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Decline and fall,
rise and collapse. 
An assessment of the
moment, the mediums
and the messaging of 
contemporary artists 
from Cabo Verde, 
Guinea Bissau, São 
Tomé and Príncipe 
 
Azu Nwagbogu 
 
After colonisation ended in its official capacity, we were left with its radioactive 
decay. This non-linear and stochastic festering remerges as a euphemistic hopeful 
constant: “Africa Rising”. Mainstream media, cynically, is constantly celebrating 
Africa’s interminable emergence. What they don’t fully articulate is their specific  
idea of emergence, which may be reimagined as a form of homogenisation. It's put 
this way, “They are soon going to start speaking and acting like us”. But when will 
Africa and its diasporic peoples take their position in truly shaping and governing 
their destiny? 

The constant collapse and failures of colonial ‘isms’ – be it Capitalism, Socialism, 
Communism, Neo-liberalism, Federalism – are all too familiar, but from whence do 
we emerge to find guidance for a new cultural and economic movement that is 
suited and shaped by Africans? There is a lot of talk today about the decolonisation 
of thought, principles, language, structures and institutions, but how does one 
decolonise contagion? Those ideologies that have placed the majority of world 
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peoples as subalterns and suffused public and private space with propaganda and 
proto-fascist iconoclasm are not easily remedied. Proto-colonialism is a term I sort of 
coined as a neologism from proto-fascism: the ideologies and cultural movements, 
propaganda and so forth that shaped fascism which were promoted in society. By 
extension, proto-colonialism becomes the ideologies and movements that shape and 
promote colonialism. Colonial structures are like viruses: they adapt and morph and 
metastasise to survive. The proto-colonial ideology that thrives in its purest form is 
rooted in both language and visual culture. Through language – French, English, 
Portuguese, and Dutch – we may navigate the continent and the metastasis of colonisa-
tion. There is clear evidence of this radioactive decay and re-emergence in the 
Lusophone nations. Brazil, Cabo Verde, Angola, Mozambique, South Africa (which has 
a significant Portuguese-speaking population), Guinea Bissau, São Tomé and Príncipe, 
East Timor, Macau, Portugal and Equatorial Guinea all show significant racial disparities 
for indigenous peoples and descendants of previously enslaved peoples. For this 
edition of Atlantica, the focus is on Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau and São Tomé and 
Príncipe. The decolonial role of visual culture and art consists of individual and 
collective acts of refusal, acts of counter-conduct. 

Resistance, and its study, is on the rise: visible and politically discernible practices 
of dissent against sovereignty and economic exploitation, such as protesting, agitating 
and occupying have received increased analytical attention in the past decade. This 
special issue provides much needed systematic attention to less visible practices of 
resistance or those not manifested in expressly political registers. It focuses on attempts 
to inventively modify, resist or escape the ways in which we are governed, by critical-
ly interrogating the politics and ethics of resistance to ‘power that conducts’, expressed 
through Foucault’s notion of ‘counter-conduct.’ The contributions first theoretically 
interrogate, develop, and refine the concept of ‘counter-conduct(s)’, offering a major 
statement of its importance for both the study of resistance and also its place in 
Foucault’s work. Second, they provide inter/multi-disciplinary empirical investigations 
of counter-conduct in numerous thematic areas and spaces of global politics. Third, 
they explicitly reflect on variable and contingent forms of counter-conduct, examining 
its close relationship with conducting power. Finally, the special issue concertedly 
considers issues of methodology and method emerging from the study of counter-con-
duct and how these also recalibrate the study of governing power itself.

This has led to a refusal by African artists and Black artists in diaspora. A refusal to 
accept contemporary situational reality. In Africa and the diaspora, Black contemporary 
artists have been preoccupied with countering various narratives and ideologies that 
have relegated the African to the margins. This movement and refusal is manifest in 
the work of artists that may be classed as rejecting AfroPessimism, and then we are 
offered its immediate and natural follow-up in AfroFuturism; from the pessimism of the 
past to Futurism. A disconnect with the present reality and a need to spark the visual 
intellect through fantasy literature and various imaginaries is at the core of Afrofu-
turism. This refusal of formalism and various normative ideas rooted in the modern 
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art movement, exemplified by the freedom in line, colour, texture, and landscape, 
for the Black artists was manifested as an obsession with identities, futures, and 
narrative arcs dominating the contemporary Black and African movement. But what 
about Now-ism? How do we contemplate the present time? Where is the movement 
at this specific time? Atlantica offers a cartographic mapping of this transAtlantic 
journey through its publications.

This necessary and pioneering Atlantica publication highlights the importance 
of engaging with a new visual language that is aware of the criticality of discourse, 
public space and propaganda in shaping individual and collective identities, memo-
ries and historiography. The forms of iconoclasm adopted by all the artists in this 
publication are subversive and radical but retain the basic form of the oppressive 
norm as a reference – a sort of memento mori. Nu Barreto’s flags, collages on 
newspapers and drawings, Olavo Amado’s redressed colonial icons are fitting for our 
age. As we debate what to do with the re-emergence of fascist icons, flags, colonial 
cultural heritage and oppressive colonial monuments in contested public spaces, 
these artists work to regenerate and spark activity in our nowness. The urgency of 
this Nowism is not lost on César Schofield Cardoso and Welket Bungué’s perfor-
mance in film and is evocative of Atlantica’s abstraction in geolocation as a fictional 
space for the imaginary where utopia has agency and is possible. Irineu Destourelles 
brings us back to the importance of language and offers a dialogical conference and 
thought experiment as we analyse the radioactive decay associated with deracinated 
identities and a devaluation of Blackness associated with colonialism. There are, in 
Destourelles’ words, “Several Ways of Falling”. Vanessa Fernandes debates private 
and public spaces as re-imagined experiences for the double-subaltern, Black and 
woman. Their diaspora landscape is positively assertive and sparks a radical idea that 
wherever we land, we can find paradise and joy. Ângelo Lopes’s Interiores da 
Utopia, 2017 invites us into interior private spaces where iconography is left alone 
and in its natural juxtaposition is assessed as absurd and reimagined into dystopia/
utopia. Sandim Mendes’s beautifully reworked personal archives achieve a success-
ful reinvention of time, resisting obfuscation and erasure. The recursion of her 
similitude as a visual archive stays with the viewer. The way the artist emerges, 
disappears and reappears in her videos as an infinitude obstinately fixates and stays 
on the mind of the viewer. Melisa Rodrigues energises her manifesto, and her 
performance brings it into a present timeline where we imagine and contemplate this 
new post-pandemic reality. As the coronavirus syncopates and flatlines global 
politics, we can anticipate and shape a new timeline that liberates. What the Western 
fascination is with clothes on clothes lines, domestic interiors and African hairstyles 
is a part of the inquiry of Herberto Smith’s photo essay for Atlantica. The activism 
within his practice is quiet and resounding. The complexities of bringing such 
diverse practices into one publication are not obvious because these artists are all 
reacting to similar oppressive and violent states. The mediums may be diverse, but 
the messaging is similar. Homeland does not exist as a physical geographical space. 
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These artists have carved up another utopia and are living and breathing within this 
space. Abdel Queta Tavares plays with the idea of alternative street culture as a sort 
of metaphor for a new visual language. He represents identity as an evolving hybrid 
through diasporic cultures that are impossible to untangle. A performative visual 
practice that again detonates formalism, in visual representation of fluid contempo-
rary, hybridised identities. 

This snapshot foreword on the content of this volume obviously is only ade-
quate in introducing the idea and necessity of this volume of Atlantica. However, a 
prescient feature is the way geographical regions and concepts are presented in one 
volume. What we have with Atlantica is not just a book with useful information on 
the practice of keystone Lusophone artists from Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau and São 
Tomé and Príncipe, but a curated object that weaves an iconoclastic narrative, 
personal histories on the messaging, mediums and processes that explore a new visu-
al language for the selected artists that steps outside the expected or usual norms. 
What is most interesting to the reader, I expect, would be a dialogical reading of 
each page that invites necessary questions and, what is more, anticipates a renewed 
regenerative methodology for current contemporary art practice.   
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The space we share
 

César Schofield Cardoso 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The invitation to edit this book was at the same time irresistible and frightening. The 
combination of scope, diversity of stories, journeys, affiliations, geographies, tempo-
ralities, and discourses is tremendous. Despite my being credited as editor,  
the process was genuinely collective, in a fruitful dialogue with Mónica de Miranda, 
Irineu Destourelles and Camila Maissune. After a long selection process of thorough 
analysis, we narrowed the artists down to twelve, including myself.

Any selection is subjective and potentially excluding. It is even more so for a 
project titled Atlantica: Contemporary Art from Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau and 
São Tomé and Príncipe. The Atlantic is such a vast, schizophrenic place, loaded with 
myths and traumas, yet a space full of imagination with multiple creative possibilities. 
The complexity increases when joining three geographic regions, seemingly very 
distant from one another, yet sharing various similarities, specifically around the 
strong coloniality of their past and present lives.

This book brings together a brilliant array of thinkers who help us understand 
the complex realms through which artists move and (re)create worlds. In addition to 
three general articles, each artist invited a theorist to write about their work. The 
result is a thorough reflection on key contemporary issues.

Ana Balona starts by asking the reason for bringing these three regions together. 
She then analyses how colonial history permeates the three regions and how the 
artists’ agendas are interlaced. In fact, human beings have continuously flowed 
between these spaces, often in a violent manner, such as the flow of Cape Verdean 
“contractors” to the plantation fields in São Tomé and Príncipe, throughout the first 
half of the 20th century. Between Guinea Bissau and Cabo Verde, a continuous 
circulation is even more evident until this day. Furthermore, people of these coun-
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tries share the diaspora, often having Lisbon as a hub. 
Circulation is thus an important subject matter. Artists Irineu Destourelles and 

Melissa Rodrigues subtly explore local as movement, as analysed by Raquel Lima. 
According to Álvaro Luís Lima, artist Irineu Destourelles incorporates displacement 
as a constant (de)centring of the self. The artist Sandim Mendes also claims multiple 
existences and the transversality of space-time intersections and crossings, as 
Mariana Aboim demonstrates. Michelle Sales analyses the transits between worlds in 
the work of artist Vanessa Fernandes, stating, “She is Atlantic”. Luísa Santos analyses 
the mutability and exchanges operated by the artist René Tavares, through the 
present and past spaces in which he circulates. 

Subtly, artists Irineu Destourelles and Melissa Rodrigues explore the interstitial 
spaces and the contact zones between cultural ‘blocks’, proposing new grammars to 
describe exclusion, marginalisation, as well as new lives. The artist Welket Bungué, in 
his performance and cinematic practice, (re)maps multiple spaces, between centres 
and peripheries, Africa and Europe, as explained by Raquel Schefer.  
Cristiana Tejo addresses how the artist Abdel Queta Tavares represents a multitude 
of views and emotions, resulting from the experiences lived in different places.

Coloniality is an obvious common ground to all practices. Inês Beleza Barreiros 
analyses how artist Nú Barreto speaks of the wreckage left by colonialism. Accord-
ing to her, Nú Barreto pleads for a reconstruction of the self and the community as a 
united Africa. Ana Nolasco elaborates on the colonial continuities addressed in my 
work on the politics of memory and dominant narratives of the future of Cape 
Verdean society. The artist Olavo Amado also questions the coloniality of public 
space, as analysed by Ana Cristina Pereira. Olavo also imbues his work with a sense 
of everyday life. Everyday life, intimacy, and subjectivity are key themes in the work 
of artist Ângelo Lopes, as Paula Nascimento explains. Ângelo reveals the humanity 
of marginalised and vulnerable people. Similarly, explains Valdívia Tolentino, the 
artist Herberto is dedicated to sharing stories of marginalised young people from the 
outskirts of Lisbon and Mindelo.

The process of researching and selecting the artists’ portfolios was a complicated 
task, given the absence of a consolidated art circuit in any of the three countries. 
This work is thus born in a context of voidness. From an institutional perspective, 
contemporary art in Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau, and São Tomé and Príncipe is 
limited. The lack of art education institutions, with only a few exceptions, is the most 
striking factor. It creates a weak value chain, preventing the unfolding of funding 
policies, art institutions, specialised critique, and academic research. These artists 
rarely circulate in major art events, neither regional nor global. As such, selecting 
artists whose practices we considered “contemporary” was an extraordinary task. 

The institutional void might be one of the major driving forces pushing the 
majority of the artists to emigrate. Nine of the twelve artists in this collection work 
and reside outside their countries. Given the condition I refer to as institutional 
orphanhood, those who stayed or returned to their country might also feel diasporic. 
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Hence, the diaspora naturally imposed itself as an organising axis of this book. 
However, while the artists in this compilation express a claim to place, they resist the 
fixation of places and identities, and demand the right to circulation, cosmopolitan-
ism, and the “right to opacity”, as posited by Edouard Glissant. A subtle and powerful 
feature in the work of some artists is the exploration of interstitial spaces resulting 
from the meeting of tectonic blocks of cultures. These spaces, whether geographic, 
linguistic, or symbolic, represent a creative potential without a visible limit.

