Defining Myself for Myself: The Work of Shirley Villavicencio Pizango

The work of Belgium-based Peruvian artist, Shirley Villavicencio Pizango is inspired by titans of modernism
such as Henri Matisse and Pablo Picasso, the artist co- opts their broad visual language as a system with
which to interrogate the representation of non-white figures within Western European portraiture.
Where people of colour have historically been essentialized within Western European painting - portrayed
as exotic, primitive, subservient, and as accessories to a larger white narrative - Villavicencio Pizango
portrays wholeness. Working continuously to shift power into her own hands and the hands of the other
brown- skinner figures that populate her canvases, the artist creates paintings that are themselves a
practice of self-definition and refusal.

Born in Lima in 1988, Villavicencio Pizango grew up in Santiago de Borja, a remote village in the Peruvian
Amazon. After moving to Ghent, Belgium at the age of thirteen, the artist was thrust into a new
relationship with her homeland. Seeing Latin American and indigenous Peruvian people, culture and
landscapes for the first time through a European lens, Villavivencio Pizango became increasingly aware of
stereotypes surrounding people of colour, and notions of otherness and belonging.Moving between
Belgium, Lima and Santiago de Borja over the last decade, the artist’s work has come to be greatly
impacted by the ebb and flow of her memories; the clarity or haziness of a particular colour or texture
demonstrating how memories can either be enshrined, or take on new forms and meaning over time.
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