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Shirley Villavicencio Pizango: Digging a Hole to the Surface 

September 12–October 10, 2020 

Steve Turner is pleased to present, Digging a Hole to the Surface, a solo exhibition by Ghent-based Shirley 

Villavicencio Pizango consisting of an array of portrait paintings, some of sitters in her studio, others based on 

memory. All the portraits encompass Villavicencio’s fascinating history of living her first eighteen years in the 

crowded tenements of Lima and the last fourteen in the calm comfort of Ghent. The paintings draw deep 

inspiration from her memories of Peru, and where there might seem to be inspiration from her favorite 

European artists, these sources get processed through Villavicencio’s Peruvian eyes. Sitters appear to 

resemble Villavicencio or other Peruvians who have Indigenous roots; most of the paintings include lush plants 

and undulating mountains and a simplicity of line work that is reminiscent of designs from ancient Peru. While 

she often portrays her sitters in a melancholy or thoughtful manner, she does so with a brush work that 

is passionate and energetic. She works quickly and leaves visible traces of undercoats that parallel her own 

multi-layered history. If the narrative of a particular painting is elusive, one can discern much from 

Villavicencio’s choice of titles, the most Belgian aspect of her studio practice. Companion of Absence, 

Whispers of Nostalgia and An Abandoned Song are three works in the current exhibition. 

Shirley Villavicencio Pizango (born 1988, Lima) earned an MA at The Royal Academy of Fine Art (KASK), Ghent 

(2013) as well as a Laureate Degree at the Higher Institute of Fine Art (HISK), Ghent (2020). She has had solo 

exhibitions at Geukens & De Vil, Antwerp (2018 & 2020) and Art Lima (2019). This is Villavicencio’s first solo 

exhibition with Steve Turner.
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Under the Same Moon with the Stars as Shelter in a Land of Sand. Installation view, Geukens & De Vil
Gallery, Antwerp, Belgium, 2020
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Ofte Vojaĝantoj. Installation view, curated by Benedicte Goesaert, 360° Kunst at Wilford X, Temse,
Belgium, 2019
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And if it Wasn't You, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
65 x 47 1/4 inches  (165 x 120 cm)



Between Two that are Three, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
49 1/4 x 47 1/4 inches  (125 x 120 cm)



Collector of Lonely Days, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
51 1/8 x 35 3/8 inches  (130 x 90 cm)



Companion of Absence, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
51 1/8 x 35 3/8 inches  (130 x 90 cm)



His Days Come at Night, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
35 3/8 x 27 1/2 inches  (90 x 70 cm)



Hole in Chiclayo Avenue, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
35 3/8 x 27 1/2 inches  (90 x 70 cm)



Leave Me in the Sound of Your Goodbye, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
51 1/8 x 35 3/8 inches  (130 x 90 cm)



Reaching Your Side, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
35 3/8 x 27 1/2 inches  (90 x 70 cm)



Speaking Without Words, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
35 3/8 x 27 1/2 inches  (90 x 70 cm)



Whispers of Nostalgia, 2020
Acrylic on canvas
27 1/2 x 21 1/4 inches  (70 x 54 cm)



An Abandoned Song, 2019
Acrylic on canvas
51 1/8 x 31 1/2 inches  (130 x 80 cm)



Blue, Blue, Blue, 2019
Acrylic on canvas
37 3/8 x 27 1/2 inches  (95 x 70 cm)



Olympia Behind the Model, 2019
Acrylic on canvas
47 1/4 x 65 inches  (120 x 165 cm)



Shadow of Absence, 2019
Acrylic on canvas
65 x 47 1/4 inches  (165 x 120 cm)



The Colour that Covers the Pain, 2019
Acrylic on canvas
65 x 47 1/4 inches  (165 x 120 cm)



What You Think but Don't Tell, 2019
Acrylic on canvas
37 3/8 x 25 5/8 inches  (95 x 65 cm)