The disproportionately smaller participation of women artists requires critical 
reflection. Of those included here, none live in any of the three countries. This 
makes us question the reason for the absence of contemporary women artists living 
in these countries. Yet in the diaspora, in addition to racial violence, they also deal 
with issues of gender and patriarchy, as they make clear in their work and statements. 
Ana Balona dedicates most of her article to a reflection on the condition of these 
women artists.

For Joacine Katar Moreira, referencing Amílcar Cabral, for whom the anti-colo-
nial struggle was primarily cultural, artists are active agents in the anti-colonial and 
decolonial struggle. Inocência Mata assigns the same level of responsibility to artists. 
She analyses the fluidity of the practices, moving in between spaces, times, and 
themes, seeking ways to understand and operate in the now.

In the end, we deal with surprisingly common concerns, some uncomfortable 
issues, both in our countries and in the diaspora. The utopia of Independence has 
failed us. As a result, we find ourselves facing ruthless neoliberalism. Nevertheless, 
there is an encouraging consonance of concerns and practices from regions as 
diverse as the three countries and their diasporas. In the end, this work resulted in 
communal, comforting, and inspiring futures. 
 



© Hangar



 15

© Hangar

Atlantica: 
Contemporary art 
from Cabo Verde, 
Guinea Bissau,     São Tomé e Príncipe
and their Diasporas

 
Mónica de Miranda 
 
 

Atlantica Series is a project by artists and for artists. These series of books was 
conceived to fill a gap in the international panorama of contemporary art publications 
by featuring artists from Portuguese-speaking African countries to highlight art 
practices that are engaged with international contemporary discourses and narra-
tives. The first book of the Atlantica series, which featured Angola and their diaspo-
ras, was published in 2018 and edited by me; in 2020, the second book of the series 
featuring Mozambique was published, and it was edited by the artist Ângela Ferreira. 
The third book of the series focuses on Art from Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau and São 
Tomé and Príncipe and their diasporas, framed around the same concepts and 
curatorial reflections, nd it is edited by the artist César Schofield Cardoso and 
co-edited and coordinated by me. 

The curatorial framework highlights contemporary artists in and from these 
regions practicing from the turn of the millennium to the present. These artists 
engage with research, experimental, and conceptual art practices that delve into 
colonial and post-colonial narratives. The works of the artists represented in this 
book are diverse in medium and approach and address social issues such as identity 
and body politics, place, memory, and history. The new millennium has seen unprec-
edented cultural production, characterised by a mixture of radicality and marginality, 
nostalgia and utopia. These artists are mainly engaged in challenging fixed notions of 
place and asserting connections between artistic production and political, social, 
ideological and personal formations.
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Atlantica is the title and organising principle of this series and its semantic 
meaning dates back to classical mythology. Its significance is loaded with interpreta-
tive potential about issues of location, geography, exile, migration, separation, 
exodus, diaspora and displacement, and represents the movement of leaving one’s 
homeland, a common experience for many of the artists represented in this publica-
tion and also for the Angolan and Mozambican artists represented in the other books 
of the series. Atlantica also points to the well-studied history of the crossings of the 
South and North Atlantic and refers the concept of The Black Atlantic (1993) of Paul 
Gilroy. Gilroy utilises the imagery of the Atlantic to demonstrate the position of 
identities between two (or more) lands, cultures, which are unable to be defined by 
borders. Atlantica is also located in this place of double-consciousness in the work of 
W. E. B. Du Bois, in The Souls of Black Folk (Du Bois 1903, 8). 

Cabo Verde and São Tomé and Príncipe are in themselves places where this 
double consciousness and North-to-South crossings happened, either in the past 
through slavery or in the present through migration and Diaspora displacements. 
These islands have a shared characteristic, as they were uninhabited islands until 
Portuguese explorers discovered and colonised the islands, thus establishing the first 
European settlements in the tropics. Because these islands were located in a conve-
nient location, they played a role in the Atlantic Slave trade .

 Nowadays a sizeable Cape Verdean community exists around the world, 
considerably outnumbering inhabitants on the islands, and its population is mostly of 
mixed African and European heritage. Guinea played a part in the history of Cabo 
Verde during the Independence period. Guinea, however, is on the mainland and 
has its own particular culture, rooted more in African traditions and is connected by 
proximity to these islands geographically and through its history of independence.

Atlantica also points to the flows and fluxes of migration and globalisation, 
processes that have given rise to the cross-pollination that characterises visual 
practices from these regions. As such, it signals the art production that often 
combines similar approaches in terms of style and format, such as the blending of 
history and narrative with elements of fiction. The blurring of these forms – docu-
mentary and fictional – is the creative and interpretative challenge that the artists in 
this publication offer; that is, to produce an imaginative conception of their own 
realities in an attempt to re-invent history and approaches to everyday social and 
political issues. 

Nowadays artists are travelling more as global nomads than as migrants, due to 
the growing interest in African art in the contemporary art market. Finding a way to 
work as artists in this complex environment often involves referring back to their 
own biographies and backgrounds, provoking an awareness of identities that have 
become extremely fluid as part of this process and that, concurrently, contest more 
exotic notions of fixed African identities. 

Artists from Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau and São Tomé and Príncipe, like artists 
from Mozambique and Angola, share the experience of colonial history that had 
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created a difficult social landscape for artistic endeavour to survive, especially with 
decades of economic and social inequalities that still prevail in contemporary days as 
a consequence of colonisation. Nevertheless, the beginning of the new millennium 
has created better conditions for art. The cultural landscape in the independence 
period has witnessed, if not fostered, the development of art practices that under-
score the dynamic interaction between place and time, space and identity, past and 
present, present and future. 

In Atlantica: Contemporary art from Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau and São Tomé 
and Príncipe and their Diasporas we used the same organisation and methodologies 
we applied to the previous Atlantica book series. The book structure is organised 
around visual essays on artists, who chose the authors they wanted to write about 
their work. The general essays that appear in the book focus on questions relevant 
to the artists and to an understanding of the context of their practices, in the social 
and political framework of their cultural, personal background and beyond. These 
books focus on the artists themselves and it is always an artist that edits the book to 
allow for a horizontal dialogue between artists and their viewpoints in relation to 
their practices and the theories that emerge from their work. The book is like an 
artist’s book, and the visual essays are the medium of artistic expression that inspire 
the theoretical writing. The Atlantica series is produced by artists in tandem with 
theorists, curators and scholars to consider the art production of the new millennium 
in these regions. There is a variety of formats and writing genres in the book and this 
reflects the diversity of the authors’ backgrounds. The book brings together twelve 
artists with distinct personal histories, perspectives, and artistic visions. Contempo-
rary art practices that have emerged in, or engaged with this region, are in them-
selves tools of resistance and rebellion, and are, as such, central to the strategies of 
decolonisation that artists have used to understand, analyse, and resist the socio-eco-
nomic impact of everyday events and their own personal realities.

The phrase Contemporary art from Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau and São Tomé 
and Príncipe is highly contested territory in and of itself - and one that has been 
thoroughly discussed in the making of this book series. Atlantica does not intend to 
lay out taxonomies of contemporary artistic production from these regions. Instead, it 
reflects upon the historical and cultural particularities of artistic practice in an effort to 
open up the current discussions among the growing corpus of artistic and critical 
researchers. If this book discards monolithic notions of identity, considering them 
unfixed and unstable, it also sets out to investigate the artists’ points of view and 
cultural narratives. 

The art production in the first decades of the twenty-first century that this book 
addresses has witnessed an increased exchange between artists and intellectuals and 
the proliferation of spaces facilitating such a contamination. This has paved the way 
for potent intercultural shifts, which place a particular emphasis on a host of decolo-
nial concerns. This book aims to bring to the foreground these critical concerns and 
does so by including the practices and perspectives of artists as part of these discus-
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sions, interrogating the thorny relationships between art, politics, social engagement 
and visual and discursive strategies in order to “detropicalise” discourses on artistic 
production. It seems that the only immutable condition of contemporary art from 
these regions is change itself. New artists, curators, and directions are emerging, and 
the language with which contemporary art is discussed is in a process of developing. 
Atlantica offers a glimpse into the creativity of the visual idioms and artistic voices 
flowing in and out of Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau and São Tomé and Príncipe and 
their diasporas.
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Olavo Amado’s haute 
couture: (Un)dressing 
coloniality
Ana Cristina Pereira*

With the disarming simplicity and the sharpness of the finest humour, Olavo Amado 
(1979, São Tomé and Príncipe) derides the image of colonialism and imperialism by 
dressing up the white stone of Portuguese navigator statues with African fabrics and 
colours. This humour extends to the gaze of those who come upon the images of 
the (re)discovered statues, to whom they appear not only as ‘rediscovered’ but also 
as reborn. However, as is often the case with a good wisecrack, laughter quickly 
morphs into a tense pause followed by embarrassment. Silently, the observers try to 
make sense of Amado’s complex gesture.

Why do we laugh? What does it mean to dress up colonial statues in African 
fabrics? And why does Amado’s gesture feel so disruptive, after all?

We cannot be glib about how iconography impacts our relationship with public 
spaces, and how public spaces, in turn, affect our social relations. Societies do not 
erect statues and monuments to bring shame upon historical figures, but to remem-
ber them fondly, so that their place in history is affirmatively recognised. Public 
space is never neutral because the choice of whom to remember and how is always 
political. The idea that the statues of fifteenth-century navigators: João de Santarém, 
Pêro Escobar, and João de Paiva, whose names are linked to the discovery of the 
archipelago of São Tomé and Príncipe, could be neutral is indefensible. These 
statues were removed from the squares and gardens of São Tomé and Príncipe 
shortly after independence, in 1975, and placed in front of the sixteenth-century city 

* Researcher at Centre for Social Studies (CES) – University of Coimbra 
anapereira@ces.uc.pt 
ORCID: 0000-0002-3698-0042.
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fortress. Although consigned to a corner of the public space where they look as if 
symbolically guarding their own fort, these statues still affirm their own legacy rather 
than criticaly engage with it.

In recent years, public and artistic interventions on colonial statues have trig-
gered a debate which, while also present across several other African countries, has 
become particularly eloquent in post-Apartheid South Africa, where the 
#RhodesMustFall campaign has “cast attention on broader issues of racial transforma-
tion imperatives such as redress, restitution, social cohesion and active citizenship” 
(Swartz, Roberts, Gordan, et.al 2020, 2). The images of Olavo Amado’s artistic 
intervention relate deeply to the idea of transnational cultural memory (Assmann 
2014), contributing to the current global dispute over memory and the discussion 
about memorialisation policies. 

The (re)discovered – (re)descobertos – exhibition took place on the occasion of 
the 7th Biennale of Art and Cultures of São Tomé and Príncipe (2013-14), the main 
motto of which was “Redesign São Tomé.” It sought to raise national and international 
awareness to the importance and value of the country’s tangible and intangible 
cultural heritage. The guidelines for the project spoke chiefly of intensifying the 
rediscovery and recreation of the Santomean daily environment, by applying new 
perspectives in close interaction with the Biennale’s participants, along with other 
initiatives, such as debates and workshops. Christabelle Peters (2016) thoughtfully 
described the success and failure of this festival as utopia not achieved. Notwith-
standing, Amado’s contribution was still powerful. 

The idea of a labyrinth – as an abstract mental space – underpins much of 
Amado’s work; besides, throughout his oeuvre, new kinds of labyrinthine connec-
tions are always being created. The (re)discovered can easily be linked to the 
author’s earlier works depicting scenes from São Tomé and Príncipe’s everyday life, 
like the series on the ‘mulheres do leve leve’, and, specially, to decolonial pieces 
such as the iconic Atlante Africano (2007) – the naked African man who carries the 
weight of the world on his shoulders – the antithesis of the figure of the navigators. 
Furthermore, the material Amado has elected to dress up the statues links this work 
to one of his previous interventions: a set of bundles wrapped in the same type of 
fabric that here serves to clothe the statues, many of them with the warning “fragile” 
written alongside and arranged such that they drew the shape of the African conti-
nent. Like the British-Nigerian artist Yinka Shonibare (1962), who also uses this type 
of fabric to dress up his headless sculptures (often in nineteenth-century figurines), 
Olavo Amado also examines the relationship between Africa and Europe. But unlike 
Shonibare, Amado’s gaze leans toward the common Santomeans and to the conse-
quences of the aforementioned relationship in their day-to-day lives. In this sense 
the (re)discovered are an exception, when considering the larger part of Amado’s 
work.

By means of dressing up the navigators’ statues with the luxurious colours of 
African fabrics, Amado undresses the fallacies of the Portuguese “discoveries” and 
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colonialism, on three different levels. First, by consigning the statues to direct 
dialogue with the contents of the museum inside the fortress, joining the dots of 
power and oppression between monuments and the objects of colonial daily life. 
Second, by appropriating the discoveries’ narrative to invert its logic – ‘resizing’ the 
discoverers in the act of (re)discovering them. And finally, but most importantly, by 
propelling the problem of Coloniality of Power (Maldonado-Torres 2007) into the 
present public discussion.

