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Preface

Located in Central American, Belize is a young country that i now nearing its twentieth
vear of independence. Its history, however, dates back much further to the ancient glory of
the Mayan Kingdom. In 1981, Belize broke away from English sovercignty and became
mdependent. Its diverse ethnic population has inherited the legacy of previous rulers, like
the Mavans, Spanish, and English, who have richly endowed it with numerous cultural
asscts. With the assistance of Taiwan's Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Taipei Fine Ants
mizseum is honored 1o present the exhibition, "Contemporary Belizean Visual A" In all,
the exhibition includes 40 works in various media by 11 contemporary artists of Belize.
Many of the picces use a narmative stybe to describe daily life themes relating to food, clothes,
home, and work, while other abstract works present pure sesthetic explomtions. Taking the
exhibition a5 8 whole, what you see here are the profound reflections of several keensighted
artists into their home country. Though the drawing and painting styles reveal stirong
influences of popular movements in the Amencas and Europe, on close observabon, you
will find that these artisty use their own transcultural language 10 communicate their soulful

el ges.

As the largest exhibition of Belizean art ever held outside of Belize, this exhibition is also of
significant historical importance. The Taipe: Fine Arts museumn is greatly honored for this
chance 1o cooperate with the Ministry of Forelgn Affairs and present the contemporary art of
an allied nation. Showing the art of Belize gives local an lovers an opportumity to acquamnt
themselves with samething new, and also promotes an stmosphere of mutual exchange.
Finally, | would like to express admiration and appreciation to the government of Belize in
its support for the arts and its political wisdom of using arts as an imtermational bridge. And
fior this exhibition, | only hope for a great success.

LIN MUN-LEE
Direcior
TAIPEI FINE ARTS MUSEUM
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“Belizean Arts: Going Global"

oy b Stembouer

e the Conguerors write the history, there is a huge library of written material thit

sbssmntiates the Europenn acsthetic: pretty equals quality. At this point in time
Eapess seathetics have a global stranglehold on how many judge artistic achievement.
These er= other standards. Contemporary Belizean art is about a different standard and a
smelesicy of approaches. Many young artists have sought a nonEuropean aliernative to
what ws Bamction is and what constitutes quality. The avant garde Belizean antists repudiate
S smsscdards imposed on them by the colonizers, Youny Belizean artists have rejected
cemventsonal Europenn based criterin for quality. They shun the excessive sentimentality and
st pathos of British painters fike Gainsborough or Tumer. They prefer to look 1o
s the indigenous Mavas, psychology and the urban jungle for models and inspiration.

Somme Belizean painters like Gilvano Swasey and Yasser Musa are developing their own set
of sigms and symbols, The tone of their art is insolent, selfussured, even cocky. 1t 1s a shout
o "1 AMI™ Other painters like Michael Gordan and Mercy Sabal create works that are
sSosymcratic visual statements concerned with themes outside societal norms. Their outside
wision is 50 crazed and assertive it hurts... s good! Stll other Belizean artists like Terryl
Csedoy and Charlie Chavannes are quictly working in a realistic mode' attempting 1o capiure
e cssence of urban and rural Belize in paint on canves. The Cultural Realists' Pen
Cwvatano and Benjamin Nicholas are continuing to develop their roots imagery” While
Nelwon Young, Adrian Barron and Genie Shaw are extending their visual vocabulanes in
mew and exhilarating directions. There are no clear visual parameters or thematic boundarics
iz Beltrean art. The art covers the sesthetic waterfront, it is: xenophobic, international,
magical, mundane, visionary, profane, cutting edge and provincial. It's as contradictory and
eciectic as the people that live in that many faceted Jewel,

MICHAEL GORDON: Streetwise, street artist Michael "Pin" Gordon is ane of & kind'
Gordon and his art give new meaning to the concept ‘roots’ ant. Gordon not only sells his
drawings and paintings on the street, he creates them there, Gordon's elegantly primitive
images are in the "zone”. His approach is intuitive, he searches for hus leonography in 4
fernl, animalistic manner that relies in large part on his finely tuned instincts.

Gordon's figure studics and lanscapes aren't concemed with exterior reality, they are more
about the shadow world of a mind on the varge of selfnihilism. They ane shrill screams from
atn anguished psyche. In his work, be it portraiture, landscape or still life, the images arc



ravaged. Every face is uncomfortably similar to a war tom landscape, pitted by artillery,
fragmented and hallucimogenic, Features like eyes, noses, lips, hair and his trademark
treestumip teeth are rendered 0 a flercely agitited manner, They are psvchoportraits from
hell!

