
Matta (1960-70)
Humanized Architecture

Architect and artist Roberto Matta brought a new concept of space to surrealist painting, blowing the concep-
tual and constructive principles of modern architecture apart, opening it up to cosmic explosion and subjective 
implosion. He was a pioneer in the use of drawing as the tool of choice for the exploration of a utopian personal 
spatiality. 

perspectives to open up, unfold and move. 
He defines what he does as “architecture 
of the imagination”.

The counterpart to the early psychological 
morphologies and landscapes is the orga-
nic-cosmological abstractions in which 
volumes are brought together into suns, 
light waves and light sources that shoot 
off in all directions at once. Matta defines 
his concept of time as a “spatial opera”. 
The collective and individual psyche ex-
periences an explosion, where there is not 
just movement but also metamorphosis 
and landscapes full of sound and energy. 
These are implosive centrifugal voyages 
conceived by Matta as emotional pro-
cesses of awareness-raising. Exuberant 
landscapes blow the physical world up in 
a chaos of energy, in an anarchic and irre-
verent uprising against the orders of Eucli-
dian space. Matta’s abstraction is tactile 
and erotic, seeing the oneiric universe 
of the unconscious not as a refuge from 
mechanized alienating reality, but as a 
potential intensification of the real in new 
inhabitable spaces. That is the direction 
that automatism takes, as could be seen 

Settled in Paris and anxious to get involved in the fashionable modern architecture mo-
vement,
Roberto Matta Echaurren (Santiago de Chile, 1911- Civitavecchia, Italy, 2002) got 
a job at the famous studios of Le Corbusier (1887-1965) in Rue de Sèvres, a much 
sought after goal for the young artists of his generation who were following the avant-
garde. He worked there for a time but soon left, disappointed with the functional ra-
tionalism of modern architecture. Matta believed that architecture should create free, 
emotional, dynamic spaces, not contribute to the normalization of space in order to 
mechanize modern life. He gave up his professional career as an architect and became 
involved in surrealism in 1937, following an invitation from André Breton (1896-1966) 
himself. Matta then threw himself into the creation of psychological architecture, using 
drawing to broaden the visual fields, to blur the lines between the interior and the exte-
rior and to create spaces that embraced the human being, molding themselves to hu-
man needs. He referred to these pictorial experiments as “psychological morphology” 
when he analyzed  them, at Breton’s request, in the magazine Minotaure. These interior 
landscapes, also known as inscapes, delve into the morphology of emotions, exploring, 
for example, forms of desire, anxiety and happiness.

Surrealist drawing’s transgressive lines are used by Matta to dissolve the boundaries of 
surfaces through “expanded graphics” which continuously feed his painting. The re-
current frottage in his work represents this erasure of inside/outside boundaries, and 
uses a greater luminosity to take the viewer towards a pictorial/spatial thought process 
about the indistinctness of forms. So he is taking surrealist automatism to unexplored 
areas. Unlike Dalí, this is not about dissolving objects: in Matta’s case, it is the structu-
res themselves that dissolve, letting the objects emerge and float freely. With Matta, 
drawing is a means of experimenting that allows endless superimposed planes and 
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in Abstract Expressionism, seeing the in-
fluence it had following his self-imposed 
exile in New York where he had gone with 
Marcel Duchamp (1887-1968) and Yves 
Tanguy (1900-1955). 

Matta’s complete work is a dizzying vo-
yage through the chaos of human reali-
ty. Yet Matta’s automatism is not meant 
to create disorder, but is rather a way of 
finding order within chaos. A strong, pro-
tective order, a shelter, present at the very 
beginning in utero, inside the original war-
mth of the living organism. The body as a 
more effective refuge than rationalist effi-
ciency. Matta’s architectural organicism is 
present in the “sensitive mathematics” of 
the egg or the womb, membranes growing 
with the human and human’s higher 
science. The anthropomorphic and bio-
morphic elements of his oneiric landsca-
pes dilate and become sensorial shelters, 
until they explode into complete universes. 
Cosmoses that grow from the earth like 
plants. These primal beings and spaces 
appear again and again in his work, erotic 
metaphors of possible living. To Matta, 
analysis of chaos, inside and outside, takes 
the shape of a necessary and imminent 
revolution which could potentially lead to 
the transformation of the real. An alter-
native process of social revolution that he 
himself referred to as the “interior guerrilla”, 
the title of a conference Matta gave in La 
Havana in 1968. His argument was that 
the artist-architect’s political responsibi-
lity lies in implementation of this power of 
transformation. 

La Liga de las Religiones (The League 
of Religions), (1932-33), was the pro-
ject that gained Matta his Architecture 
degree from the Catholic University of 
Chile. Conceived as an imaginary city, this 
was to be a place where delegates from all 
present and future religions would have to 
meet up to find answers to shared ques-
tions. It was inspired by the League of Na-
tions in Geneva, where calm, collective de-
liberation was employed to find solutions 
for imminent problems that arose. The city 
that Matta imagined was rectilinear, but 
the rooms were inspired by the curves of a 
naked body. The architectural space was 

organized organically, with each structure 
connected to the others, each inspired by 
a different part of the human body. The 
meeting room was conceived as a collec-
tive temple on the crest of a hill, surroun-
ded by the delegates’ curved rooms. Free 
access and circulation was produced by 
the structures being connected by patios 
and open gardens. Matta believed that hu-
mans needed to be in an environment that 
encouraged their growth and the develo-
pment of their consciousness, not in one 
that intimidated them, or treated them as 
furniture. In the rooms at The League of 
Religions, the interior walls were flexible 
and sometimes inflatable, creating spaces 
that embraced and caressed their occu-
pants. This all supported Matta’s idea that 
“the aim of the true (architectural) project 
must be to build a human being.” Matta 
returned to this project again and again 
during his life, re-drawing it at various in-
tervals throughout the 1960s.
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