The (re)discovered and the National Museum 
 
The imposing statues of the discoverers are placed in front of the São Sebastião 
fortress, which houses the national museum of São Tomé and Príncipe, inaugurated 
on July 11, 1976. The museum’s collection comprises objects such as artifacts from 
farmhouses and historical and artistic documents from the public departments and 
houses of the State. Therefore, in addition to the walls of the colonial fortress itself, 
completed in 1575, the visitor is greeted by contrasting examples of the country’s 
history and culture, such as family photographs and entire rooms decorated to 
colonial tastes, along with instruments of slavery, and objects of everyday life from 
the cocoa and coffee plantations, the archipelago’s economic mainstay.

The statues of the navigators have not materialized out of the air. They are the 
product of a collective effort made to honor three individuals, but also the group of 
people to which they belonged, and the historical event that the Europeans named 
“the discoveries”, which these statues represent. Historical recuperation is one of the 
crucial aims of many postcolonial artistic gestures and curatorial efforts, which often 
endeavour to show the flip side of colonial history, to contest Eurocentric narratives. 
In these works, history is conceived and told from the perspective of those who 
were invaded, enslaved, and colonized. The clothes with which Amado outfits the 
statues expose how the grandeur worn by the navigators is involved (dressed) in the 
silencing of African history; just like inside the museum, these exhibits make clear 
how the comfortable Christian lives of colonizers were sustained by the oppression 
of Santomean people.

It is in this sense that these images of ‘Africanized discoverers’ address the 
theme of historical erasure and question the supposedly harmonious coexistence 
between colonizers and colonized, which the placing of the statues in a public space 
seems to have wanted to express. Amado adds a layer of fabric to history, converse-
ly unveiling what was invisible, and thus indelibly changing everything beneath.
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Re-sizing the “discoverers” 
 
In recent years we have witnessed the explosion of a worldwide movement whose 
aim it is to decolonize public spaces. The presence, in public areas, of statues that 
glorify figures linked to the so-called discoveries, to enslavement, and to racism 
faces increasing contestation. Often the debate follows two main choices: to destroy 
the statues of the oppressors, or to preserve them but flanked by explanatory signs 
(Burch-Brown 2017). Nevertheless, we have also seen a proliferation of artistic 
interventions that neither destroy nor limit themselves to contextualizing such 
monuments. Instead, these artistic gestures question such public symbols by engag-
ing them in a dialogue and, by extension, they also involve the official versions of 
history and the institutional powers they uphold (see Balona de Oliveira 2019). In this 
dialogue between present and past, it is not only the aspects of history which were 
left purposely in the dark that are illuminated, but it is also the complex (adjustable, 
changeable, vibrant in colour, distinct in pattern) visions of what we are today and 
what we want to be in the future that emerge and enter the public sphere. 

In the case of São Tomé and Príncipe, the longevity of the navigators’ statues 
(imposing and still well preserved) in a location of national prestige testifies to the 
preservation of a colonial image, even after independence; unlike what has taken 
place in other latitudes of the former Portuguese colonial empire (for example 
Angola and Mozambique). The islands of São Tomé and Príncipe were uninhabited 
when the Portuguese first landed and this almost certainly contributes to the percep-
tion of their ‘discovery’ as a foundational moment in Santomean history, regardless of 
what happened later. In any case, the institution of cultural memory, namely that 
which is erected through monuments, statues, commemorative days, museums, etc., 
and which will not disappear in two or three generations (Assmann 2008), always 
obeys the needs of particular social groups, perpetuating a positive narrative about 
them; the monuments are erected with specific intentions and designed to convey a 
clear message to all who see them.

Like many other statues that were distributed across Portugal’s African colonies 
during the Estado Novo (1933-1974), the navigator figures in São Tomé and Príncipe 
praise the age of the “Portuguese discoveries” as a glorious epoch when Portugal 
heroically ruled the seas. That the navigators are represented on a superhuman scale 
and placed on pedestals, to shift us, the observer, to a lower and inferior position, 
always watching from below such that a godlike fascination may be exerted on us 
mere mortals – is fine. Their poses are haughty, and their expressions directed 
towards the infinite, prompting us to guess at their grandiose but distant thoughts, 
which will not contemplate us, given the smallness of our lives. In their cold stony 
whiteness, the navigators seem unreachable. 

The laughter that these works by Amado provoke stems not just from the 
tension between the seriousness borne by the navigator statues, in their grand 
stately poses, and the youthful joy of the fabrics. The creative gesture of adding 
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fabric to the stone softens the statues’ eternal, ethereal dignity, offering them a 
human, perishable quality and bringing them closer to us; like godly figures tumbled 
from their pedestals, they now represent men. Suddenly, (just) as men, they become 
accessible to our arguing with them. We can mock them, laugh at them, and, above 
all, we can rethink our relationship with them. The remaking of memory which 
Amado proposes is perishable, since, unlike stone, the fabrics will be deeply vulner-
able to the passing of time. From this perspective, other reconfigurations will appear; 
and, as a result, this will only be the start of a longer conversation.

In addition to the mixing of fabrics and stone, a second facet is the introduction 
of colour. Amado lends the conquerors a coquettish air by painting their boots and 
leaving the rest of their legs untouched and stone-colored, making them appear 
bare. In so doing, he converts the serious, revered navigators into men of delicate 
sensuality. “Rediscovered” by Amado, they acquire a certain fragility, changing into 
questionable human creatures, like all other men.

When rearranging the elements with which cultural memory is built, Amado also 
contributes to the enlargement and reconfiguration of a transnational cultural memo-
ry which can be shared amongst all the descendants of those who were “discovered” 
by the Portuguese in that same, so-called, glorious period. The Black Atlantic that 
Paul Gilroy (1995) describes configures another possibility for the reconstruction of a 
past never forgotten that does not want to forget the colonizer’s presence, but which 
“resizes” and “reshapes” its place in African history.

Questioning the coloniality of power 
 
As Maldonado-Torres states, “coloniality does not mean the same as colonialism” 
(2007, 131). While the latter concerns a “political and economic relationship in which 
the sovereignty of one people is in the hands of another people or nation, thus 
constituting an empire”, the former “refers to a pattern of power that emerged 
because of modern colonialism” and is structured “through the global capitalist 
market and the idea of race” but is not dependent on a “formal power relationship 
between two peoples or nations” (Maldonado-Torres 2007, 131). Closely linked to 
Eurocentrism, coloniality is the legacy that modern colonialism has left us as the way 
power circulates in the world. 

Perhaps, for this reason, artists like Olavo Amado cannot, or would not want to, 
destroy statues but rather to engage them in a conversation. Statues ‘can’ be de-
stroyed when they signify an outdated past, a deposed power. For the artist, at this 
moment in time, they still faithfully represent the way power is exercised in the 
archipelago, and worldwide. For example, when choosing to dress the statues with 
fabrics perceived as African, Amado is draping them in a product that was first made 
in Dutch Indonesia, later copied and produced by the British, and finally sold in 
Africa, where it became popular (Downey 2004). Most of the “African fabric” 
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production and trade remains in European or Asian hands. However, in many African 
countries (and outside of Africa), these fabrics continue to be inextricably linked to 
the idea of ‘authentic’ African identity.

By humanising and updating the navigators’ statues with the simple gesture of 
dressing them up, Amado not only brings these ancient men closer to the Santo-
means (and Africans), he also steers them nearer to the contemporary Portuguese 
(and Europeans). Triggered by Amado’s gesture, history no longer remains just in 
the stationary past, since the statues now work as a mirror for tourists and ex-pats, 
and for art curators and other stakeholders in the art scene. Adorned with the African 
flourishes they appropriate with enthusiasm, these “new navigators” may be discon-
certed by Amado’s irony, when they see themselves mirrored by the old conquer-
ors. Like the men represented by the statues, the new “discoverers” see their 
presence in Africa justified by high civilisational values – economic growth, educa-
tion, health, science, humanitarian aid, artistic development, etc.; but the interests 
they serve and the careers they pursue are almost always based in the Global North. 
In fact, that which the statues personify seems to have gained a new life in the body 
of these modern navigators, with their new forms of extractivism.

The statues seem to us as if reborn, with the colonisers appearing to come back 
to life dressed in African fabrics and colors. They are, above all, symbols of power. 
For this reason, they also represent the post-independence political power of São 
Tomé and Príncipe, which has kept them in a prestigious place. The colonial nature of 
power is the same, even if the “outfit” has changed. Victims of colonisation psycho-
pathology (Fanon 2020), the contemporary political elites in São Tomé and Príncipe 
(and across Africa) imitate the old landlords and governors, behaving in their own 
land as if they were the colonisers. 

According to Fanon, colonisation made the Africans want to become like the 
Europeans, since their aspirations were shaped by colonial culture. The Europeans 
saw blackness as an impure and inferior condition, and colonisation built an entire 
apparatus that is not only a political system but also a cultural one (Hall 1996), with 
the idea of white and European supremacy at its core. Colonialism downgraded the 
colonised ‘Blacks’ to an inferior condition due to the colour of their skin, instilling in 
them the belief that they would always fail in life because there was no such way 
they could resemble the ‘Whites’. To get over this condition of inferiority, the 
colonised Black Peoples needed to reject their “blackness”– behaving like Europeans 
would be their ticket out of inferiority. However, these attempts to live like ‘Whites’ 
end up obscuring racism and social inequality, in addition to masking the ridiculous 
idea of “white superiority”, thus establishing a relationship of tolerance towards 
unacceptable evaluations of the past, and the present political and social situation.  
If, when dehumanised, the Black person sees in the process of becoming White the 
only means by which they can retrieve their humanity, then the most serious conse-
quence of this psychological process is the replication of coloniser comportment 
when they attain power. 
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In the back-and-forth proliferation of gazes, and by the power of Amado’s Haute 
Couture, the (re)discovered are white skins with black masks (outfits), but they can 
also be black skins with white masks. The artist’s irony, or even sarcasm, undresses 
coloniality and initiates a dialogue – between the present and the past, between 
official history and a more accurate version of it –; but, above all, it raises a profound 
challenge to the institutional powers and the ways in which they have reproduced 
themselves across time.
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<— Djudanu (Help us), 2019

Art Absolument!, 2019

Que reste-t-il?, 2019
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Solitude (2), 2019

Solitude (1), 2019
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Vandalisme Coloré (from the series États Désunis d’Afrique), 2018
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Ossements (from the series États Désunis d’Afrique), 2018



40

© Hangar

La Source (from the series États Désunis d’Afrique), 2018
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“As pollen cast into 
the air”: Nú Barreto’s 
geo-aesthetics
Inês Beleza Barreiros* 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Since prehistoric times, when humans first acquired the ability to represent the 
world, they have felt compelled to depict their solitude within the feast of nature. 
Among the animals painted on the walls of the Lascaux cave complex, only one man 
is represented, isolated down the cave: inverted, flat, with a bird’s head and, unlike 
the animals, no use of colour. He is presumably dead or dying. Through representa-
tion, the painters of Lascaux precisely captured the schism between humans and 
nature, thus marking not only the beginning of art but also, most importantly,  
humans’ eternal loneliness.1 Like the inverted, dying, bird-headed man represented 
in Lascaux, Nú Barreto’s iconic figures in perpetual fall, his recognisable signature 
style, first in ashy colour (“pretu funguli”) then in blood-red, seem to evoke this 
primordial (prehistoric) solitude. They refer to the re-enactment of this schism in the 
advent of colonialism, in which the gap between humans and nature deepened when 
Extractivism was adopted as a way of relating to the natural environment, and the 
subsequent schism between humans themselves, enabling some to exploit others 
while at the same time forging a moral justification for it. 

Defining himself as a “visual artist critical of society” (Barreto 2020b), Nú Barreto 
mainly tracks, in his body of work, this enduring damage and decimation wrought by  

* PhD in Media, Culture and Communication Studies from New York University. Master 
in History of Contemporary Art by FCSH-UNL and a degree in History, History of 
Art by FLUL.

