The irrepressible corporeality of  Oswaldo Guayasamín’s figures constitutes, without a doubt, one the most striking qualities of his  work. In his images, the spiritual, the abstract, the universal, and the ethereal of the human essence finds its form, its undeniable materiality. History does not acquire in his art an allegorical dimension, nor is the voice of the artist lost amidst a forest of symbols.  History and its multiple, anonymous stories are represented, rather, as open flesh:  wounded bodies, corpus delicti.  The artist composes his figures as if he were turning a kaleidoscope, in which arms and legs, enormous hands and feet, boundlessly open,  connect with each other composing a dreamlike landscape. At the same time, the body is nature. Since there is nothing left, the figures show their skeletons, their ribs,  joints, and clavicles.  Arms,  hands, and legs reveal  their veins and arteries as if they were dried nervures, or arid sceneries of the Andean mountains. A ceremonial, primordial, and ritualistic quality traverses Guayasamin’s human images, which appear as if they had been taken by surprise in a moment of  sadness, desperation or existential bewilderment. The work of Guayasamín is a martyrlogy, a memorial of suffering.
Even his earliest paintings, particularly the ones included in his first series, Huacayñan o Camino del llanto (1946-1952), produced when  Oswaldo Guayasamín was barely twenty years old, reveal the contents that would comprise the tormented and intense universe of th is esceptional artist: the bodies subdued   by the multiple aggressions of power (exploitation, poverty, repression, abandonment), the strokes of a brush that cuts the canvas like a blade to draw the public eye to the imagery of the victims, the structure of the bodies that expose the bones beneath the retreating flesh, the eyes like craters, empty and burning.   Combining elements from  two of his most admired artists, Goya and El Greco, the darkness of spaces and themes that characterize  Guayasamín’s works, is inhabited by his hyperbolically elongated  images   (their disproportionate limbs, their hands extending beyond the niche of art   searching for the conscience of the other, the verticality of the body stretching out from the sky to the ground without ever glimpsing the divine).  Guayasamín’s draftsmanship defies the logic of perspective, exhibiting instead  an angular geometry that fragments the image without  deconstructing it completely, allowing it to exist in agony, reaching for the dramatism of first planes that place the marginalized subject at the center, enlarging the body and revealing an almost palpable tension between interiority and context, man and power, art and politics.
 
Nevertheless, for the majority of the second half of the 20th century,  the work of Oswaldo Guyasamin  --which, as Pablo Neruda states, confronts us with a social catasptrophe of cosmic proportions​-- offers itself as a tenacious exploration of a world that also contains other protagonists: the brutal and corrupt politicians that comprise the series of five oil paintings titled “Meeting at the Pentagon”, the three works included in the “Rivers of Blood” series, the six paintings representing the “Mutilated”, the collection of twelve paintings in the “Hands” series, the eleven works of “The Wait”, and the seven pieces titled “Women Crying” –a week’s worth of fear, depicting the mothers and widows of the Spanish Civil War.  These works, combining the horrors of history, the profound echoes of subjectivity and the strength of political engagement,  constitute the second, and perhaps most representative phase of Guayasamín’s artistic production. This period, known as The Age of Rage, occurs between 1964-1974.  During this time, the spectrum of his work broadens to encompass themes that cover from the plight of indigenous peoples to Franquismo, from Nazism to the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki , from Playa Girón to the dictatorships of the Southern Cone.  These works function as testimonials depicting an endless saga of aggression and suffering, preceded only by such paintings as Pablo Picasso’s Guernica (1937), in which the aesthetics of catastrophe parallels in so many ways the tense tremendism of the Ecuadorian artist.
 

What the monumental work of Oswaldo Guayasamín owes to Mexican muralism, particularly to José Clemente Orozco (1883-1949) is well known, but would still merit further critical attention.  From the Mexican muralists Guayasamín takes the  cue to celebrate collective movements, which he prefers to concentrate upon solitary anonymous, paradigmatic, figures, defeated but still defiant in their stubborn resilience,  which speak  with the muted yet intensely audible voice of the image, beyond which we can imagine the masses, struggling to conquer their place in History.  It is also through this experience with public art that Guayasamín  finds the need to fill large spaces with works that create a major impact, as much by their scale as by their testimonial value: figures that accuse, interpelate or question without pause or concession,   where imagination and collective memory converge in creative complicity. The mere size of these pieces suggest, in these instances, the immensity of horror and the necessity to conjure it by recognizing the perversity of its causes and its devastating effects upon society.   It also means that  between the individual and the community, between contingency and universalism, identity and otherness, there is an abyss that can, nevertheless, be bridged through social and political commitment, in other words,  through the sorts of ethics that traverse  Guayasamín’s art,  continuously challenging the outcomes of the ethnocentric modernity that so impacted the history and the future of Latin American societies. This is precisely what the mural titled “The Spanish Conquest” (1948), painted at the Casa de la Cultura in Quito suggests, or the “Discovery of the Amazon River”  (1958), a mosaic at the Governmental Palace in the same city, or the “Glory of Bolivar”  (1988) housed at the University of Guayaquil, or the controversial mural inaugurated in 1988 at the  National Ecuadorian Congress, or the  “Mothers and Sons” (1993) located at the headquarters of UNESCO, in Paris.
 
