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El Mirador by Gonzalo Bacigalupe

Portions of the following are based on an interview with
the artist January 7, 2020.

Some of Gonzalo Bacigalupe’s paintings seem to have a
dreamy quality that he characterizes as the space between
dreaming and awake. Pieces emerge while he is painting,
much like remembering a dream. In his 4th year of engaging
with paint and canvas, he knows his images come from how
it all started.

The arts were important to his family. As a child growing
up in Chile he came to respect art and enjoyed art museums,
especially contemporary art with its installations that stayed
with him in his thoughts. But he never painted, because—
like many of us—he thought he would not be good at it.
Meanwhile he headed to the United States, where he earned
his doctorate in education from the University of Massa-
chusetts Amherst and a masters’ degree in public health
from Harvard University. Currently he is a professor of
counseling psychology at UMass Boston, where his re-
search focuses on disaster risk reduction; he is also an
associate researcher at the Center for Disaster Risk Man-
agement Research in Chile and was Ikerbasque Research
Professor at the University of Duesto, in Spain. Bacigalupe
took up digital photography as soon as it became available,
studying photography and taking thousands of pictures.

Four years ago while on sabbatical in Chile, during one of
the frequent earthquakes to hit that country, he broke bones
in his right shoulder. Anyone who has broken a shoulder or
needed shoulder repair can empathize with the pain and
discomfort of an immobilized arm. He found concentrating
on his computer difficult and could do little for himself, so
while recovering he decided to paint—of course with only
his nondominant hand. After 3 months he became an am-
bidextrous painter and now paints with both hands.

He started with small paintings; friends liked what they
saw and encouraged him to go bigger. He was surprised
when the curator of a small museum who saw a few photos
of Bacigalupe’s paintings asked to see his work. Paintings
were all over his house, and the curator assured him he had
enough for an exhibit in the spring of 2017. Some of his
paintings sold, encouraging him further. He feels that his
first set of paintings were about the body: his own damaged
shoulder and a concussion his daughter experienced that
changed her life. One painting, titled Brain, took many

months to complete as he thought about the fragility of our
lives.

His second set of paintings reflects how we see or nego-
tiate our environment—where we live. He used to paint on
an easel but now paints on a table, providing the perspective
of a drone looking down on the image. He paints layers
upon layers, using his favorite spatula palette knife to
scratch through the layers, revealing the colors below. He
begins with a form in mind like the arrangement of El
Mirador (on the cover of this issue). He is not afraid to
transform a painting when there is something about it he
does not like. A former coeditor of two psychology journals,
he likens it to editing a piece of writing. He often returns to
his paintings to edit them, removing parts, adding new parts,
changing colors. Until he has finished editing the details of
an image, he considers the paintings raw, unfinished. He
finds pleasure in letting his spatula, pen, and brush speak to
him, letting the story of the painting come forth.

Bacigalupe’s art emphasizes the natural habitat of South-
ern Chile, a forested area needing protection in this time of
climate crisis. In the cover image the darker green is an
island of fragile trees; the blue is a river; soft colors hinted
at are undergrowth peeping through; and a few blue figures
hide on the bank next to the river. Bacigalupe sees the red
as the observer (el mirador). The meaning of the Spanish el
mirador is both the person doing the looking and also the
place where a beautiful view is located. Viewers of the
painting also become los miradors. Much of the life of a
forest is underground, though, so when a fire sweeps
through, there is lingering damage to the roots and soil that
is not apparent. As a psychologist, this artist knows that
underground damage happens to people as well. Seriously
concerned about disaster sequelae and applying his knowl-
edge of mediated technologies, Bacigalupe is presently
studying the role of digital volunteers and the use of drones
to strengthen vulnerable communities in Chile.

Bacigalupe is becoming more reflective about his paint-
ing. Because he paints abstracts, people ask him how he
knows when a painting is done. He knows that when figures
(animals and people) begin to become evident, it is time to
stop dreaming and engage again with wakening reality.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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