1 I owe thanks to João Mário Grilo for this reading of prehistoric art, which he mentions 
in two of his articles in “Visão”, later published in O Livro das Imagens (Coimbra: 
Minerva, 2007), pp. 139-141 and 285-286. For more on the loneliness of man facing 
nature and that being the moment art is born, see also Bataille, Georges. 1986. La 
Peinture Préhistorique: Lascaux ou la Naissance de l´Art. Genève: Skira. 
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colonialism and its vestiges in his homeland of Guinea Bissau – what Ann L. Stoler 
designates as the “aftershocks of empire”: “the material and social afterlife of struc-
tures, sensibilities, and things” that reside in the “microecologies of matter and mind” 
(Stoler 2008, 196). Now based in Paris, where he settled in 1989, Barreto mirrors 
other African artists in the Diaspora, to whom geography represents a point of depar-
ture and even arrival, but whose work flows into other networks, affiliations and 
imaginaries (Enwezor 2009, 27). Such works have flourished mostly from the 1990s 
onwards, thanks to certain key actors who worked in order to have contemporary 
African art duly recognised,2 playing a relevant role in the “redistribution of artistic 
visibility” (Enwezor 2009, 23). Nú Barreto was born in 1966 in São Domingos, a city 
in northern Guinea Bissau, and his oeuvre, as with other artists from the Diaspora, has 
travelled the world since his first exhibition in 1997, having been shown in a few solo 
and group exhibitions and represented in several collections worldwide.3

An ashy and bloody cosmogony 
 
The entanglement of Barreto’s Bissau-Guinean roots and the legacy of colonial 
violence – in the Postcolony tragedy the “brother”, like the colonizer once was, has 
become the oppressor (Mbembe 2001) – are the foundation of the series Pretu 
Funguli, which began circa 2006-2007. In Mandinga “preto funguli” means having a 
whitish skin and it is used to distinguish classes, a discriminatory connotation alluding 
to poverty. Barreto however reshaped its meaning into a plastic concept so as to 
denounce it:

The ‘Preto Funguli’ colour generates both a disarray and a situation. 
When an individual does not use body lotion on his skin, it becomes 
whitish and rough, providing that greyish aspect especially on dark 
skinned people. This phenomenon, which affects those who live in 
severe poverty, is specific to Africa and reveals an economic and 
social stark imbalance. Children are often the victims of this void. 
The ‘Pretu Funguli’ colour has been extracted from this phenome-

2 Such as the groundbreaking exhibition Magiciens de la Terre (1989) or the magazine 
Revue Noire, founded in 1991 precisely as a reaction to the ethnographic gaze of 
Magiciens, as well as the more recent Africa Remix (2005), Beauté Congo (2015) and 
Making Africa: A Continent of Contemporary Design (2018), among many others.

3 Nevertheless, not much has been written about Barreto’s body of work, except for 
brief mentions or mere inclusions in recent publications. See Bruno Coltro Ferrari, 
“Gestos ante a apatia”, pp. 42-45; Ana Balona de Oliveira, “Descolonizando a 
‘Lusofonia’ através das Artes Visuais dos Países Africanos de Língua Portuguesa e da 
sua Diáspora”, pp. 57-139, p. 95; Miguel Amado, Idioma Comum. Artistas de Países 
de Língua Portuguesa, pp. 80-81;  AAVV., Autores Lusófonos na Colecção da 
Fundação PLMJ, vols. I, II and III.
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non and then transposed so that it denounces the meaning of the 
word ‘Funguli’ (2015b).

Barreto calls this ashy tone “cry colour” or “colour of pain”, in light of the enduring 
legacy of colonialism inscribed onto bodies, including his own: 

Our lives are always punctuated with something that marks us and 
touches us. The issue of separation comes to me a lot. I see no 
reason for there to be separation, division of classes (...). It is this 
“cry” that I tried to transpose in my “scriptures”, with that word 
funguli (...). For me it is pain. It is an internal pain (Barreto 2015a).

Pretu funguli is therefore the colour and the conceptual ground for an entire cos-
mogony: a pictorial cosmos that Barreto gives shape on the meaning of human life, 
the unequal relations between human beings brought about by colonialism and its 
enduring damages (including the exploration of Africans by other Africans), and 
solitude as an irreconcilable destiny already encapsulated by humanity’s first painters 
– those of Lascaux – at the dawn of Art History. 

Pretu funguli unravels in the form of falling figures laid “as if they were pollen 
from flowers cast into the air”, as the artist often explains invoking an old Bis-
sau-Guinean saying.4 These ashy ghostly figures float onto the canvases without a 
glimpse of perspective and, here and there, dashes of primary colours and a ladder 
or two. Clinging to figuration, Barreto, like other African artists, resorts to the human 
figure to be critical of the (post)colonial human condition. Portraying an inner 
universe, his pictorial cosmogony also seems to make visible the forever fractured 
“colonial psyche” described by Frantz Fanon, who related the violent event of 
colonisation to the development of psychic disorders ([1961] 2004), the aftereffects 
of which spill over into the postcolonial world. 

This “colonial psyche” sets the foundation for yet another series, Homo Impar-
faits, when his ashy cosmogony turns bloody. Blood-red becomes a guiding thread 
as once was the “preto funguli” colour: red portraying here, in Barreto’s own words, 
“a betrayed soul and a suffering body,” dispossession and imperfection (2020a) as it 
unleashes an emotional intensification in regard to the previous series:

Thus was born this very particular need for the use of Red as an 
apprehensive and abrasive colour, a presence of constant and 
poignant form (...). Violent red, striking red, fiery red, patient red, 

4 In Crioule “Largadu suma lã na bentu”. Barreto ackowledges: “I resort to proverbs to 
look for things, to help me transpose meanings, to write a line, an expression. Creole 
is something inspiring to me, I can’t take that away from me. It is impregnated, I will 
die with it, it is mine, it will stay with me forever. It is my Guinea Bissau that I hold 
dear, I am Guinean, African, and that is forever” (2015a).
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strengthening red, flashing red, relevant red, disturbing red,  
absorbing red, captivating red, all on a cluster of disturbed  
and disturbing morphology” (Barreto, n/d). 

The human figures now mostly in red and black ink are once again scattered 
throughout the compositional space “as pollen cast into the air”, particularly evident 
in Djudanu [Help us] (2019). As before, the absence of a referential background in 
Nú Barreto’s compositional spaces conveys a strong sense of the figures’ loneliness 
and anguish, intensified through the calligraphic sharpness of the figures. In fact, 
drawing has been Barreto’s beloved medium since he was an infant back in Guinea 
Bissau, having learned by way of copying images from comic books or by using toys 
as models.5 It mirrors his artistic “considerations” as he likes to call them (Barreto 
2015b), such as Francis Bacon, Lucien Freud, Paula Rego, Willem De Kooning, and 
Jean Michel Basquiat (Barreto 2020b) to whom drawing is also foundational. Al-
though the gravity and texture of the lines in these artists’ oeuvres are quite differ-
ent, their tormented aspect is similar to Barreto’s. 

Beside the figures, everyday objects are scattered ambiguously all over the 
compositional space: all sorts of ladders that become ever more present, three-
legged chairs, bicycle parts, opened and closed umbrellas, different liquor bottles, 
and scissors. Plenty of animals, such as crows, pigs, roosters, birds, chameleons, and 
bananas, in bunches or isolated, complete Barreto’s bloody cosmogony. This cosmos 
evokes Basquiat’s energetic compositions and is particularly evident in Art  
absolument! (2019), with its cramped spatial composition. Barreto’s compositional 
space is a maelstrom of bursts and swirls floating on and within the vast space of the 
canvas. Barreto also resorts to proverbs and words, as well as to newspapers on 
which he draws, evoking the work of William Kentridge, or which he ripped up, 
somewhat imitating the effect of painting collages practiced by Nouveau Réalisme 
artists. Such materials provide density and texture to the compositions and mirror the 
work of other Portuguese-speaking world artists, such as Abraão Vicente, Yonamine, 
and Francisco Vidal. 

Similar to pretu funguli, the homo imparfaits is distorted by pain and fear, some-
times he even seems to be screaming as he bears witness to the violent process of 
Necropolitics. Necropolitics, Achille Mbembe explains, has its roots in the Colony and 
consists of the violence of exposing certain people to social and civil death, reducing 
them to precarious conditions of life and excluding them from the right of self-posses-
sion. Under the force of necropower, the lines between resistance and suicide are 
blurred (Mbembe 2019). The human figures cast in Barreto’s art, as in Solitude (1), 
Solitude (2), and Que Reste-t-il?, all from 2019, seem to linger between these two acts.

5 Drawing has been Nú Barreto’s favorite medium since childhood. Children would 
come from neighboring villages to see his drawings, which were the pride of his 
parents. Cf. “Homo Imparfaits”, in Artskop 34-37 (September 3rd 2019). 
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Nú Barreto’s pictorial cosmogony, in both its ashy and bloody versions, exposes 
the endurance of Coloniality,6 in particular the coloniality of being, i.e. the lived 
experience of particular bodies, of which “invisibility and dehumanisation” are 
“primary expressions” (Maldonado Torres 2007, 257). Furthermore, it also addresses 
the colonial break and rupture of subject formation triggered by colonisation (Fanon 
2004), which has lingered through the reappearance of old wounds and traumas, 
echoing those of colonial history and therefore, putting into question the colonial 
durée (Al-Sajid 2019). 

The Return to the Source  
 
The critique of Coloniality as a hegemonic structure that has survived the end of 
colonialism is put even more bluntly in the États Désunis d’Afrique series. Having 
begun circa 2009/2010, it was shown in 2018 at Barreto’s first solo exhibition, Afri-
ca-Renversante, Renversée, in the Nathalie Obadia Gallery, which represents him 
now. On these large-scale, wooden canvases, mixed-media flags bring a more 
sculpture-like dimension to Barreto’s work, evoking El Anatsui’s work, another of his 
“considerations”, in terms of scale, in its (re)use of debris and even in its form, with 
the dropping shapes of some of these flags. Although the signs and symbols here are 
more straightforward and not as ambiguous as in the former series Homo Imparfaits, 
the palette is the same. Barreto distortedly quotes the American flag but, instead of 
red, white and blue, he uses the four most common colours of African flags: green, 
yellow, red, and black. The aligned white stars in the USA flag are now black and 
scattered all over the background; some are even outside the canvas, as in Déraciné 
(2018). They correspond to the 54 States of the African continent. 

Owing much to pop art, specifically to Jasper Johns’s American Flag (1954-
1955), these paintings, like Johns’s, with their rough-textured surface “play the game 
of sculpture” to use Johns’s terms. Barreto’s flags also invoke David Hammons’s 
African-American flag (1990), which challenged American identity by eliciting the 
Pan-African flag adopted by the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), 
or its 2017 reinterpretation found in Oh say you can see – the quote is quite literal in 
Barreto’s Ça va aller (2018). Similar to Johns and Hammons, Nú Barreto uses the 
iconic power of flags to take a political stance. 

As a whole, these flags symbolise the lack of a common vision, questioning the 
unity of the African continent, with each country defending its own interests instead 
of staking their case on unity. According to Barreto, “their inability to pull in the same 
direction is the cause of their dependence on foreign powers” (Barreto 2020a). 

6 Coloniality concerns the structures of power, control, and hegemony that have 
emerged during Modernity, an event inseparable from Colonialism, and stretches 
from the conquest of the Americas to the present, having survived colonialism. Cf. 
Quijano, Anibal. 2007. "Coloniality and Modernity/Rationality". Cultural Studies.  
V. 21. (2/3). Pp. 168-178.
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Distracted with internal wars – a direct outcome of artificial frontiers drawn in 1885 at 
the Berlin Conference – there is little time to nurture such desired unity. In Vandalism 
coloré (2018), the flag is tattered at the ends and stitched with multicoloured voodoo 
pins as if to conjure up these ghostings of the colonial matrix of power.  
A pinning gesture that is repeated in Criblés (2017), in which Barreto uses thread 
carts, prayer beads, and spent cartridges affixed to each of the stars as amulets to 
ward off the malaise of Africa – its dependence on foreign aid and NGOs. He also 
uses this strategy in Ossements (2018), in which bones are hung on each one of the 
stars. The work recalls the genocides and crimes committed in Africa, being a “tribute 
to the ones who lost their lives in these unforgettable tragedies” (Barreto 2020a). 

The series is, according to Nú Barreto, “an umpteenth denunciation of the 
disunity of the continent, masked by the utopia of the ‘African Union’. It is an idea dear 
to some African leaders” (Barreto 2020a), but one which does not hold true. More-
over, the series is also a critique of African elites and the exploitation among “broth-
ers”. Indeed, the culture of “matchundadi” that prevailed after the independences, in 
which violence is institutionalised by means of a hegemonic-gendered performance 
(Katar Moreira 2020), has been the motor of African politics, and Guinea-Bissau in 
particular.

Nevertheless, La Source (2018), from the same series, États Désunis d’Afrique, 
conveys a more optimistic tone. Each star supports one or several books written by or 
about African authors, as if they were lucky charms or messages in a bottle: the 
classics Césaire and Lumumba, new and mature writers like Ondjaki and Mia Couto, 
women writers such as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie and Paulina Chiziane, filmmaker 
Ousmane Sembène, activist Aoua Kéita, or catalogues of Art Nègre... These referenc-
es symbolise the African intellectual and cultural capital, including that of African 
women, often forgotten in the processes of decolonisation, its history and memory. La 
Source evokes Amílcar Cabral’s plea to Guineans at the advent of Independence: to 
consciously “return to the source” of their own history and culture – their own cos-
mogony. By returning to the source, Cabral did not mean a return to the pre-colonial 
past and culture – as he knew, that is impossible after colonialism7 – but to those things 
from the past, which enable the creation of a new present and future (Cabral 1973). 

If the Pretu Funguli and Homo Imparfaits series visualise an interior world that 
speaks mostly to the fate of Guinea Bissau and its betraying elites, the États Désunis 
d’Afrique series encapsulates a certain hope: a hope that Africa, despite social 
distress, impoverishment and political corruption and oppression, will free itself from 
its colonial past and from development models that have not worked there (or 
elsewhere for that matter), while redeeming old ways and inventing new ones, 
individually and collectively, of being in the world. 