If You Were a Plant You Would Be a Mango Tree, 2018
Acrylic on canvas
40 1/8 x 35 3/8 inches  (102 x 90 cm)



Nero's Friend, 2018
Acrylic on canvas
51 1/8 x 31 1/2 inches  (130 x 80 cm)



Where the Cows Eat Salt and the Plants are Orange, 2018
Acrylic on canvas
58 1/4 x 78 3/4 inches  (148 x 200 cm)



Self-portrait, 2017
Oil on canvas
15 3/4 x 11 3/4 inches  (40 x 30 cm)
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Shirley Villavicencio Pizango, a contemporary feminist Fauvist 

Annelies Vanbelle | May 21, 2020 

Close your eyes for a moment and think of Latin America. What do you see? A bright 
color palette with ultramarine, orange and yellow, lush vegetation, doused by an almost 
blinding sun. The vibrant world of Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera, tanned faces and 
spirited eyes that cannot hide their passion. But also: the hustle and bustle of the big city 
and the favelas, the mystique of Machu Picchu and the Nazca lines, the winding 
Amazon. All of this is evoked in one fell swoop when you stand in front of a canvas by 
Shirley Villavicencio Pizango. Her work, her whole being, breathes her motherland, 
Peru. And yet it is very much from here and now. 

Shirley Villavicencio's life story contains 
so many coincidences that you would 
believe in divine intervention. This lady 
had to and would become an artist, fate 
seems to have decided. However, it was 
not always about roses. Until she was 
five Shirley lived alternately in busy 
Lima and in a small village along the 
Amazon, where her mother comes 
from.  
  
Then she moved to Belgium, following 
her father, who had been here for a 
long time. The bond with him soon 
became troubled, so she looked for 
another home. She falls very much in 
love with a young man, but the 
relationship breaks off after four 
months. His parents, who became very 
attached to her in a short time and vice 
versa, will later become her current 
foster parents. 

To earn a living, she strings together all 
kinds of jobs here. She started law 

studies in Lima, but that turned out not to be her thing. Here too she is searching and tries 
out different courses, until her foster mother asks: “What do you really want? What is your 
passion?” And that was actually very simple: “I already knew at the age of twelve that I 



 
wanted to become an artist. As a teenager I visited a large gallery with a friend and thought: 
I want to hang here someday, I want to make an exhibition one day. ” 

Grateful coincidence 
That 'hang in a gallery' has meanwhile become an understatement. At the time of our 
interview, she is preparing for a solo at Ge Keukens & De Vil in Antwerp, a residency and 
solo at Steve Turner Gallery in Los Angeles, a residency and solo at Ginsberg Galeria in Lima 
and for the Triennial in São Paulo in Brazil. And then there is the final exhibition at HISK at 
the end of this year. Here too her story did not follow the classic trajectory. She was not 
picked up at art college, like most young talents, but via a completely different route. 
  
Because, in addition to painting, ceramics is one of the art forms to which she is 
devoted. She decided to take classes in order to further improve and met a lady there, who 
noticed that she painted her pots so expertly. This fellow student turned out to be Marie-
Paule De Vil. She asked Shirley to bring one of her works to the next class. De Vil was 
immediately charmed by her flowing, casual painting style. Shirley was invited to participate 
in the Antwerp art trail  Ecce Homo  and the rest is history. 

No conventions 
Staying in the workshop of Shirley Villavicencio is a real pleasure. In a snow-white interior, 
she sets accents with ultramarine and other of her favorite colors. All kinds of curios are 
hung and installed with care, and blend wonderfully with her work. Shirley is a vibrant, 
casually directed aesthetic, and every act she takes is an expression of it. Even the duck-
shaped pitcher with which she pours out is a gem 
in a yellowish glass - the water is served in 
Delftware cups. Her outfit: playful thought, right 
down to the blue socks and the striking canary 
yellow nail polish. 

