
In the Guatemalan jungle, Vivian
Suter paints the beauty that

surrounds her
Ahead of a major solo show at Palais de Tokyo in Paris, the artist welcomes Art Basel

to her unusual studio on the shores of Lake Atitlán
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Vivian Suter paints in the dark, and only outdoors. Nearly every day, she exits her home on a lush parcel
of land in Panajachel, Guatemala, in the late afternoon. She locks the doors, collects a walking stick cut
from the local brush, traverses the mango and coffee trees in her garden and ascends 120 steep, stone
steps to the front porch of the one-room studio she has carved into the crest of a hill.

She arranges her pigments and gets to work, brushing generous amounts of color onto canvas in
sweeping, gestural strokes until after the sun goes down. There is no electricity, no lamp. Much of the
time, she cannot make out what she has created.
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Vivian Suter's studio in Panajachel, Guatemala. Photo: © Flavio Karrer.

‘In the mornings I go and see the paintings,’ Suter told Art Basel. She works on two or three canvases at a
time, switching back and forth to allow one layer of paint to dry before adding another. ‘I do not really
know how they will look until I see them in the light.’

By then, the works have taken on a life of their own. Suter always mixes fish glue into her paints and the
canvases, still sticky and left outside, often collect the dirt, debris, or even the insects passing by
overnight.

This is what she has done for four decades now, with little variation, though at 75, she does make some
modifications. She might have her assistants place the stretched, white canvases in a flat part of her yard,
not too far from the towering fig tree that inspired her to purchase the property in 1983. There, the artist
works directly on the ground, in a field of fallen leaves and twigs and dozens of empty, scattered paint
buckets she has hollowed with abandon but keeps around for inspiration.



Vivian Suter in her studio in Panajachel, Guatemala. Photo: © Flavio Karrer.
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