7 Not randomly, Amílcar Cabral defined colonialism as “the negation of the historical 
process of the dominated people” (1979, 141).
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The Guinea Bissau within: a geo-aesthetics 
 
Nú Barreto has recently admitted that he longs for Guinea Bissau: “I already feel 
some desire to return to my homeland, to work there, and I have so many things to 
do there. I feel more useful in Guinea” (Barreto 2019a).8 But, in a way, like most 
Diasporic artists, he never left. In this sense, Barreto’s “artistic scriptures”, his style 
and ideological hallmark,9 are the result of the artist’s quest for a geo-aesthetics.10 
This aesthetics translates into an array of iconographic elements – human figures, 
objects, signs, words, and proverbs – which make up Barreto’s Guinean world or its 
(post)memory onto the space of the canvas. Such geopolitical aesthetics rests on a 
virulent political critique of Guinea Bissau and how it is inscribed onto the bodies and 
minds of Bissau-Guineans there, or on the Diaspora. Unsurprisingly, for Barreto, art 
should be socially engaged and useful: “bear witness of its time, of the African that I 
am and that of the continent, a testimony, disturbing but genuine. I wish that my 
work will enter into this category of art, which marks its time and its usefulness for 
society”, insisting on “being understood” (Barreto 2020a). But the apparent simplicity 
of this pictorial programme, meant to guarantee the readability of his work, masks, 
after all, a complex aesthetics.

Nú Barreto’s geo-aesthetics unfolds before our eyes in the recent documentary 
film, Preto Funguli (2019), by Monica Musoni and Costa Valente, who accompanied 
Barreto’s wanderings across various geographies, real and imagined, including 
Guinea Bissau. The film reveals the deep love for his broken homeland and its 
objects – that he then tries to reassemble on the canvas surface. Unlike conventional 
documentaries, it successfully manages to be almost an equivalent of Barreto’s work, 
particularly in the shots of Bissau-Guinean children – the pretu fungulis – and of their 
shadows projected onto white walls. Or even when Barreto sits on his mother’s bed 
or on the small bench outside his family home in São Domingos, unravelling that the 
falling, ghostly and tormented human figures inhabiting his works are, after all, 
self-portraits of Nú Barreto himself. 

8  Barreto points out that “since 2005, I have gone practically every year (...). I have always 
followed the situation in Guinea, what is happening. And, from a distance, I tried to keep 
up. And I think I kept that bond that traces all that happen there. I’ve always been 
connected to Guinea (...). I love this aspect of being able to keep my own culture within 
me, I love my culture, the culture of Guinea. From the cradle” (2015a). 

9 Barreto explains this concept of “artistic scriptures”: “When I refer to an artistic 
scripture, I mean the style and ideological line that hallmarks the artist. My artistic 
practice is very much engaged (...) and I do not tolerate immaturity, since we call for 
society in our ideology or artistic scripture. The artistic act then goes through an 
important phase where there is no place for fun. Art takes on its societal “mirror” 
aspect, and its role as the educator of consciences. I do not conceive a plain art, 
because there is not a plain artist” (Barreto 2020c).

10 In forging this concept, I am inspired by Enwezor’s and Okeke-Agulu’s concept of 
“geopoetics” that they use to describe certain works of contemporary African art in 
working geopolical issues (Enwezor 2009, 23-27). 
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Just like the painter of Lascaux, Nú Barreto’s “artistic scriptures” grasp the primor-
dial, prehistoric solitude that the advent of colonialism accelerated and that the artist 
himself embodies, shining a light on the colonial schism. This schism is insurmount-
able, as Frantz Fanon has unravelled when he described the unforeseen rupture 
between precolonial and colonial life, which results in the profound destruction of 
(precolonial) existence, rendering it permanently irretrievable. Despite that, Nú 
Barreto, not unlike the pre-historic painter, never ceases to try to reassemble it, again 
and again, in the representational space of the canvas. As Picasso reportedly said to 
his guide after a visit to the Lascaux complex: “They’ve invented everything.” 
Meaning that all that there is to know about art and humanity’s destiny is already 
there. In those caves, back then.11

11 I dedicate this text to Nú Barreto, whom I have never met. I would like to thank 
Marisa J. Moorman, João Mário Grilo, Rafael Esteves Martins, Ana Cristina Pereira, and 
Sílvia Roque for their generous inputs. I would also like to thank Monica Musoni and 
Costa Valente for making their film available to me.  
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<— Arriaga (video still), 2019

Arriaga (video still), 2019
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Run If You Can, Dance If You Dare (video still), 2019
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Run If You Can, Dance If You Dare (video still), 2019
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Metalheart (video stil), 2020
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Mensagem (video still), 2017
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Welket Bungué: 
The aesthetics, 
politics, and 
epistemology of 
self-representation
Raquel Schefer*

Originally from the Balanta people of Guinea Bissau, Welket Bungué is a Portu-
guese-Guinean actor (he plays, for instance, Franz Biberkopf in Burhan Qurbani’s 
adaptation of Berlin Alexanderplatz), performer and filmmaker, currently based in 
Berlin. Bungué’s intercultural and cosmopolitan background aesthetically, politically and 
epistemically shapes his work; its singular and inventive reflection on historical, political, 
and epistemic issues related to colonialism, anti-colonialism, and the persistence of 
colonial structures and divisions in the former colonial and metropolitan spaces.

Since 2016, the year of production of the documentary video art Mensagem 
(Message), Bungué has been operating in a tricontinental geopolitical space that 
includes Portugal, Brazil, Guinea Bissau and Cabo Verde. A transdisciplinary artist, 
Bungué is one of the most prolific figures of the Portuguese-speaking African 
countries’ diaspora. His short experimental documentaries, dance films, docudramas, 
live performances, and fictions outline the increasing importance of Afrodiasporic 
creation in the Portuguese and international art scene, in line with the work of other 
artists such as Mónica de Miranda, Kiluanji Kia Henda, and Edson Chagas, to name 
just three examples. In Bungué’s art production, the content mirrors the form in the 
same way the form reflects the content. If the motifs of Bungué’s work (looking into 
the complexity of colonial and anti-colonial history and memory, and the former 
colonial and metropolitan societies) are the engine of its formal inventiveness, the 

*  Researcher, director and programmer. PhD in Cinematographic and Audiovisual
 Studies from the Sorbonne Nouvelle University - Paris 3 with a thesis dedicated to the
 revolutionary Mozambican cinema, she has a master's degree in Documentary Film
 from the Universidad del Cine, Buenos Aires and a degree in Communication
 Sciences from the Universidade Nova de Lisboa.
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latter brings counter-perspectives on the past and the present, with crucial aesthet-
ic-political and epistemic implications. These counter-perspectives are inseparable 
from the implementation of independent modes of production and distribution, 
particularly online, and the breakdown of the hierarchical barriers between diverse 
forms of technical skills. Bungué is indeed the co-founder of Kussa Productions and 
ensures almost all the technical functions in his works, besides acting and performing 
in most of them.

Bungué’s work addresses questions related to the history and memory of 
colonialism and anti-colonialism. But his œuvre  also scrutinizes, through a decolonial 
gesture, the persistence of colonial formations in the former colonial and 
metropolitan zones. It makes sensible1, an expression that emphasizes the artist’s 
performing physical engagement [as in Jah Intervention (2019)], but also the building 
of a politico-aesthetic common experience, the enduring presence of the past in 
phenomena such as gentrification, urban segregation, marginalization, and oppres-
sion of Afro-descendants. In other words, Bungué’s work does not approach colonial-
ism as a historical static structure, but, instead, as a dynamic system under permanent 
reconfiguration, determining, in such a way, not only colonial (re)configurations of 
power and knowledge but also dominant patterns of seeing (Barriendos 2011, 13-29) 
and representing. In this frame, his artistic practice may be regarded not only as a 
recognition of the persistence of colonialism but as an instrument to think, act and 
– as it moves away from the hegemonic visual forms – create beyond coloniality. 
Bungué’s artistic démarche not only deals with the history and memory of colonialism 
(as well as those of anti-colonialism), but it assumes a set of methodological decolo-
nial choices seeking to detach aesthetics epistemically from the paradigm of colonial-
ism, inseparable from modernity, as a condition for transforming the present and 
reimagining the future.

The role of self-representation in Bungué’s work – he acts and performs in most 
of his films – is fundamental in this regard. The gestures of recognising the continui-
ty of colonialism and thinking, acting and creating beyond coloniality are inseparable 
from the complex reversing process (Jameson 1998) by which the Portuguese 
society, i.e., the society of the former colonial metropole, is re-interpreted – and 

1 The usage of this expression engages with Jacques Rancière’s notion of “distribution 
of the sensible” (Rancière 2011,  my translation). Succinctly, the philosopher defines 
the notion of “distribution of the sensible” as a “system of self-evident facts of sense 
perception that simultaneously discloses the existence of something in common and 
the delimitations that define the respective parts and positions within it” (Rancière 
2011, 13). A distribution of the sensible is, therefore, founded on the sharing of 
spaces, times, and forms of activity (Rancière 2011, 13). As will be developed further 
and applied to the analysis of different pieces, Bungué’s work makes sensible the 
empirical conditions of the historical experience of ‘otherness’ through the sharing of 
a common yet materially separated space-time position, and the performative mise en 
crise of a set of binary structures. As argued by Rancière regarding theatre, for exam-
ple, Bungué’s work may be defined as an artistic practice affirming politics as a form of 
experience based on aesthetic distribution.

 All translations  are mine unless otherwise indicated.
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cinematographically presented and represented – in terms of structural race and 
class categories (and the way these categories are closely interwoven). In Black 
Orpheus, preface to Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et malgache de la 
langue française (1948), edited by Leopold Sédar-Senghor, Jean-Paul Sartre states 
that “the white man has enjoyed the privilege of seeing without being seen” (Sartre 
1963, 24). Later, in the foreword to Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, the 
French philosopher calls for a process of turning our gaze around: “Let us look at 
ourselves, if we can bear to, and see what is becoming of us” (Sartre 1990, 21). 
Bungué’s work, as, for example, Lisboa, Pódio de Quimeras (Lisbon, Podium 
of Chimeras, 2019), disrupts the mythographic constructions and ideological forma-
tions of Portuguese society through a shifting gaze (by which the white man is seen) 
and a dissensual look – a decolonial way of looking – an operation with formal and 
epistemic repercussions.

This operation could be regarded, at first glance, as just reversing – but still 
reproducing – the binary divisions and categories that historically grounded Western 
hegemonic modernity and colonialism. Nevertheless, self-representation places 
Bungué’s artistic production in a complex diasporic framework beyond all binary 
structures and dualistic constructions. Marianne Hirsch considers that “the aesthetics 
of postmemory,” as “a diasporic aesthetics of temporal and spatial exile,” implies 
“invention” and relocation in time and space (Hirsch 1996, 664). Self-representation 
in Bungué’s work consists firstly in drawing a cartography of “contact zones” (Pratt 
2005) and transculturality as a strategy of temporal and spatial relocation. 

Bungué’s self-reflexive and self-referential performing and filmic work operates 
relocation in space as it outlines a cartography of decentred sites connecting the 
former colonial and metropolitan zones. The artist’s work is inseparable from a 
reflection on space, the way spatiality – landscape and urban spatiality – is historically 
charged and politically constructed. His works are located in decentred “other 
places” (Foucault 1984, 46-49), heterotopic spaces and urban peripheries. Lisboa, 
Pódio de Quimeras (Lisbon, Podium of Chimeras), a title which ironises and disrupts 
Portuguese national historical-ideological constructions, documents the Feast of our 
Lady Mother of God bringing together a large African Diaspora community, predom-
inantly of São Tomé and Príncipe origin, in Camarate, a suburb of Lisbon, a recurrent 
space in the artist’s work. The preference for places located on the other side of the 
“abyssal line” (Santos 2009, 23-71) that separates the modern ‘cement’ city from the 
slums mostly inhabited by the African population coming from the Portuguese 
former colonial zone and its descendants delimitates an enunciative and contextual 
position, also working as a way of contesting the political organisation and segmenta-
tion of the urban space. Lisboa, Pódio de Quimeras represents a transcultural event 
through transcultural aesthetics, an aspect that will be developed later. 

Bungué’s work composes a triangular cartography interweaving the former 
colonial and metropolitan zones. It evokes the history of Portuguese colonialism and 
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the Atlantic slave trade, as well as the history of resistance to colonial domination.  
If Run if You Can, Dance if you Dare (2020), filmed in a favela (slum) of Rio de 
Janeiro, brings out how police violence in contemporary Brazilian society is deeply 
embedded in the history of colonialism and the persistence of its binary class-race 
operative divisions, Kau Berdi (2019-20), shot in Cabo Verde, refers to the figure of 
Amílcar Cabral, and anti-colonial politico-cultural resistance.

