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Rufino Tamayo, “Perro Aullando” (“Howling Dog”) 1960, Color lithograph 

 

ARTIST 

 

Vitae:  Rufino Tamayo was a Mexican artist (painter, print maker and sculptor) with Zapotec 

Indian origins.  1899-1991. 

• Tamayo received some traditional training at Escuela Nacional de Artes Plasticas in San 

Carlos but in dissatisfaction left those studies to eventually become the head of the 

Department of Ethnographic Drawing at the National Museum of Archaeology in 

Mexico City.   

• Tamayo’s works are in private and public collections including:  Tamayo Contemporary 

Art Museum (Mexico City), Museo de Arte Moderno (Mexico City), Naples Museum of 

Art (Naples, FL), Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia (Madrid, Spain), 

Guggenheim Museum (NYC), the Phillips Collection (Washington D.C.), and many other 

major museums plus various private collections. 

 

Medium:   Oil on canvas, prints, murals.   Tamayo’s paintings were done without preliminary 

sketches—he simply applied the basic structure onto the work via charcoal sketching.    

 

Style:   Tamayo has an expressionistic painting style often using vibrant tropical colors along with 

grays and blacks.  His work is often abstract and stylized with symbolic elements.  Figures tend 

to be archetypes.   The works are described as having a sculptural quality shaped by color, 

lyrical, dynamic, and sonorous. 

 

Influences on his work:  Tamayo’s work reflects dual cultures.   

• Western art influences and traditions included Impressionism, Fauvism and Cubism with 

particular influence by Cezanne, Braque, Picasso, and Klee.  (Tamayo also lived in NYC 

and Paris over a number of years.)   

• Indigenous Mexican influences were derived from popular contemporary culture and 

studies of pre-Colombian culture.    

o Ancient cultural influences included a belief that community was comprised of 

the living and the dead.   These ancient peoples saw themselves as like dolls in 

the universe.     

o Contemporary influences derived from Mexican literature which reflected a 

belief that the bourgeois world was sterile because it could no longer create 

myths which were viewed as essential to spiritual renewal.  Hence in order to 

survive in this world a person needed recourse to different identities and masks 

along with taking refuge in solitude.  

 

Artist’s definition of art:  Art is “a product the value of which derives solely from its plastic 

qualities.  Qualities which are obtained by means of a purifying process which continues until 

the essence is reached.  The plastic essence organized with a poetical feeling, within the 

precious limitation of the picture.  That is what I call PAINTING.” 
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THE WORK OF ART: “ Perro Aullando” (“Howling Dog”) by Rufino Tamayo, 1960, Color 

Lithograph 

 

Elements of art:     The work is organized into a linear foreground and background with curved 

and organic objects including a dog, the moon, and some branch-like object.  The work is done 

primarily in blue, gray, and black with limited use of white, red, and yellow.  The medium is a 

color lithograph.  The primary figure is a dog rendered in a naïve and expressionistic manner 

highlighted against a sky with a black moon.   There are multiple renderings of oval shapes from 

the moon to the semi-oval-shaped curvature of the dog’s mouth and spine.  Likewise, the 

limited range of colors is repeated from the black dog, moon, and branch-like/wing-like object 

to the gray floor and wall to the yellow on the branch and scattered throughout the dog’s 

outline, back, mouth, and nose. 

 

Description of the art:  Tamayo seeks to communicate in his works through the use of forms, 

colors, and sensations rather than an elaborate presentation of ideas.  Here the sharp angles of 

the ground, wall, and sky seem to box in the solitary figure of the dog whose mouth is wide 

open with sharp teeth exposed howling at the moon.  The depth of the anguish is emphasized 

by showing the red interior of the dog’s mouth and the yellow spots on the dog which almost 

seem like hair bristling.   

 

Themes in the work of art:  In Mesoamerican culture and many European cultures a dog 

howling is associated with death whether seen as an omen of impending death or as the guide 

after death to carry the soul of the newly departed into the afterlife.  [This work joins many of 

Tamayo’s depictions of anguish and alienation.  Tamayo often represented humankind (whether 

represented by people themselves, objects, or animals) as being disassociated from self, other 

humans, and nature.] 

 

TOUR GROUP CONSIDERATIONS:  This work can be discussed on various levels.  Middle school 

students may be able to describe what they observe focusing on color, lines and shape but they 

may not fully appreciate the symbolism.  High school students and adults are more likely to pick 

up on the symbolism (or at least the anguish and pain) and recognize how the artist has used 

design principles and techniques to artistically convey the howl and associated sensations. 

 

QUESTIONS:   Can you describe what you see in the painting?  What do you notice about the 

dog?  Do you see any repetition of shapes, colors, and lines?  What, if any, relationship is there 

between repeated elements?  Do all the parts work together to create a feeling?  What do you 

think the feeling is?  What do you think the artist was trying to convey? 

 

SOURCES:  KIA library:  “Rufino Tamayo:  Fifty Years of His Painting” (Catalogue from the 

Exhibition at the Phillips Collection, October 7-Novermber 16, 1978) and “Tamayo” by Jose 

Corredor-Matheos;  web sources including “Rufino Tamayo” (Latin American Masters) by 

William Sheehy. 

 

 

 

Brenda E. Turner 

11/11/13 


