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The self-taught artists Guo Fengyi (1942 - 2010), Sava Sekulic (1902 - 1989) and Charles Steffen (1927 - 1995) all created works that suggest metamorphosis, depicting the human form in an interim phase between a beginning and a future shape. These otherworldly, transfigured bodies reveal hidden organisms that appear to have been gestating inside their hosts.
GUO FENGYI (1942- 2010)

Guo Fengyi has drawn a spectacular amount of attention since her art came to light in recent years. She was born in Xi’an, central China, in 1942. She obtained her high school diploma in 1962 and found work in a rubber factory. However, severe bouts of arthritis forced her to give up her career at the age of thirty-nine. She turned to alternative medicine in the hope of alleviating her symptoms, and found a new spiritual path in Qi Gong. She started experiencing visions in 1989, as a result of which she produced large numbers of drawings, first on the backs of pages from calendars, then later on rice paper. She worked with Indian ink and brushes, producing works up to five metres long, drawn with no initial plan in mind, discovering her own creation as she worked. The multitude of delicate lines form ghostly figures, dragons, phoenixes, and faces, sometimes interwoven, smiling and serene or terrifying and monstrous. Guo’s fascinating and highly original work has the power to take the viewer to an imaginary land where serenity is calm to the point of becoming disquieting and where monstrosity is strangely familiar. Her works are already featured in the Collection d'Art Brut in Lausanne and the Museum of Everything in London. Fengyi’s work was also shown at the Galerie Christian Berst and Drawing Now Paris in 2010. Guo Fengyi is now being hailed as a major figure in the history of Art Brut.

SAVA SEKULIĆ  (1902-1989)

Sava Sekulić was born in the village of Bilisani in Croatia. He grew up in a destitute rural household down by the Zrmanja River where he lived surrounded by nature with his parents and his two sisters until the age of ten. Following the death of his father in 1912, and the subsequent remarriage of his mother, Sava Sekulić and his older sister were sent to live with an uncle and aunt. In 1917, he was drafted to serve in World War I, where an injury caused the loss of sight in his right eye. After returning to Bilisani where he found himself rejected and mistreated, the 17-year old Sekulić set out for a new life far away from his poverty-stricken hometown. 

Barefooted, he marched from place to place, working at various odd jobs across Croatia, the Lika region, Slavonia and Syrmia, and eventually found himself in Belgrade where he lived for the rest of his life. He took any job he got offered - farm laborer, lumberman, bricklayer, and factory worker - and struggled just to barely survive. In 1924, he married his first wife who passed away shortly after their only child’s death. Deeply affected by yet another tragic loss, Sava Sekulić started painting and writing poetry in 1932. Having been an illiterate until the age of 30, he taught himself how to read and write and signed his works "CCC" meaning "SSS" in the Cyrillic alphabet and standing for Sava Sekulić Samuk, "Samuk" meaning self taught.

Sava Sekulić wanted his work to reflect his own understanding and knowledge of the world. He drew his creative power from his father’s past encouragement who told him to "…write with stone on stone, learn to work with your hands. And if you write down what comes into your mind, nobody will say this belongs to me, everybody will say this is yours". There are recurring themes in all his works: animals, bizarre bodies, victims, rebels, historical heroes and also scenes from family life. The composition of his paintings is very simple as he mostly drew a single figure composed of both human and animal body parts to which he deliberately added unusual details like grotesque, scrawny hands and the odd position of thumb and fingers. As a child he also often listened to folk tales and legends, absorbing in this way his nation’s history. Deeply engraved in his consciousness, these legends strengthened his ties with his national heritage, an essential characteristic of his work.

Despite innumerable personal problems and obstacles he encountered along the way, Sava Sekulić remained committed to his art. He wanted to prove the world his theoretical and practical knowledge and dreamt of seeing his paintings exhibited and his poems printed. He tried unsuccessfully to exhibit his art for several years, and much of his work was destroyed during his years of itinerancy and in Second World War. 

In the early 60’s Sava Sekulić became a member of the Jedinstvo Cultural and Artistic Association, and roughly around the same time his work was accepted into a few local group shows. He was discovered by Katarina Jovanovic, the custodian of a gallery at an adult educational center who gave Sekulić his first show in 1969. She also introduced his work to the Gallery of Naive Art in Svetozarevo, where he began exhibiting in group shows. Sava Sekulić believed that Katarina Jovanovic understood him as an artist and a person and finally devoted all of his time to painting and poetry thanks to her support. He considered himself equally a painter and writer and would also write down verses on the back of his canvases. 

Although he had a hard and harrowing life, facing family tragedies, poverty and continual rejection in his struggle as an artist, Sava Sekulić never lost his urge to paint and write. At the end of his life, the old-aged Sava Sekulić was happy to know that he would leave something behind that was part of him, whether that something had pleased or annoyed him. 

Sava Sekulić's oeuvre consists of over two thousand paintings and as many drawings and sketches. 

CHARLES STEFFEN (1927-1995)

Charles Steffen was born into a family of eight children in Chicago.  He studied drawing, art history, and photography at the Illinois Institute of Technology in the late 1940s.  Around 1950, while still in school, he suffered a mental breakdown and spent the next fifteen years at Elgin State Hospital undergoing treatments and electroshock therapy for schizophrenia.  He continued to make art while institutionalized. 

After leaving the hospital, unable to take a job, Steffen went to live with his sister, Rita, in their childhood home.  Steffen spent most of his time drawing, mainly on brown wrapping paper, with graphite and colored-pencils, often finishing between one and three pieces a day.  His drawings derive mostly from memory, as well as, from within his limited sphere of existence (when not drawing, Steffen spent his time pacing the house while smoking or drinking).  His personal, more quotidian subject matter included: the bank teller who would cash his social security checks; neighbors; plants from the yard, etc.  Beyond this immediate sphere, Steffen’s subject matter extended to the past and the general: his mother, her wheelchair and bed; showgirls from the bar he frequented during his school days; scenes from Elgin; a woman he had loved before his hospitalization; then, female nudes and crucifixions.  Steffen experimented with his repeated subject matter; he began to merge the human form with plants, or with tobacco stains, or with the abstract tar splotches he saw on neighborhood sidewalks.  His human figures began to merge as well, encompassing both male and female characteristics.  In his later years, Steffen wrote notes in the margins of the drawings.  His notes varied from thanks to God, to recollections and observations, to the mundane (what he had just eaten, how much he paid for art supplies, etc.). 

Steffen’s lifestyle and habits changed little after he left Elgin State Hospital.  When the family house was sold upon his mother’s death in 1994, Steffen moved into a small room in a men’s retirement home in northern Chicago.  He was prepared to throw away a vast body of drawings, but instead, placed pieces with his nephew, Christopher Preissing, who had shown interest in his work.  

Forty years of drawing and smoking had gnarled his body and given his voice a gravelly quality.  Before he died, this voice was captured in a recording was made of him reading “Jabberwocky” from Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There (1872), a book both dear and inspirational to him.  
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