Gordon's art isn't conventionally pretty, which is a reflection of his life,.. impoverished and
oulcast. Gordon tmkes an unblinking stare at men and women ot their primal worst. His
images are mashed up, sore infested and decayed. The domain of his an is devoad of
tendeness, compassion or caring. Gordon's reoccurring theme no matter what the subject
matier is transgression. His art transgresses socalled civilized social norms and rubs the
viewers nose into the taboo termitory that lurks in the heans of madmen,

GILVANO SWASEY: Gilvano Swasey started out his career blazing hot as the ultimate
Euvrvorientated illusionistic panter. He could paint people and objects with caglecye
precision that looked more real than reality. Swasey excelled at naturalistic depictions of
wildlife, stilllife and streetlife. He never rested on his laurels and very rarely repeatesd
himself. Each exhibition was an experimentation. Each dealt with a different set of ant
related issues. One display he switched iconogmphy from photorealism to biomorphic
surrealism. Another time he would focus on kaleidoscopic portraits of his music idol Bob
Marley and a few months liter would have an expressionist show of angst images done on
gritty handmade paper. Swasey's visual vocabulary was expanding by leapsnbounds.

Snill it wasn't until his exhibit titled MISSORTED MAILS in Spring, 1999 thai he broke the
shisckles of European “prefty™ acsthetics and began exploring tribalbased roots aesthetic,
Swasey adventured forward by looking back 10 his mbal henitage. A heritage that viewed the
artrst 85 nod 80 much a maker of pretty images and elegant objects bul as a shaman.... in
Belizean terms, an (beah men. Swasey dipped his brush into the forbidden zone of Obeah
content and sympathetic magic. In those preces Swascy, through sheer commitment to
expression, mstills in them a mystical surs

Ench of Swasey's fetish pieces is structured in a similar fashion, On the exterior, front
surface is & highly nuanced linear portrait. Then, when openedup, they revenl a vanety of
private, psychicallycharged gewgaws. .. some mundane, others odd. All have
quisisutobiographical cross references, All oblguely elude 1o the soul of the person
depicied on the outside. Swasey makes a clever parallel between exterior "mask” fmage and
the Interior private, spirit fetishes. Superficial features arc on the surface and the soul is
hidden in coded symbals insade.

YASSER MUSA: The gestural expressionistic paintings of Yasser Musa ane brazenly
contradictory. The are as graceful and cthereal as they are coarse and gnsly. In parns of his
paintings it looks more like he puked his guts out on canvas than apphied paint. It s that



smbndied. Then conversely, m other pans it Jooks like be took those vile chunks of half
Sgesicd paint and bile and delicately manipulated them into images that are close to
shcsorially elegant. Musa's refined touch, a Midas wouch, can transform butiugly angst inio
vl pold.

Miusa's paintings include everything but the kitchen sink. (And 1 wouldn't be surprised if a
unk doesn't show up in some future pamting, } His work moorporates stylized schematic
drawings, canceled out axioms, graffiti, found objects, mordant colors, old newspaper
photos from Belize's colonial days and a flamboyant, gestrual paint application to create o
byperactive image of millennial chaos. Of 2 world spinning out of control, where truths are
segated and the id reigns supreme. Musa's highly animated paintings don't just quietly hang
thsere on the wall, no, they explode off the surface to blow the umwary viewer's mind.

TERRYL GODOY: Terry! Godoy is a young Belize City painter who works in an intricately
saturalistic style. Godoy carries his easel, canvas and paints imto the streets in order o work
drectly m front of his subject matter of choice: the colonial architecture in the old parts of
Belize City. He like the impressionists a hundred years ago, prefers to patnt in situ. He shuns
working from photos or preliminary sketches for painting his images in the open air, first
band, with no intermediary steps.

An mmpressive aspect 1o Godoy's realist paintings 1s the precision of his dmwing. His
architecturally focused compositions are sulfuse with minuscule details laboriously defined.
Godoy is drawn to the rustic houses, abandoned structures and decrepit governmental
buldings found in his "London Bridges' neighborhood and other areas in the Southside of the
city. He lovingly delineates each minute architectural detail that contributes to the buildings
umigue look; the personality of the structure, His bursh carefully recreates all the nuances of
pealing paint, broken steps and rotied molding that characierize the seedy structures.
Through his impressive drafiing skills he transforms rundown, neglecied houses mto elegant
pamiings,

CHARLES CHAVANNES: Charles Chavannes landscape and cityscape paintings, in
contrast to his cutting cancatures and brutally sarcastic cartoons, are kinder and gentler. His
cartoons dwell on sccentuating people’s flaws, to mock their fvbles, while his watercolor
paintings dwell on traditional romanticized subject matter like boats, bridges, buildings and
barges found around the Swing Bridge arca of Belize City.