Bungué’s work also operates temporal relocation as it interweaves, as stated 
before, the past and the present. In other words, it examines the persistence and 
reconfiguration of colonial structures in the former colonial zone and contemporary 
Portuguese society. In Eu Não Sou Pilatus (I’m not Pilatus, 2019), a film dedicated 
“to the underprivileged families, the constituent population of the African diaspora 
in Portugal,”2 he deals with a case of police violence against the racialised communi-
ty of Lisbon’s  Jamaica n neighbourhood, which took place in January of 2019. 
Through archival appropriation and détournement strategies, combined with 
dialectical montage, Eu Não Sou Pilatus brings to light the structural and systematic 
racism and racial violence in contemporary Portuguese society. In parallel, Jah 
Intervention (2019), also shot in Rio de Janeiro, re-enacts through performance the 
homicide of Cláudia da Silva Pereira, a resident of the favela of Congonhas, by the 
military police in 2014, while Cacheu Cuntum (2020) examines the impact of slavery 
on contemporary Guinean society. In such a way, Bungué’s work decentres the linear 
and causal narrative according to which “colonial difference” (Santos 2017, 246) 
would have disappeared with the end of historical colonialism. Displacement from 
the central temporal sequential constructions acquires a formal expression in the 
360º camera movements that traverse the artist’s work, as for instance, in Lisboa, 
Pódio de Quimeras.

Bungué’s work challenges not only the dominance of Eurocentric thought but 
also the hegemonic representative forms. Stuart Hall theorises postcolonial identity 
as “a production” [sic], which is never complete, always in process and always 
constituted within, not outside, representation” (Hall 1990, 222). Two complementary 
processes structure the artist’s work. On the one hand, it rethinks postcolonial 
transcultural identity and its contextual, historical, and political components from the 
sphere of representation and through the artistic practice. On the other, it critically 
appropriates elements from, quoting Kobena Mercer, “the master-codes of the 
dominant cultures and ‘creolises’ [sic] them” (Mercer 1998, 57). As stated before, 
self-representation is a key strategy and procedure in the artist’s work. The evolution 
of self-portrait, the pictorial, literary, and cinematic genre of the Western modernity 
par excellence, would reflect for Raymond Bellour, “the fluctuations specific to the 
formation of the modern subject” (Bellour 1988, 343) since the Renaissance, a period 
which coincides with the colonial expansion. From Michel de Montaigne to Michel 
Leiris, from Rembrandt to Egon Schiele, and from Man Ray to Jonas Mekas, self-por-

2  As the film’s final intertitle states. 
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trait, as a predominantly (though  there are exceptions) male, bourgeois, and white 
genre, has contributed to defining Western subjectivity as grounded in the dialectics 
of “self” and “other,” “memory” and “invention” (Beaujour 1980). It should be noted, 
however, that Leiris’ L’Afrique fantôme (1934) and L’Âge d’homme (1939) are early 
examples of a critically self-reflexive ethnographic practice, the first one taking place 
in a colonial situation, the “Mission Dakar-Djibouti.” Defining “self-representation” in 
his work as “a civic and artistic attitude towards the world” (Souza Esteves, Almeida 
de Oliveira, and Gama de Lima 2020, 304) and as “a way to deconstruct prejudices, 
to empower vulnerable voices and to understand the world from a freer perspective” 
(Souza Esteves, Almeida de Oliveira, and Gama de Lima 2020, 310), Bungué disartic-
ulates and de-centres self-portrait – as anchored in the Western hegemonic moderni-
ty and its class-race-gender binary categories – and combines this genre with other 
cultural elements and traditions. 

In E Nada Fizemos (And We Did Nottin, 2019), inspired by Albert Camus’ 
L’Étranger and dialoguing with a painting by the Cuban avant-garde painter Víctor 
Manuel García Valdés from the Calouste Gulbenkian collection, Bungué interprets 
Lars, a lonely actor rehearsing in his apartment in Lisbon. Displacing the self-portrait’s 
dialectic of “self” and “other” to a different enunciative and contextual position, the 
film develops a reflection on housing policy and urbanism. It is, however, in perform-
ing choreographic works, such as the already mentioned Jah Intervention, that 
Bungué practices an overturning of the terms in which the self-portrait approached 
the dialectics of “self” and “other” and “memory” and “invention”.

Bungué’s performing body interlaces allegedly disconnected spaces and times. 
The artist’s choreographic body operates as an apparatus of vision and connection 
between the former colonial and metropolitan zones, against the compartmentalisa-
tion of the colonial world (Fanon 1963, 37-40), and past and present, decentring the 
classical model of Western subjectivity and its binary divisions simultaneously. In Jah 
Intervention [as in the earlier video art documentary Mensagem (Message, 2016)], 
Bungué positions himself in the place of Cláudia da Silva Pereira, the above-men-
tioned victim of the Brazilian military police. The series of physical actions, accompa-
nied by choreographic camera movements, sensorily re-enact the killing of da Silva 
Pereira. Jah Intervention contributes, therefore, to reactivating the sensory memory, 
the perceptive conditions and the cognitive perspectives of the victim, making them 
sensible3 to the spectator. The film addresses the possibility of recreating the 
sensorial and synaesthetic magma of experiences and memories in the enunciative 
present. This process may then be extended to the reception field through succes-
sive temporal horizons. The artist’s choreography crystallises police violence and the 
persistence of colonial formations and historical colonial oppression, as seen in his 
other works. Through the assumption of the corporeal dimension of moving images 
and image-making, Jah Intervention reconstructs the perceptive, sensitive and 

3  Regarding the philosophical background of this expression, see footnote nº 2.
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affective conditions of da Silva Pereira. The perspective of the film adopts the 
perception of ‘otherness’ or, to express it more precisely, the récit assumes the 
empirical conditions of the historical experience of ‘otherness’. It is a film about the 
possibility of organising and constructing an embodied point of view vis-à-vis the 
traumatic experience of the past and sharing a common (although materially delimi-
tated) spatial and temporal experience. Jah Intervention arranges a perspectivist 
fabric that overcomes the self-portrait’s dialectic of “self” and “other”– while disinte-
grating its foundations –, as well as the dialectic of “memory” and “invention,” since 
remembrance takes place as a bodily experience of alterity. 

Performance ensures epistemic displacement, but it also unfolds into a precise 
political sense. Bungué’s work raises questions related to cinematic performativity 
(Austin 1975; Searle 1972; Butler 1997) or the capacity of moving images to trans-
form “reality.” On the one hand, through performance, the artist’s body becomes a 
resilient receptacle of another’s experience of oppression, an active repository and 
vehicle of “post-memory” (Hirsch 2012) of historical colonialism and its current 
configurations and manifestations. On the other, performance is a condition of 
resistance. But performativity of cinema, as a vehicle of transformation, also traverses 
Bungué’s work, like in the “dance film” Mudança (Upheavel, 2020), a performing 
and performative encounter between the artist and the Portuguese parliamentary 
politician Joacine Katar Moreira, or in Metalheart (2020), part of the triptych   
Carbono, shot in Cabo Verde, which interlinks historical colonial violence with 
contemporary politics of migration, aiming to performatively transform the present 
and reconceptualise the future.

Bungué’s diasporic self-representative aesthetics relies on processes of inven-
tion. Film forms such as the panning shot, a constant in the artist’s work enacting 
“panoramic perception” (Schivelbusch 2014) – and therefore, complexifying the 
relationship between the observer and the observed – are combined with elements 
from contemporary pop culture (in particular, selfie culture), and the aesthetics of 
social networks. The result is a singular non-hegemonic transcultural artistic language 
shaped by the usage of “imperfect” (García Espinosa 1969) or “poor” (Steyerl 2012) 
formats, such as iPhone 5S. All those factors contribute to forging and enhancing 
Bungué’s unique aesthetics, politics, and epistemology of self-representation.
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<— Reluctant spaces (from the series Reluctant Spaces), 2019

Reluctant space (from the series Reluctant Spaces), 2019
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Reluctant spaces (from the series Reluctant Spaces), 2019
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Eternal Cycle, Rust (video still), 2017
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Surrounding Sea, Rust (video still), 2017
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Beton (video still), 2017
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Dialogical art: 
cartographies of 
memory and affection 
in the work of César 
Schofield Cardoso
Ana Nolasco*

Introduction
 

Photographer, programmer and filmmaker César Schofield Cardoso is part of a new 
generation of Cabo Verdeans who use hypermedia to explore new visual languages. 
He distinguishes himself for his attempts to recover African cultural heritage, as well 
as for his use of a language characterised by an experimentalism that brings together 
poetic research and critical considerations in a constant questioning of contemporary 
Cape Verdean society. There is an evident obliteration of African cultural heritage in 
Cabo Verde’s artistic panorama, where expressions of a floating, deterritorialized 
identity predominate, erasing the archipelago’s African roots (Salif 2016, 170). 

Indeed, Cape Verdean society is deeply fractured by questions of identity 
originating in the country’s colonial past (Arenas 2011). During this period, any possi-
bility of constituting a history of autonomous art was cut off at the root through the 
suppression of both the influence of European art and any artistic expression of 
African origin (Salif 2016, 170). Along with the policy of assimilation implemented 
by the Estado Novo (1933-1974), which was based on the theory of Lusotropicalism 
and which was also imposed on other former Portuguese colonies, the specificity of 
the colonialism practised in the archipelago resided in the fact that Cabo Verdeans 
were often charged with intermediary roles as administrators in other colonies, as, 
due to the fact that they were of mixed heritage, they were considered by the 
Portuguese to be more similar to Europeans (Arenas 2011). It was only after the 

* Researcher at UNIDCOM/IADE. Design and Communication Research Unit.
 European University, IADE, Lisbon, Portugal.
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archipelago gained its Independence in 1975, and in the context of a cultural re-Afri-
canisation instrumentalised primarily as a tool for political and social emancipation by 
the African Party for the Independence of Guinea and Cabo Verde (Partido Africano 
para a Independência da Guinea e Cabo Verde – PAIGC), that efforts were made to 
support the creation of autochthonous art. 

However, since the first multi-party elections in 1991, there has been an increas-
ing emphasis on a movement, articulated with ongoing market expansion, which uses 
the discourse of “creoleness” as a way of achieving upward mobility and of whiten-
ing a particular elite (De Almeida 2011; Moassab 2013). This notion that “creoleness” 
was the essence of Cabo Verde was defended by the Claridosos, originating in the 
intellectual and literary movement that appeared in Mindelo in 1936, linked to 
Claridade magazine. According to this movement, the notion of “creoleness” is 
above all presented as cultural, overlooking its foundation in social Darwinism and 
racist nineteenth-century European ideologies which, based on biology, naturalised 
the singular character of Cabo Verdeans as that of being between two poles: the 
African, thought of as inferior, and the European, thought of as superior. In this way, 
shifting the aspirations of political emancipation into the field of culture diluted the 
African in the European – erasing the violence which gave rise to this mixing – 
thereby helping to mitigate conflicts and allowing for the mediation of a dialogue 
with the metropole in the struggle for administrative positions (Anjos 2004, 289). 
Thus, the notion of “creoleness” asserted that Cabo Verdeans had a “natural” 
propensity for mediating between Portugal and the Lusophone colonies, or as the 
dynamic has now been reformulated, between the local population and international 
patronage, understood as a diffuse transnational network of personal relationships 
that holds the symbolic capital of Western knowledge (Anjos 2004, Furtado 2012). 

In this context, the work of César Schofield Cardoso seeks to raise critical 
questions concerning the adoption of cultural paradigms that are ill-adapted to local 
realities, a position that can be seen in previous pieces, such as Repúblika, 2014. In 
this work, created as part of the commemorations of the 40th anniversary of the death 
of Amílcar Cabral, the artist articulates political questions of representation with 
problems arising from the consequences of the globalisation of transnational financial 
flows, such as forced immigration and the exploitation of natural resources, among 
others, all of which are issues to which an island nation is particularly vulnerable. 

Past, present and future coexist in the sense that it is past experiences that frame 
the plans projected into the future by our aspirations, and it is these same plans that 
orient the present. In this way, only by returning to forgotten memory can we renew 
projections of the future. Indeed, it is memory that constitutes the utopia/vision of 
the future that can be found in the pieces we will analyse in this article – the former 
being particularly present in Rust, while the latter predominates in Beton and Reluc-
tant Spaces – operating as two sides of the same coin.

While in Rust, 2017, César Schofield Cardoso focuses primarily on amnesia of 
the colonial past and the role of the media in the manipulation of memory, symboli-
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cally resignifying what we can designate as places of memory (Nora 1984), in pieces 
such as Beton, 2017, and especially in his most recent work, Espaços Vacilantes, 
2019, he turns his gaze to the continued use of a strategy of exogeny in the con-
struction of contemporary Cape Verdean identity. This strategy works to position the 
political and intellectual elite as mediators between the symbolic codes of external – 
primarily European – bodies and the local community (Anjos 2004). 

Places of memory

Rust, 2017, took place in the former penal colony of Tarrafal as part of curator Márcia 
Bruno’s A Glimmer of Freedom project. The work was made up of three site-specific 
multimedia installations, Surrounding Sea, Eternal Cycle and Hard Water, each 
occupying one of the former cells of Tarrafal. 

In Surrounding Sea, large rocks are spread over the floor of a long rectangular 
cell. On the room’s external wall, a series of covered windows prevents the sun from 
entering, while the other walls feature projections of footage shot by the artist, 
interspersed with photographs and accompanied by the sound of the waves, which 
transforms the space into an immersive experience. The sound of the sea is intermit-
tently punctuated by the whispering of the wind and the hum of murmured prayers, 
both associated with images of extreme survival: the heating of milk over a fire and 
archive photos of victims of the great famine of 1947-8. 