From the great moments of Western history to the intimacy that characterizes The Age of Tenderness --the final stage in the work of Guayasamín, initiated in 1988-- the  art produced by this poet of indigenous causes continuously expands,  in concentric circles, encompassing larger and larger areas of political responsibility, individual emotion, and historic commitment.  All of this is complemented by the subtlety of his drawings, the premonitory intensity of his sketches, the homage he offers in each one of the paintings that compose his collection of portraits.  Finally, his still unfinished Capilla del Hombre,

(Chapel of Man) which spans nearly 15,000 square meters, dedicated to house art celebrating the struggles of the people, is consistent with the artist’s project of creating a sacred space for the oppressed, where art is conceived as an apostleship and social justice constitutes both an act of faith and a historic mission. 
 
Guayasamín’s work speaks eloquently about the deplorable condition of indigenous peoples and the violence of the colonization of lands that once belonged to them,   about imperial plundering  and the heroism of popular resistance. In addition, his art is a testimonial of the  perpetuation of coloniality over the centuries,  of the permanence and historic recycling of  domination, which presents itself in a different guise and 

 through varying strategies throughout the entirety of Latin American history.   It is for this reason that the work of this painter, sculptor, and activist combines the contemporaneous with the archaic, emotion and politics, past and present, and disbelieves of the ideologies that promise to redeem the oppressed by making their demands invisible to others, and to dismiss the struggles of the people by covering centuries of hunger and violence with the illusion of an impossible harmony.
It could be said that the work of Guayasamín is also inevitably riddled by paradoxes that affect all art produced against the oppressors  in colonized, peripheral societies.  In fact, the work that defends the rights of the exploited and persecuted, particularly within the indigenous and black sectors  existing at the base of the social pyramid in  the Andean region impugns, in doings so, the oligarchic political project that gave way to the new republics at the beginning of the 19h-century.   It then puts into question not only  the supposed unity of the nation-state but also its economic foundations, its  social organization, its values, its methods, institutions, and epistemology.  It is this very work, however, what permits the mestizo artist Oswaldo Guayasamín to be recognized at a national and   international level, an honor that, to some degree might have co-opted the irrefutable influence of his denunciation.  Some have argued   that Guayasamín’s  powerful indigenous imagery has given Ecuador a far too somber profile, that it is an art overly fixated on suffering and desperation, disregarding those who even while empathizing with the cause of the marginalized are not them, and that, in doing so, the work of this master painter has reduced the heterogeneity that characterizes the Andean world to its darkest and most anguished core, the variegated and hybridized totality to just one of its parts. That in so doing, Guayasamín has managed to canonize the margins of society, domesticating under aesthetic models belonging to the Western tradition the irrepresentability of misery, exploitation, and torture.  That Guayasamín’s art could have ended up commodifying historical experiences, creating from them symbolic objects for public consumption. That the work of Guayasamín is redundant in its imagery, its style, its disposition of elements on the canvas, and prone, consequently,  to stereotyping and reductionism.
Every spectator, every reader of images, every critical observer of the social, should confront the work of this exceptional painter and respond, in their own way, to the questions posed by these criticisms.   In any case, it is undeniable that the art of Guayasamín exposes an open wound on the body of Latin America .  It can be seen in the indigenous movements that traverse the map from North to South, in the political upheavals in which peoples  still pursue  national liberation, in the massacres that continue to raze the “the painful Spanish American Republics”  to which Martí referred,  in the reformulations of hegemony at an international scale, in the wars.  Guayasamín insists and persists in his themes, his motives, his means of expression, his messages, his  pleas, because he explores precisely the atrocity of repetition, the importunate return  of the same, the perpetuation of the nightmare.  This  is what leads one to question, time after time, about the essence of human nature, about the peculiar ways in which Andean peoples are inserted in History, in the reality of  domination, in the nature that was taken from them, in the historic forms of their spoliation, their sacrifice and their stubborn resistence. Firmly rooted in its unavoidable contingency, Guayasamín’s art  does not entertain any utopian fantasies,  or  perhaps just one:  that one day the themes of his art wll  no longer be current, and his images remain just a  part of  Humanity’s historical archives, that his works become, in fact, unnecessary, except as an homage to the condemned of the  Earth, and as a document of an unrepeatable  past.
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