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It is a fact that works of art can suddenly appear without warning, from trivial acts, even. What should 

also be underlined is that unexpected creative sparks are usually not the beginning but the end of a 

long mental process, perhaps unconscious, which has been going on for a long time. One of the most 

repeated anecdotes of the biography of José Guerrero, whose late work can be seen alongside that of 

Tàpies at Madrid’s Fernández-Braso gallery, is a journey by plane over the Atlantic in the early 1970s, 

during which he began to play with a matchbox, one of those which are rarely seen now, where all the 

matches are perfectly and vertically aligned. Guerrero claimed that it had been the obsessive 

observation of that matchbox which had led him to take on his series of paintings named 

Fosforescencias (Phosphorescences), a turning point in his career. 

 

To reduce a radical aesthetic shift to an anecdote is to somehow underestimate the work of a painter 

as serious as Guerrero. The spark that was no doubt produced by the observation of the matchbox was 

nothing more than the culmination of a search of greater compositional rigour in his painting, which to 

some point, had already began to appear in monumental works like La brecha de Víznar from 1966. 

That search for order became systematic in his Phosphorescences, whose serial motifs remind one of 

arches as much as matches. 

 

Although this series was a decisive moment in his career and includes paintings as memorable as Red 

Penitents (1972), I see the Phosphorescences as a starting point, not a conclusion. Guerrero saw in 

them a way of containing all the energy he was “wasting”, in his own words, in his abstract 

expressionist work of the 1960s. Although he had previously used bright colours in his paintings, from 

the Phosphorescences onwards these became more intense, being restricted to well-defined forms. 

There came a moment, though, when Guerrero felt that this new formula ran the risk of becoming a 

trap, a mannerism that could make his work too rigid. Little by little, he began to rid himself of the 

tight, match-like forms in order to arrive at what I consider to be the peak of his career, at the turn of 

the 1980s. 

 

Here Guerrero found the perfect symbiosis between the energy of brushstrokes, rigorous 

compositions and the brightness of colour. The areas of colour are perfectly defined and yet they 

vibrate because they transpire the white of the canvas beneath. The borders between colours are 

never abrupt; one sees thick mixes of paint, coloured lines of varying intensity. It is in that vibration 
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between areas of colour that one understands why the Centro José Guerrero (the museum dedicated 

to the artist in his native Granada) organised an exhibition comparing his work to Sean Scully’s. I also 

see great affinities between late Guerrero and Ocean Park-era Richard Diebenkorn: in their mature 

oeuvre, both understood that the best way to celebrate colour was to insert it in a certain structure, 

open enough for it to breathe, rigid enough to prevent it from wasting its breath. 

 

The total freedom of late Guerrero, his completely original and bold use of colour, is incomprehensible 

without the joy of the act of painting itself. His definitive creative peak came hand in hand with general 

public recognition. In the 1980s, Guerrero finally became an undisputed artist and, what was more 

important for him, he maintained a constant dialogue with young artists, for whom he was an 

influential master as well as a close friend. I imagine Guerrero in the last years of his life enjoying 

periods of retreat in his house in the mountains of Malaga, between Nerja and Frigiliana. I imagine a 

happy scene, full of tasty food, cool white wine and lively conversation in the company of family and 

friends after a solitary morning in the studio. Although by then cancer had already began to 

deteriorate his health, I can imagine Guerrero in a moment of absorption, silently looking at the 

landscape in the midst of noisy talk, reviewing his life and his career with a light, satisfied smile. I 

suppose that only from satisfaction, good company and good food one can find the inspiration for a 

painting of such force: 

 

 
José Guerrero, Frigiliana, 1985. Oil on canvas, 177.5 x 130 cm. 
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