In Eternal Cycle, a diptych is projected on the walls of the former cells, overlap-
ping black and white images from the colonial period, taken from the National Televi-
sion Archive, and images of forced labour, situated in an undefined place and time, 
which are interlaced with current images showing the islanders’ struggle for survival. 
The overlapping of blueish and sepia filters alternates in a syncopated rhythm of 
images of colonisers with the images of those they exploited in order to maintain 
their standard of living. The myth of a multiracial nation is symbolised by the pres-
ence of a white boy and a black boy playing at the seaside, under the caption 
“Desde que desembarcaram em 1482”. [“Since they disembarked in 1482”]. In the 
centre of the room, a television set shows a local public broadcast.

Hard Water consists of eight water tanks, placed on the floor of a cell and 
illuminated from the inside, which are accompanied by an audio installation, record-
ed at a water fountain where local women spend most of the day collecting water. 

Thus, in these three video-installations, different forms of violence perpetuated 
in the islands intersect: the isolation and aridity of the land in Surrounding Sea; the 
exploitation of material and human resources, formerly as part of an evangelising and 
civilising colonial mission, now as part of globalisation and the manipulation of desire, 
in Eternal Cycle; and the everyday struggle for survival, in which every drop of 
water is precious, in Hard Water. 

Ricoeur, who reflected on collective amnesia, noted how in totalitarian explana-
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tory systems, the memory of the past is manipulated through the “ideologisation of 
memory” (2000, 103), which deprives social actors of the agency over their own 
narrative, with this manipulated forgetting being perpetuated in schoolbooks, the 
media, etc. In this context, the awakening of memories in Surrounding Sea is operat-
ed through the ubiquitous sound of the waves crashing and receding, like someone 
breathing in and out, achieving a subliminal, cutaneous impact, as well as through the 
images, which are all black and white, sometimes sepia – as in the case of a fisher-
man’s hand – except for the surrounding blue, which evokes the sea of amnesia. 
Various chronologies are overlapped in a non-linear fashion, representing a fluid 
temporality, in which past, present and future are always present in a dynamic that 
projects itself into the future.

The final images of Surrounding Sea depict the great famine of 1947-1948. Here 
the nature of the analogue photograph, which is “seared” by the presence of the 
past, of that-which-once-was (Benjamim 1931, 11; Barthes 1981, 129; Sobchak 2016, 
10), authenticates the existence of a catastrophe that has already been announced: 
the subjects’ eyes stare at us, projecting a bridge between the past and the present 
and in the background, the murmuring of prayers achieve their effect through a 
repetition which erodes resistance, as with air and rust. 

Rust can be situated in a lineage of artists that work with postmemory (Bennet 
2005, 59), a term coined by Marianne Hirsch (1992) to designate the reactivation of 
memories of traumatic events experienced by previous generations. These experi-
ences are emotionally constituted as real memories, but their link with the past has 
been abruptly severed, so they are mediated through artistic expressions.

Recently, authors such as Jonathan Crary (1992) and Hansen (2004), among 
others, have highlighted the role of new digital media in the creation of a “haptic 
spatiality”, as well as that of the emotional, proprioceptive and tactile dimensions in 
the experience of a digital image. Here this experience is complemented by the 
materiality of the elements which make up the video installations: from the texture 
and weight of the boulders that block the way and the ubiquitous sound of the waves 
in Surrounding Sea, to the voices of the women around the fountain and the mono-
lithic presence of concrete water tanks for washing clothes in Hard Water, to the 
very presence of the rugged cell walls. Taking her lead from the concept of cultural 
memory as defined by Halbwachs (1997), Aleida Assman (2006) expanded the 
distinction between communicative memory – based on the oral transmission of lived 
experience – and cultural memory, within which she distinguished between national/
political memory and archive memory, which maintain a dynamic relationship 
between themselves. Archive memory constitutes the refuge of history and is the 
humus for all possible renewal, insomuch as it contains the possibility of being able to 
imagine another future. Through an immersive experience that calls upon the senses 
of the visitor, Rust reactivates archive memories by coalescing different meanings in 
the “place of memory” (Nora 1984) of Tarrafal, bringing this “scrap” of the official 
narrative to life, a necessary condition for epistemological decolonisation. 
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Threshold zones

In the video Beton, 2017, exhibited alongside the series Espaços Relutantes 
[Reluctant Spaces] in the ATC Gallery, in Santa Cruz, Tenerife, in 2019, César 
Schofield Cardoso portrays the thresholds that are opened between projections of 
the future and their shadow, the excess of reality, which gradually collapses at its 
edges and expands into a non-place. 

Beton alternates interspersed images of a concrete mixer and bodies at work 
– prolonging the inexhaustible movement of the machine – with images of workers 
lifting stone after stone, sitting and procrastinating, or contemplating the sea. The 
images, shot from a somewhat fragmented perspective, are displayed side by side. 
Throughout the video, the minerality of the urban landscape which, in Cabo Verde, 
is predominantly constructed from concrete, progressively blends with the texture 
of bodies that are gradually covered with dust. As a metaphor for the idea of prog-
ress reminiscent of “Claridoso” Modernism, which, to this day, motivates the future 
projections of Cabo Verdeans, the work – like the omnipresent concrete of Cabo 
Verde – cuts across social strata.

In this way, this video demonstrates that the model of European modernity that 
has been adopted comes from the outside and is alien to local realities. It converts 
spatial hierarchies and geographical specificities into temporal hierarchies as part of a 
notion of time that is linear and homogenous (Ferguson 2005). In this context, 
“modernity” is the universal goal of time, towards which one must travel as quickly 
as possible. This linear temporality is deconstructed in this video: the contemplative 
attitude of the workers and the slow rhythm of the work make manifest another 
temporality that contrasts with the technical rationality of neoliberal efficiency. 

In the series of photos Reluctant Spaces, 2019, César Schofield Cardoso photo-
graphs buildings that are unfinished, or inhabited but still in a precarious state, in the 
Bairro da Cidadela, in the city of Praia, on the Island of Santiago. This urbanisation 
was presented by a publicity campaign as “The city of the future”, which would 
include green areas and communal leisure facilities, but the project was abandoned 
due to the real estate crisis of 2007-8. Some buildings are inhabited, mainly by 
members of Cabo Verde’s middle and upper-middle classes, but the promised 
infrastructure was never implemented, and the area is still inhospitable. In a way, 
they constitute a metaphor for the non-places created by the fracture between the 
local population and exterior bodies or models, in relation to which the narrative of 
identity arises as an encapsulated way of legitimising internal struggles for power. 

In this series, the sides or façades of the buildings are photographed without the 
presence of humans, the photos appearing to arise from an impulse to register the 
sedimentation of the different stages of the work in progress. The absolute discon-
nection of the buildings from the surrounding space decontextualises them, prevent-
ing a causal association and making it possible to read the image as a composition of 
lines, colours and surfaces. In this way, through a typological methodology, César 
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Schofield Cardoso creates a grammar for understanding and comparing the different 
forms of an urban failure precipitated by the excess and unsuitability of a model that 
is foreign to the local reality. This series can be understood as part of the photo-
graphic tradition of the urban landscape, demonstrating various elements of the New 
Topographics genre coined by William Jenkins in 1975. These elements include the 
absence of romanticism associated with the landscape and the category of the 
sublime, the representation of desolate spaces that provoke a feeling of strangeness, 
and a colour palette dominated by shades of grey. However, in contrast to this 
photographic genre, the feeling of strangeness provoked by these buildings does 
not arise from the fact that they are abandoned, but rather from the fact that they are 
inhabited, from their monolithic character and from their framing. The viewer’s line 
of sight is constantly blocked by compact masses of concrete walls compressed into 
the surface of the photograph, meaning that the horizon is always out of shot, and 
the photos are framed so that one cannot see the whole building, all of which means 
the observer cannot distance themselves, resulting in a feeling of claustrophobia and 
powerlessness. 

There is something ghostly in these buildings, something that reminds one of a 
being that is alien to itself, a metaphor for a Cape Verdean society that is split be-
tween the state and an elite that is foreign to the culture of the majority of the 
population, separated from one another by these intermediary threshold zones, 
where the elites negotiate identities, importing models in accordance with the 
powers with which they have aligned themselves, models permeated by the notion 
of race: the notion of miscegenation, imported from Brazil; that of Africanness or of 
Europeanness, perpetuated by a mentality of welfarism in relation to foreign powers. 
They are therefore a metaphor for an ontological uncertainty, a hyper-reality devoid 
of its own imaginary, a simulacrum. They give form to the ruins of the aspirations of 
individuals, aspirations which are themselves dictated by a discourse inherited from 
the notion of Western modernism, materialising that which Foucault called “govern-
mentality” (2004), which is to say the way in which individuals are governed under 
neoliberalism, not by external violence, but by the manipulation of their aspirations, 
which orient their behaviour and choices. The illusion of self-determinism offered by 
these choices is made visible in these unfinished houses, where, to quote a Cape 
Verdean expression, “strength was lacking”.

In these works, César Schofield Cardoso uses affections as a mechanism to cause 
discomfort, or conflict, through the non-fulfilment of certain expectations, like the 
rocks that cover the space in Surrounding Sea, which make the visitor feel like an 
intruder; the presence of voices in empty rooms, as in Hard Water; or the impossibil-
ity of aesthetically appreciating the photos in a pleasurable way, a desire which is 
inculcated by the apparent formalism of the composition but prevented by the 
concrete monoliths that obstruct depth perception and evoke the flatness of the 
photographic medium. This conflict of the affections leads the observer/visitor to 
activate their memory and imagination as they seek to give meaning to their senses. 
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Thus, the spaces represented here are cartographies of affections that are inhabited 
by memories or disinvested by totalitarian politics of place (Legg 2007), becoming 
interspaces of invisibility.

By relinquishing the only point of view from which he might make a moral 
judgement and, to a certain extent, including himself, as a member of Cabo Verde’s 
middle class, in that which he depicts, César Schofield Cardoso “turns the tables” in 
order to question his own place of speech through what we might call meta-dis-
course: it is the enunciation itself which is reluctant in its discourse, reflecting on 
itself. In this way, the Reluctant Spaces series also marks a turning point in the work 
of César Schofield Cardoso due to the photographer’s aesthetic approach, thanks to 
which, through the strangeness of their shapes, their materiality and the interplay 
between mass and light, his images contain an ambiguity which calls out to the 
imagination and the critical reflection of the observer. The images sow the seed of 
doubt that causes us to falter, removes our certainties and provokes a dialogical 
process (Kester 2004), which highlights contradictions without choosing either 
position, and feeds dialogue in the public sphere.

A
na

 N
ol

as
co

D
ia

lo
gi

ca
l a

rt
: c

ar
to

gr
ap

hi
es

 o
f m

em
or

y 
an

d 
af

fe
ct

io
n

in
 th

e 
w

or
k 

of
 C

és
ar

 S
ch

of
ie

ld
 C

ar
do

so
C

és
ar

 S
ch

ofi
el

d 
C

ar
do

so



© Hangar

Irineu



© Hangar

Destourelles
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<— New Words for Mindelo's Urban Creole, 2014

Several Ways of Falling Ordered Differently, 2019
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Several Ways of Falling Ordered Differently, 2019
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One Hundred and Two Houses on Fire, 2019
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One Hundred and Two Houses on Fire, 2019
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Supernatural Forces, Mental Health and Detail from Indoors, 2019
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A house on fire: 
The diaspora of Irineu 
Destourelles
Álvaro Luís Lima*

Irineu Destourelles has worked hard to make a name for himself. Beyond a search for 
recognition, the artist places the politics of naming as a central exploration of his 
work. In 2014, he created an artistic persona by changing his surname from “Rocha 
da Cruz” to the one by which he is known today. The change reveals a wish to 
revisit the norms of narrating the past through lineage, heritage, and patriarchy. The 
story of a person begins with their name. If Jacques Lacan referred to the name of 
the father to denote authority under a patriarchal culture (Lacan 2015), rejecting 
one’s own surname is a choice bound to question the foundations of one’s relation-
ship to power. Destourelles moves the name of the father out of the way to begin his 
exploration of undoing the basic premises of the self and rebuilding it into someone 
else, a new persona. In this shift, Destourelles provides a clue to his method, which 
concentrates on the structures that it threatens to destroy.

Breaking away from the symbol of paternal linkage – one’s surname – the artist 
chooses instead to affiliate with a ghost: Clémence Gabrielle Monnerot. This Marti-
nique woman from the nineteenth century was married to Arthur de Gobineau, a 
French count known as a pioneer of scientific racism. The irony of their marriage was 
the threat that Monnerot came to represent to her husband and his thinking, her 
presence both a continual reminder of the count’s inconsistencies in marrying a 
Creole woman and an implicit threat to the realisation of any idea of purity within his 
own household (Biddiss 1970, 45). In taking Monnerot’s maternal family name, 

* Álvaro Luís Lima is an Assistant Professor of Art History at the University of Florida 
and a member of the African Arts editorial consortium.
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Destourelles, a detour from the patriarchal lineage, the artist shows his commitment 
to a practice of decentering. He names himself after a fear from within, the embodied 
anxiety in the blurring of racial and sexual categories that Gobineau’s wife came to 
represent to her husband. In the unresolved figure of Monnerot, who kept tensions 
alive rather than resolve them, Destourelles embraces the ambivalent place of the 
multiracial subject in Cabo Verde, where he was born, and in Portugal, where he 
grew up. He brings the modern history of racism into the family drama and, rather 
than trying to escape, jumps right in to defend his name.