And then there are her paintings - with the same 
extroverted, fauvist color palette. Where 
everything is allowed and everything is possible 
and even the biggest outlier is kept and not 
painted over, because, she says: “For me these are 
anecdotes. Some kind of scars. And they say just 
as much about life. They can be there. ” With her 
work she moves on the border between drawing 
and painting. The first lines are applied with black 
paint and hardly concealed. Then the coloring 
begins, in a naive, primitive way. Not very carefully, 
with blobs of paint mixed onto the canvas itself. 



 

Few realize how difficult it is to return to the childlike state of creating, to rediscover that 
freedom within yourself after years of art education. “I am very happy that I can do what I 
love to do. This intuitive way of painting is mine, it is playing, it is choosing for the absence 
of any technique and that is just my technique. But yes, I admit it takes a skillful eye to find 
out. I play with the viewer, suggest a lot and do not fill in everything. There should be some 
mystery left. ” Some areas in her work are not finished, the white of the canvas just shines 
through. The perspective is also wrong. Lines suddenly stop. “A cloth must be able to 
breathe. Why should I paint a full head of hair when a half is already enough? I flirt with the 
limits of painting. What makes a painting a painting? ”  

Cutting titles 
Villavicencio's work is unfinished in a refreshing way. “I know exactly when to 
stop. Sometimes I lie in my bed and I realize that I have colored a little too much. Then I 
return to my studio at night to paint it over, so that I can get back to work early in the 
morning. ” She works with acrylic paint, because oil is too slow a medium for her. It must be 
fast, flow from the brush without thinking, be of an elegant spontaneity. 

Her themes, on the other hand, are less 
light-hearted than her writing. If you 
were still in sunny Latin American 
regions when you saw her work, her 
titles will immediately point you 
out. Shadow of absence,  for example, 
is a work about the absent father, in 
which a male figure sits enthroned 
between various women, with a black 
face. Instant goosebumps. The color 
that covers the pain  shows the image 
of her aunt and her two children, who 
are struggling with a destructive 
relationship. She might have planned it 
all illustrates the split of her mother 
who lives partly in the big city and 
partly on the Amazon. But it also 
outlines her own duality: “I don't know 
what I am anymore. Am I Peruvian, 
Belgian or something in between? My 
identity is located in an indeterminate 
border area between two cultures.” 



 
Narcissism  
A whole series of self-portraits are displayed on the floor. “I paint myself every day as I feel,” 
she explains. “Sometimes I feel beautiful and then I paint myself beautiful. If I feel ugly then I 
paint ugly. ” The series will be part of a total installation on narcissism, which also includes a 
sculpture of her own head. The narcissism of the artist, of man in general, is a theme that 
currently occupies her very much. “Narcissism is actually insecurity and fragility. From there 
there is a great need for confirmation and adoration.” 

“I also want to bring this theme to Los Angeles. After all, do you know a more narcissistic 
city than LA? But in a slightly different way, mixed with my feminist vision. Have you noticed 
how much women in art history are depicted as objects of lust? How their body is 
exploited? What if I turn things around and use male artists as models? Not naked, that 
would be too anecdotal, but what if I use them to serve my practice? In addition, I want to 
present a self-portrait in which I figure myself as a superior ruler. An exaggeration with a 
wink, of course. I want to challenge the viewer, see which reactions and discussions my 
work provokes. That is just as important to me as the work itself.” 

 She has the same inclination to  empowerment with people with colored skin. In the past 
they were invariably depicted in painting as slaves or primitive people. Shirley makes her 
version of Manets  Olympia : she herself takes the place of the reclining odalisk and reduces 
the white woman to a portrait on the wall. The roles are reversed. "I think it is very important 
to paint people with a brown skin color beautifully and frequently," she says, "to give them a 
new, powerful place in painting." 
 

