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Untitled, 2011 (From the New Catharsis Series), archival ink  
and enamel on panel

Sometimes  in  art  a s  in  l i fe ,  “the Devil is in the details.” Such 
is the case in Mario Trejo’s art. But something of the divine resides 
there too. Whether scribing hair-thin white lines on a jet black surface, 

finger-painting lines on a white ground, or testing the limits of his endurance 

by drawing hundreds of thousands of idiosyncratic circles, 
Trejo combines rigorous processes and acute attention to 
detail to create stunning works of quiet beauty.  

Take for example the work entitled One Million (At least 
one million hand drawn and counted idiosyncratic circles), 
2008. It is composed of over one million small freehand 
circular marks. According to Trejo;

  “�The project began with an intimidating 4 by 9 foot blank 
white panel. Drawing with my right hand while keeping my 
tally on my calculator with my left hand, always vigilant that 
the tally might be wrong, I was constantly looking back and 
forth from the panel to the calculator. … So, this was not the 
Zen adventure one might have guessed.

Drawing as many as 1400 circles per hour at speeds of up to 
240 a minute he risked intense repetitive motion damage. 
He stretched and exercised his hand and wrist, squeezed a 
rubber ball, and drew with a thick cloth wrapped around 
the ink pen. Even with impressive daily quotas (and many 
thirteen hour days) it took two months to complete. 

When the calculator finally reached one million he put 
down his pen and beheld the fruits of his labor. What he 
had created was nothing short of spectacular. 

This giant field of densely populated circles had become  
a shape shifting image capable of suggesting multiple sub-
jective readings. At first it looks like a cosmic cloud. Then 
it dissolves into a grainy black and white view of a lawn, or 
is it an aerial view of the forest? Wait longer and it starts to 
resemble something viewed under intense magnification. 
It is through coincidentia oppositorum (coincidence of 
opposites), that open and shifting meanings occur. By playing 
with the intricacies of “matching contraries,” of microcosm 
and macrocosm, miniscule vs. monumental, light vs. dark, 
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positive vs. negative, these works become meditative sites open for reflection 
and multiple interpretations.

While Trejo admires mark-making guru antecedents such as Antoni Tàpies 
and Cy Twombly, he chooses to hold a firmer grip on the reins of emotive 
thought. Unlike their attacking lines — unleashed as they were to unfold 
along subconscious and emotive boundaries — Trejo subordinates his mark-
making to the role of process. He has a strict set of self-imposed parameters. 
“I fabricate the chaos from which the viewer’s eye interprets the macro, the 
micro, and the epic idiosyncratic. Through the repeated marriage of surface 
and tool, something emerges from nothing, and I begin to form small 
universes, each a relic of the arduous performance of repeated gestures. I 
create to reinforce the undeniability of my own existence. 
I create to subvert the impermanence of life.”

In the Catharsis series, Trejo layers and repeats various linear gestures. He incises 
white lines into a black surface. Some of these “scratch” drawings suggest vast 
architectural spaces. Others become bursting rays of light in space. Untitled, 
(from the Catharsis series), is an elaborate network of crisscrossed white lines 
in a dark void. Discernable light, like tiny electrical charges of synaptic brain 
activity occur at the nexus of these line crossings. Is this a microscopic view of 
the human neural network or some kind of elaborate fiber optic communication 
system? Either way, when we look close-up we see the precision, intensity and 
sheer repetition of lines that go into the crafting of these exquisitely balanced 
compositions of light and dark, form and content. 

Whether telescopic views of the cosmos or microcosmic views crackling with 
subatomic energy, these are generous images. They are un-mechanical productions 
capable of compelling viewers to contemplate things like existence itself — and 
humanity’s place in it all. 

Mario Trejo received his BFA from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, 
and his MFA from the San Francisco Art Institute. He has exhibited in the U.S. 
and Canada. His work is represented by Roy Boyd Gallery, Chicago; Bruno David 
Gallery, St. Louis; Beta Pictoris Gallery, Birmingham, AL; Harringer Kiss, Calgary, 
AB, Canada. Trejo currently lives and works in Troy, Illinois.
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