starting point for the creation of this piece was The Vitruvian 

Man by Leonardo da Vinci, where we see a naked man, legs and arms outstretched, perfectly 



When a work of art has been produced out of decisions that are as 

precise as they are few, catching the attention of viewers and making 

them wonder how and why this is the case - such as those that 

characterize most of the works on display here – it is often the result 

of an unexpected chromatic effect, as in the case of Peter Joseph’s 

work; sometimes, it is a formal and/or chromatic contradiction, such 

as the one observed in Alejandro Puente’s piece; and other times, 

it is the perceptible presence of an internal protocol that produces 

unexpected effects in its workings, for example as with that of Sol 

LeWitt’s. In any case, it is always a trigger that aims to captivate 

us and lead us to reflect on what we are observing at that precise 

moment.

LEWITT, Sol (American, 1928-2007)
Untitled (Steel Piece), 1968 
Baked enamel on steel
45 x 45 in.





JUDD, Donald (American, 1928-1994)
Untitled, 1986
Douglas fir plywood and transparent amber over orange plexiglass 
39 3/8 x 39 3/8 x 19 1/2 in.
Donald Judd Art © 2021 Judd Foundation/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New 
York.



TAKAYAMA, Noboru (Japanese, b. 1944)
Yusastu 9, 1978 

Yusastu 10, 1978
Acrylic on Canvas 

39 3/8 x 39 3/8 in. 



COOK, Ethan (American, b. 1983)
Untitled, 2021

Handwoven Cotton Canvas in artists frame 
55 x 35 in.



DOESBURG, Theo van (Dutch, 1883-1931)
Composition VIII , Leiden 1918/19

Stained glass in blue, yellow, red and white, mounted 
with lead, wooden black painted frame, mounted on 

LED panel
Object: 13 3/8 x 31 11/16 in.



ALBERS, Josef (American/German, 1888-1976) 
Structural Constellation , 1954

Pen and ink on graph paper
14 x 18 in.





PUENTE, Alejandro (Argentinian, 1933 - 2013)
Sistema, 1967

Acrylic on canvas
40 9/16 x 29 15/16 in.



BELL, Larry (American, b. 1939)
Untitled SS, 2019
Optimum White, Poppy, and Sea Salt laminated glass 
11 13/16 x 15 3/4 in.



KUWAYAMA, Tadaaki (Japanese, b. 1932) 
Untitled (Blue) TK4139-1/4’65, 1965 

Acrylic on canvas with aluminium strip
39 3/16 x 24 13/16 in.





JOSEPH, Peter (English, 1929 - 2020)
Blue Colour with Black Border , 1981 

Acrylic on cotton duck canvas
61 13/16 in.

While we are undoubtedly in the presence of objects, these are 

special objects sharing common traits, traits that we will not find in 

any other objects that populate the world, limited as they are to the 

function for which they were created. Conversely, all of these works 

possess a metaphysical quality: that is, one that physically transcends 

them and leads us to experiences that are both of an intellectual and 

sensitive nature, experiences that question us, unsettle us, and move 

us, often without it being possible to determine why. 

And it is that indeterminacy in regard to use and functioning which 

allows us to qualify them as works of art: objects whose function is 

not limited by their use, but which instead continues growing the 

more we attempt to define them, to determine what precise effect 

they produce in us, and how and why that is.  



VAZQUEZ-FIGUEROA, Tony (Venezuelan, b. 1970)
Blck Mirror Box, 2016
Bitumen in plexiglass

16 x 10 in.



MCLAUGHLIN, John (American, 1898 - 1976)
#4, 1965

Oil on Canvas
48 x 60 in.





CHARLTON, Alan (American, b. 1948)
Painting in 2 Verticals Parts 2005, 2005 

Acrylic on cotton duck canvas
53 1/8 x 68 7/8 in.



CHACON, Sigfredo (Venezuelan, b. 1950)
Boscotrecase, 1991

Mixed media on canvas
66 x 66 in.
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