  Love for people 
Finally, we ask for a detail that 
immediately struck us in her 
work: the white, uncolored 
lips. “That refers to not being 
able to speak. In itself I am a 
very social person, but when I 
arrived in Belgium I did not 
speak the language. That kept 
me from communicating with 
others. I mastered the basics, 
but the subtleties were 
missing to speak adequately 
about art or, for example, 
about love. The white lips are a 
permanent reference to that 
period.” 



 

We actually want to stay here. The southern atmosphere in Shirley's studio offers a pleasant 
antidote to the wintry gray outside. But we feel she yearns for solitude in her intimate 
world. To create and play with the paint, surrounded by the countless portraits of her 
models. Each with their uniqueness, which fascinates her extremely.  

“My research is: what is a portrait to me? Is that interpretation or representation? I have 
already found that answer on the canvas, but I am still looking for the correct wording. Is 
that turning someone's soul into the right color? Can translate the emotions? Can imagine a 
mutual bond? I have the feeling that the day I can put that into words exactly, an enormous 
aha experience will occur.”  

For Geuken & De Vil she is working on a series about her childhood in Lima. Not a 
chronological account, but images from all periods of her life that are linked to this, and 
how she has evolved in the meantime. She shows a photo of her sitting on a llama as a 
toddler, supported by her mother. “Love for people is what drives me. I want to experiment 
with all kinds of materials, but I think I'll be painting portraits for a long time to come. As 
long as this fascination has not dried up, I have to keep painting until I get to the heart of 
it. Until I am satisfied and think I have found an answer. ”  

SHIRLEY VILLAVICENCIO PIZANGO 
Under the Same Moon with the Stars as Shelter in a Land of Sand 
Opening Saturday 6 June from 11 am-6pm // Exhibition> 11 July 
Geuken & De Vil, ANTWERP 

(Photos: Joselito Verschaeve) 



 

Shirley Villavicencio tells her own story through painting 

Daniel Milroy Maher | March 11, 2019 

“I like to paint people, I’m fascinated 
by them,” says Ghent-based 
artist Shirley Villavicencio. “They’re 
so different from one another and 
every one has a story that makes 
them unique.” Always interested by 
drawing and painting as a child in 
Peru, Shirley eventually settled on 
the latter as a way to tell her story. 
Focusing on “where I come from, the 
people I’ve met and the people that 
are important in my life,” she depicts 
her subjects and surroundings with a 
delicate intimacy that evokes 
feelings of familiarity and informality. 

“I began by painting memories, but after I while I started portraying people in real life and 
creating a moment of closeness during the process,” she tells It’s Nice That. Many of the 
figures in her work are women because Shirley is a great admirer of the female form: “It’s 
beautiful and it makes you think about life, love and Venus (the goddess).” However, as her 
practice progressed she realised that there were virtually no men in her paintings, and 
began inviting male friends over to pose for her. “Men have interesting faces,” she says. 
“But I don’t like to focus on the difference between the sexes. To me, they are just human 
beings.” 

After experimenting with different materials and techniques, Shirley decided that she liked 
working mainly with acrylic paint, but eventually branched out to spray paint and oils. 
During her process, she says she likes to paint “dirty”, never relying on primary colours and 
always looking to mix and create new tones. Her canvas has changed too, from originally 
painting on wood panels to her current choice of a more traditional linen canvas. 

“At the beginning, my work was softer and I made paintings people would ‘like’, but they 
were not true to who I am,” she explains. Described by her friends as chaotic, spontaneous 
and energetic, Shirley decided she wanted these parts of her personality to be reflected in 
her work. “I adopted a new style that was more me, and at that point I realised I had finally 
found my own personal way of painting.”