Chavannes renders his nostalgic images in a casually precise manner "Look Ma no hands!”
He has a brisk, graceful way of putting color 1o paper. His bursh dances nonchalantly across
the surface, piroucting here, skipping and leaping there. Chavannes' paletie is both
charming and intellectual. He reties consistently on analogous and split complementary
color combinations. The analogous colors are alluring, and the split complementary schemes



are chicly clashing. When chavannes adds an old, disheveled street person o his
pradominately decrepit architectural motifs, as be did in his piece entitled. POSTER, 1097,
the result is a draamatic statement on the loneliness of peripheral people.

NELSON YOUNG: Nelson Young was one of the first painters in Belize to Incomporate a
miodlermist vocabulary into his painting. Much of his paintings would fall into the Synthetic
Cubist style that originated in the secomd decade of this century with Braque and Picasso's
spocial experimentations. Young, too, utilizes a fragmented, multifaceted way of depicting
the figure and objects. His painting from 1998, titled, UNTITLED is a good example of
Young's deconstruction of the human form. In that piece Young geometrizes the portrait of
woman and creates a multiple perspectivespace image. He accomplished that by showing the
female’s profile and fracturing it into jewellike facets. Young then adds 10 that splintered
visage a vibrant sequence of acidic omnges, blood reds, earthy siennas and electric blues.
The end visual result is intellectually playful and emaotional tense

Young is one of few painters who consistently works in an abstracted figurative mode,
Young's more recent work combines some of the psendosavage images of Paul Gauguin and
the fragnientation of Cubism to create visual dichotomies. Descartes is given a hip
contemporary spin that is a feast for the cyes.

PEN CAYETANO and BENJAMIN NICHOLAS: The Dangriga based artists Pen Cayetano
and Benjumin Nicholas shunned the European influences of impressionism and flashy,
rizzleduzzle bursh work popular with Belize City based artists in the T0s, and instead were
drawn to the mundane brilliance of Garifuna life for their ideus. Their everyilay life, the
fishing, market, cooking, both bland and sublime was the focus of their sesthetic, They took
the marginalized life of the Garnagu, the subsisience farming, toiling in the fields under the
hlaceeny hot tropical sun, the esoteric religious’ healing rituals and the casual tempo of killing
lime a5 source material for their images.

Art for them was, (and is) more about the documenting the social history of the Garifuna
people than it was about making conventional pretty pictures. Content took precedence aver
everviling else. Content dictated their acidic color choices, content compelled their roots
imagery anid content drove the complexity of their compositions.

Cayetano amd Nicholas strove to give visual expression to the bonds that the Gannagu have
with their environgs. Their paintings are about the symbiotic relationship between the people
ard pature The world of their paintings reflects an almost reverent aititude for Garifuna
iditions. The people that inhabat their paintings are not welltodo, they are closer to
inprverishied. No mansions, no tinted glass four wheel drive luxury eans, no high powered
by comadibioning units, no TVs or microwave ovens cither, are amywhere (o be found in their
kit universe. Thee people depicted might not have matedial things, but have something




more consequential: o vital life force.

Cnve of the reoceurring sublexts in their ant is the dignity found in hand work well done. They
celebrate 4 sore muscle and dirty fingernail existence. Simple octs as the making of cassava
bread or repairing 8 seine net taike on mythic tones. Their paintings glory in o kind of
Marxist notion about the equality and upliftment of working class men and women. For
them toil 1s the road one must travel W reach enlightenment.

Mieir social realism was a natural outgrowth of the peculiarities of the outsider status of
ihenr culture. Like all social revolutionaries, Cayetano and Nicholas didn't follow the leader,
didn't follow the colonial dictales as to what was appropriate subject matter or proper
cuntent o suitable bursh work or conventional perspective. They looked to the manginalized
life of their ethic group and documented them in a sensitive manner, They eschewed

I uropean drafting techniques in favor of unembellished, sermiprimitive painting methods,
They lused together their content and their stylistic devices. In so doing they made the
landtomouth existence and daytoday life activities surrounding them something close 1o
enilied, even worthy of worship,

CIENIE SHAW: Belize City photographer, Genie Shaw’s work is larger than life. Her work
undermines the viewers preconceptions as to what constitutes a photograph. When most
peaple think of photography, they think of intimate $* X 7" images or smaller. Things that
can fit comfortably n a scrapbook. Shuw’s work is anything but intimate, Her studio
peintraits, figure studies and desolate nature picces are immense. Consistent with ber
whipping grand scale, is ber melodramatic lighting, Baroque camera angles and penchant
Tor dynamic compositions. Her work screams of the vitality of youth, though at the same
time has a pensive quality, Shaw's work encompasses both sides of the emotional coan: it 15
brwsh o introspective ot once.

