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An
Artist’sWay

In Vanity Fair’s recent profile of painter
Caio Fonseca, his brother-in-law, writer
Martin Amis aptly described the artistic
Fonseca family as ‘““glamorous in the old,
true sense—very beautiful and equally
talented.” Fonseca is a classically trained
pianist who speaks French, Spanish and
Italian. Having spent his 20’s in Europe
intensively studying his craft, training for
five years in Spain with Augusto Torres,
son of Joaquin Torres-Garcia, a pioneer of
medernism, Fonsceca now splits his time
between Italy and New York City.

His paintings are displayed in New York’s
Whitney and Metropolitan museums as
well as in the Smithsonian and the Houston
Museum of Fine Art. On the eve of the
opening of his first solo exhibition in the
United States at the Corcoran Gallery of
Art (on exhibit until February 14), Caio
Fonseca sat down with Washington Life’s
editor in chief, Nancy Bagley to talk about
his life and his work.

Washington Life: What is your artistic process?
Do you visualize or conceptualize a painting before
you begin, or do you prepare the foundation and let
it lead to where each layer takes you?

Caio Fonseca: To break it down to the practical,

it involves things as simple as deciding on the size
of the painting and beginning to draw. What’s
most curious about the way that I work is that I
begin putting down a color composition of related
material and then work backwards covering it in a
layering process in order to leave behind forms. I
have to add something to subtract it, and in the first
half of the work, I lay down the potential that a
future painting might have to draw from in the sec-
ond phase. It’s almost like the cliché of a sculptor
eliminating stones to find the piece.

WL: What do you want to impress upon people
through your art?

CF: I’ve chosen to speak with paint and not writ-
ing, not film, nor German, ect. What I have to say
is very idiomatic to the potential of paint to speak
in its own language. IfI play a Bach piece for
someone they might like it but they would never
say, “That was beautiful but what does it mean?”
We seem to agree that music is capable of speaking
for itself and a helpful invitation to my work might
be to allow yourself to listen to the painting in that
way.

Caio Fonseca at the Corcoran Gallery of Art

WL: You come from a family of artists, so it seems
almost pre-determined that you would express
yourself creatively. If you were not an artist or a
musician, what do you think you would be?

CF: That’s unfair to eliminate those two possibili-
ties. What else might I have become? I would have
to be a different person because I am a strange

combination. I can function in the real world but I

am much happier out of it. So, it’s hard to say what
I would be and still be me. Hmm, mid-level man-
agement comes to mind. [laughs]

WL: How did your father, a sculptor, influence

- your work?

CF: My father had the wisdom not to teach us
directly. Father, son, and master are all very dif-
ferent relationships. My father is such a towering
example of integrity, which was a benevolent form
of pressure that my brother and I both felt. I think
my father’s abhorrence of mediocrity was a great
sort of fuel. He used to say, “If you strive to be
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excellent, you’ll be very good. If you strive to be
very good, you will be poor” and so on. He was
also an example of what an artist’s life is like on
a day-to-day basis, so it was not alien to us. Our
father was the kind of artist that for the last ten
years of his life checked out from even exhibit-
ing, [because] he said he wanted time. I have the
privilege of arranging a massive retrospective of |
work at the Houston Museum of Fine Arts in a fer
years. He was a supreme artist and you will hear
about him in due course.

WL: How has sculpture affected your painting?

CF: I've done sculpture and worked with all kind
of stone and wood, [but] I am firmly convinced tt
I feel the two dimensions of painting, even with a
its ambiguity and spatial relationships. Nothing I
can do in sculpture would supersede what I want
to do with painting, except for that interesting rel
tionship of removing things. And maybe that is t
link between my painting and sculpture.