 

New masters: Shirley Villavicencio Pizango 

Interview by Herlinde Raeman and Photos by Sybren Vanoverberghe | February 2018 
 

Every now and then, there is a nearly once-in-a-
lifetime type of events for a museum, where it lays 
out all its cards and reshuffles them to offer a new 
reading of its assets for audiences to enjoy. This is it; 
the already outstanding Museum of Fine Arts 
(MSK) in Ghent revised its permanent collection last 
October. Interventions in various parts of the 
museum open a conversation between its incredible 
treasures from the past and the promising hopes of 
the future. We’ve sent Shirley Villavicencio Pizango to 
search inspiration, while Sybren Vanoverberghe 
documented her quest. 

Although I go to SMAK regularly, I do not often get to 
the other side. The last time I came here was for Luc 
Tuymans when I was still in school. Today felt a bit like 
the first time again. I do not visit museums that often 
- only when there is something I really want to see - 
and I prefer going to openings of young artists. After 
what I have seen today, I am inclined to go again and 

have a better look at the other (right) side of the building. Because you need a lot of time 
[Laughs]. 

Can you learn from that? 

Yeah right! When I go to museums, I often take close-up photos. To see which paint or 
brushes they have used to achieve something particular. It’s a bit of an imitation, but not 
really. You can learn from the past. I’ve learned the techniques at school but you also have 
to apply them to your hand in your own way. 

We have been lying on the waterbed for a while. I felt like staying. I think it's okay to take a 
nap there. 

I work with acrylic paint because it dries very quickly and I like to work quickly and a lot. 
With oil paint you have to wait more and work on different works in parallel. You have to 
start looking at your work in layers. For example, if you use brown and you want a touch of 
white, you'll have to wait so it doesn't becomes a mixture instead of having the effect of 



 

white on brown. Sometimes you have to wait for weeks, depending on the pigment you 
have used. White takes a long time, for instance. 

But you see the difference between oil paint and acrylic paint very well. The colors are 
brighter with oil. I am now starting to mix my acrylic with a product that ensures that 
everything shines more. 

Because I am working on animals now, I was also fascinated by the landscapes with cows. 
During my upcoming solo at Geukens & De Vil in May, my work will revolve around how life 
is in the Amazon rain-forest. I spent time there to take analogue pictures of my family and 
their piece of land (a cocoa plantation). On the paintings with the cows, I could see their hair 
in detail. You can see a lot of beauty from afar, but from up close it is even more captivating. 

Which works did you like the most? 

• Hubert Malfait - Self-Portrait or Harmony in White 

I am very fascinated by portraits 
and self-portraits. That is also 
the subject of what I paint and 
the reason why my attention is 
d rawn to i t . I n terms of 
perspective, it is also very 
strange. I do not look at 
perspective either. It’s my 
signature according to my 
teachers. My paintings always 
have a weird angle and it was 
also the case in this one. 

•Heinrich Campendonk - Young 
Man with Green Parrot 

It seems like there is movement 
in the wings of the parrot. I 
found its figuration, angularity 
and combination of colors 
interesting. I have also made a 
work myself that is very dark 
compared to what I normally 
make. There is also a parrot in it 
and the shades are brown; that 
made me think of it very vividly. 



 

• Henri Evenepoel - The Spaniard in Paris 

I think it's impressive how artists have managed to produce paintings like this in the past. 

All my career I have been working on portraits, therefore I was logically drawn to this one in 
particular! The painting has a lot of black, you do not really see what attitude he takes, but 
there is so much happening in the back; the movement, the Moulin Rouge, ... I thought it 
was interesting because I often start with the people and only after I add the details and 
objects to it. If you look at the face from close, it is very nicely done with very little paint. 
Also when I stood in front of the work, I thought, ‘this is my style, this suits me’. If I were to 
be a man, I would love to dress that way. So elegant. The scarf especially got my attention. 
In terms of color and texture, it hardly fits the painting. It is very graphic and the rest is 
rather vague. And last, the frame also stands out. I am also thinking of making a framework 
with my name on it. I think it's impressive how artists have managed to produce paintings 
like this in the past.