MERCY SABAL: Rural artist, Mercy Sabal, creates work that can't be casily categonzed.
Mhey're not paintings, even though they ane essentially flat, hang on the wall, incorporates
recogmizable figurative images and have ‘painterly’ color. They're not conventional quilts
either, even though they are made from swatches of cloth sewn together. For the sake of
wlentification. 1" just call them Thybrids'. Sabal's hybrids are deceptive. at first glance they
appear naive, upen further serutiny they become complex.

The hivbrids overlay of a few simple images, like a silhouctied figure of a African descent
woiman reclining across a bed or o fishermen paddling a dory with a woman waiting on
shore, on the traditional checkerboard squares of quilis. The figures scem to have a narmtive
mir ahout them, as if Sabal is relating a folksy morality play. The counterpointed quili
squares visually stablize her narrmative folk images tinging them with a sense of calm. Sabal’s



are is stupidwise, primitivemodernist, folksophisticated and emphatically an outsider's
vision.

ADRIAN BARRON: Painter and printmaker Adrian Barron was one of the first artists In
Belize 1o work extensively in the intaglio mediums of ctching and engraving. Most of his
prints are large format, painterly affairs that integrate multiple print techniques into one
piece. His gestural referenced imagery is created by combining intaglio technigues with
found object embossing, handmade paper, serigraphy and colligraphs, one printed over the
other.

Barron's prints don't adhere to the usual analretentive perfection in printing techmque that is
the manin with most artists that are drawn to produce multiples. His prints would be judged
as sloppy using conventional criteria for print sucoess, They are misregistered, editions are
mconsistent and most of the time Barron docsn't even attempt editions. He has a proclivity
to stop after the first, Most of his ‘multiples’ aren’t multiple at all, they're monoprints. The
astute viewer will quickly realize that Barron's prints are really paintings that happen to have
been created using print techmigues. He makes covert paintings disguised as prints.

{Andrew Steinhaver is an an eritic, educator, and art historian, who has been writing about
art for the past thirty years. Currently he is working on o comprehensive book about
Belizean an.)
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Adrian Barron

Barron s a printmaker who primarily makes
cichings. He lives in London, England, and his
works has been exhibiled mainly in Europe and
Belize, Printmaking is & new process that very few
artists in Belize utilize
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Pen Cayetano

Known for his historical and cultural paintings,
Cayetano is one of Belize's best known and
accomplished artist. Currently he lives and works
in Germany
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Charles Chavannes

Chavannes became known in Belize as a
cartoonist, but in the last few years his watercolor
paintinges has gained him new attention, as a
versatile and nccomplished artist.
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Michael Gordon

A selftaught artist who works on the street,
Crordon in the past three years has had five lange
exhibitions of his unigue pictures. A produdctive

pamter and prtist Gordon has made over two
thovananad works of art in the past Tour years.
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Nelson Young

A painter for over fifteen years Young ks a
musdemist siyle artist whose works emulate the
cubist style of ant heavily. However, his work has
much range and style, and his technical mastery of
the oils has placed him among the two anists
working in Belize today.
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Yasser Musa

Waorking in a variety of media, Musa's work
gained natonal attention with his "Clothes Linc
Project” where he took a line of white tshirts and
hung them in then different geographic locations
around the country, Musa also works with video,
digital ort and installation.
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Benjamin Nicholas

Konown as thee senior painter in Belize, Nicholas
fua been making art for over forty years. His work
has detined ihe wiy we look al the Garifuna
ctiliure, as he has portraved his people with a
dignity and pride that is compelling and engaging.
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Mercy Sabal
Salahuddin Norris

Hoth Morris and Sabal work together in the village
of Ladyville on a vaniely of crafts. However, their
mist accomplished works are done with a intncate
quilting technique that involves abstract designs
andl compositions of ondinary Belizean life.
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Genie Shaw

A voumng Belizean artist, Shaw made a strong
impression with her first exhibition of black and
white photographs in the summer of 1998, She
also paints, bun her primary media is photography.
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Gilvano Swasey

Working s o painter in Belize City for the past
five vears Swasey is one of the best known young
Brehirean artists. His photorealistic style has gotten

much praise and recognition, but he also makes

conceptual works of ant that provoke and sitmulate
the mtellect. His large scale portraits of homeless
people are same of the strongest socinl pictures in

Belize today.
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Terryl Godoy

A young selitsught Belimean painter, Godoy is the
people’s antist. He works on the streets capturing
street scenes and daily life in Belize City.
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