When looking at One Hundred and Two Houses on Fire, from 2019, one 
seemingly witnesses the undoing of these familial foundations, one after the other. 
The video comprises several still images of drawings of houses made by the artist 
and shown consecutively. Black-and-white and with minimal detail, the landscape 
sometimes descriptively outlines the area’s topography without embellishment or 
identifying cultural markers. Sometimes the drawing is stripped of any detail beyond 
the house. But despite the variations in each drawing, the houses are always on fire. 
Accident or violence, the burning houses embody the climax of a diegesis shielded 
from our gaze. Keeping the fire in the domestic interior, of which we get only a 
peek, Destourelles builds on the tradition of feminist artists whose work has located 
the private sphere as a site of political urgency. Often idealised as a safe haven, the 
house presented in his work is no child’s play, showing that this institution’s violence 
relies precisely on its power to turn us into mere spectators of the conflicts emerging 
inside. Much like one’s surname, Destourelles’s houses express this internal conflict 
through its surfaces.

Destourelles’s interest in unsettling foundations was already at work in 2011 with 
Metathesiophobia, made seven years after the artist earned his MA at Central Saint 
Martin’s College of Art and Design. The video presents a single black-and-white shot 
of three people sitting around a kitchen table. The shot, its top half cropped out, 
conceals the people’s faces but reveals that they are at work distributing a white 
powder from Tupperware containers into small plastic bags. As we watch the group 
perform a task that looks much like packing cocaine into individual portions, we hear 
a reading of René Descartes’s Meditation on First Philosophy. At times the reading 
voice is paired with an edited echoing effect of the packing’s subtle noises; at other 
times, equally subtle nondiegetic sounds mark the reading of the philosopher’s text 
(Nolasco da Silva 2016). A viewer intimately familiar with Descartes will soon notice 
that whatever wisdom might be offered by the text being read has become mean-
ingless. The text’s paragraphs have been broken into randomly shuffled phrases 
connected by the conjunction and; so when the narrator reads the text, “it flows 
without being obviously nonsensical.”1 Poking at one of the founding works of 
modern philosophy, the artist returns to the modern Western conception of the 
subject and its relationship to truth. If Descartes asks what we can know, 

1  Personal communication, February 4, 2021.
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Destourelles’s reassembling of the philosophical text invites us to revisit its preempt-
ed authority within the new context of the video.

Against the rationality of Descartes’s modern subject, who is safeguarded by 
thought, Destourelles attempts to bring us closer to the subject that emerges through 
failed mastery, through the fissures and limits that emerge in translations, misread-
ings, and the body. If Descartes represents the primacy of transcendence over 
immanence in modern Western thought, Destourelles rejects this formulation by 
making his subjects faceless. In removing the face – the locus of “humanity” for 
which Emmanuel Levinas is the best spokesperson (Levinas 2005) – Destourelles 
asks us to look for the subject elsewhere: in its gaps, in its animality, in places where 
embodiment becomes a testament to an existence that resists the rational mind as the 
truth of being. Metathesiophobia is interested in what modern philosophy misses as 
it describes the subject: one’s subjectivity, which is missed by overthinking it. The 
video presents a Cartesianism that can no longer stabilise a place for us from within 
the continuing process of change, thus challenging the certainty of our stable 
position as subjects.

Although the faces of those performing the seemingly criminal actions in 
Metathesiophobia are concealed, thus aligning the video with the semiotics of 
drugs, somehow we return to the family that this group evokes. In what appears to 
be a private interior, perhaps a living room, a man, a woman, and possibly a younger 
woman take part in a scene that resembles dining at a family table. The diasporic 
family is associated, however, with the fear of substances that move across borders 
despite legal restraints, frustrating attempts to preserve fantasies of purity and of the 
stability of the nation and of the mind. In Cabo Verde, a country that some describe 
as a “cocaine highway” (Freeman 2019), this illicit substance embodies the contradic-
tions of contemporary state apparatuses, which claim to favor tighter regulation of 
borders, minds, and substances while disavowing the desire for their porous, ambig-
uous, and altering qualities.

The fear of change is often expressed as the fear of the biracial, of Creole 
people and languages, of the new meanings that emerge between translations from 
one language to another. Speaking to the effect his ethnicity has on his viewpoint, 
Destourelles said in a 2016 interview, “As a criolo, I develop a critique of purity as a 
superior concept” (Nolasco da Silva 2016).2 Against this fear of impurity, the artistic 
embodiment of a persona makes his own sense of self circulate among personal and 
artistic names. In the same year, 2014, that Destourelles changed his name, he also 
made New Words for Mindelo’s Urban Creole, a video that presents definitions of 
neologisms invented by the artist for inclusion in the Creole language spoken in 
Mindelo, the largest city on the island of São Vicente in Cabo Verde. The neolo-
gisms refer to abuses based on class, race, gender, and national status or regarding 
substance use and sexual practices. Examples include the verb momus, meaning “to 

2  “Como crioulo formo uma crítica ao puro como conceito superior” (Nolasco da Silva 2016).
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be patronised by a Western person who thinks a matter in question is simple”; and 
angelia, which refers to “a man, with a foreign old age pension, who has several 
sexual partners.”

Destourelles plays on Creole’s dynamic nature. Its proud informality and hybrid 
origins make it a uniquely welcoming language for innovation and adaptation to 
cultural shifts. The artist plays on this feature of Creole to propose a critical vocabu-
lary addressing contemporary politics in Cabo Verde, which has recently been 
shaped by the liberalisation of its economy after the end of the country’s one-party 
socialist regime in 1990. His words at times are rooted in names from Greek mytholo-
gy and at times in Portuguese colonial figures to stress of their renewed currency in 
the present. For example, the word amechanon, defined as “a fanatic supporter of a 
European soccer team,” is rooted in the ancient Greek personification of helpless-
ness, Amechania. The word martinism, which is defined as “to exploit manual 
workers; to lobby against the rights of poor and uneducated people,” refers to 
Joaquim Pedro de Oliveira Martins, a social scientist and pioneer of social Darwinism 
in Portugal in the late nineteenth century. By drawing parallels between colonial 
history and classical mythology, the neologisms point to ways in which colonialism 
has become fossilized into a pillar of Cape Verdean culture, a new mythology that 
takes shape as a foundational past. The colonial mythology reappears in the contem-
porary neologisms as a reaffirmation that colonialism still haunts the country.

In Ex-colonial Landscape with Different Filters, from 2019, the collage of 
cultural references takes place between the image, the subtitle, and the metanarra-
tive of the video, each slightly undoing the other. The work presents a photograph 
of a landscape in Santo Antão, the island where the artist was born. The landscape is 
filtered in various saturated colors that shift throughout the video, accompanied by 
text at the top of the screen. The text includes unidentified excerpts from Portu-
guese pop songs of the 1980s and 1990s and from speeches that the presidents of 
the Angolan opposition parties MPLA and UNITA gave during their country’s long 
civil war. Destourelles estranges the image with the filters, the subtitles with the 
shifting and mystifying references, and ultimately the video itself. Beyond the 
colouring filters, which throughout the film continually reinvent the ex-colonial 
landscape of Santo Antão, the text itself functions as a filter by captioning the image 
so as to continually shift what the landscape is meant to embody for the viewer. 
Works like this exemplify Destourelles’s careful attention to video as media, focusing 
on the elements we identify in its popular usages: filtering, saturated colours, subti-
tling, and references to mass culture.

Placed under the same colours, frame, and font, as if part of the same discourse, 
the cacophony of references points to an implicit gap connecting all of them: the 
artist. The connection between the various cultural snippets from the 1980s and 
1990s – disparate references ranging from the seemingly apolitical Portuguese pop of 
the time to the speeches punctuating the Angolan civil war – is the artist’s childhood. 
The image of Santo Antão further accentuates this semiotic disjuncture, yet another 



 85

© Hangar

point of reference adding to the challenges of continually navigating these varied 
discourses and a glaring allusion to the diasporic condition in which the artist grew 
up. The subtitles are our guide to the video, but, rather than “clarifying” or “translat-
ing,” this text adds new sets of references that occupy the screen and need to be 
further decoded. The meaning of the landscape is always deferred by the video’s 
constant shifting of discursive allusions.

The title itself enacts a sort of creolisation, since ex-colónia is a commonly used 
term in Portuguese. For Rita Fabiana, the landscape in the work is “intersected by the 
continuum of history, an ‘ex’ that links past to present” (Fabiana 2019, 9). Past and 
present are also marked by movement between languages, Portuguese to English, 
with Creole as the hyphen connecting ex to colonial. In the choice of ex- instead of 
the more typical English qualifiers post-, anti-, or de-, the video’s title helps to 
complicate the video’s ambivalent stance toward the status of this regime. Whereas 
its function as a prefix indicates something “outside of” or “not,” as a preposition ex 
can mean “from a specified place or source”; it can even function as an abbreviation 
of words like example and extra. The temporality of the colonial is not necessarily 
engaged via a decisive look-back or with a spirit of opposition. Here colonialism is 
registered as an ambivalent condition and therefore hard to qualify, insufficiently 
contained by any single attempt.

From the surname, to the houses, to the dinner table and pop songs from the 
1980s, Destourelles continues to return to the family home as the setting where the 
subject unfolds and burns out. Supernatural Forces, Mental Health and Detail from 
Indoors, a video from 2019, presents footage of a bouquet of plastic flowers from his 
mother’s house. Shortly after the video begins, the colorful flowers turn black and 
white as texts in Portuguese and English are inserted. Much like subtitles, these texts 
are displayed simultaneously at the bottom of the screen. They were created by the 
artist based on two academic sources, one focused on Cape Verdean perspectives 
on schizophrenia and another on the state of democracy in Portugal. Inspired by the 
idea of writing as a therapeutic tool in the treatment of psychotics, the subtitles are 
written from the perspective of a narrator who can no longer properly distinguish 
between the former colony and its metropolis. Since these references are shuffled 
together, one is never sure about the precise source of the passages. Destourelles 
deconstructs the academic sources he uses as the basis of his text, interweaving 
them into a metatext that highlights the unacknowledged biases in the languages on 
which these fields rely to describe the relationships between coloniser and col-
onised. Thus never directly mentioned in the work, this therapeutic process of 
merging texts, languages, and references alludes to Creole, a constant undercurrent 
in Destourelles’s work. For the artist, the power of Creole as a language lies precisely 
in its contingency: “Creole cultivated a freedom granted by the body and the fluidity 
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of direct verbal language” (Rocha 2010, 12).3 Creole thus balances Portuguese, 
offering a check against the country’s official language, the language of law and 
state, whose proper use and grammar is formally regulated by Lusophone institu-
tions. It may also balance the increased role of English as the hegemonic language of 
neoliberalism. In Supernatural Forces, the contingency of Creole is found in a search 
for a cure for madness somewhere between the English and Portuguese subtitles.

If the plastic flowers evoke the mother’s home, in Several Ways of Falling 
Ordered Differently, also from 2019, the focus is on the paternal space, which is 
where the artist recorded his performance. Destourelles, standing in front of the 
vegetable garden in the backyard of his father’s home in a Lisbon suburb, is shown 
falling to the ground in several shots that are presented simultaneously in a mosaic, 
black-and-white screen. The simplicity of the action invites countless associations. It 
can be traced to works such as Bruce Newman’s Walking in an Exaggerated Manner 
around the Perimeter of a Square (1968), in which the postminimalist artist experi-
mented with simple movement in front of the camera. But unlike Newman, whose 
work was deliberately recorded in his studio, Destourelles is in his father’s backyard, 
a setting that encourages personal emphasis over clean-cut aesthetic experimenta-
tion. Falling is a charged movement in itself. As Fabiana suggests, the artist’s motion 
resembles that of the victim of a firing squad (Fabiana 2019, 11), a link strengthened 
by the dignified dress shirt and long pants that the artist wears to execute his perfor-
mance. If we follow this reading, the work becomes a eulogy for empowered black 
masculinity, revealing a paternal lineage that is the sum of one fall after another, 
recorded in front of a testament to the father’s labour: the vegetable garden. The 
garden was planted to grow vegetables eaten in Cabo Verde, an attempt by the 
artist’s father to replicate the smells, flavours, and landscapes of the African country 
in a small area of his Lisbon suburb. The precarity of this charming effort spatialises 
the diasporic condition. And as Destourelles falls again and again in the video, we 
can almost see his likeness to his father. In the commitment to grow the seeds of the 
past back into the present. In the wish to nurture, digest, and eventually become one 
with this past, even if it means transforming into someone else. Destourelles immers-
es himself in the ruptures lived by the diaspora, and like a rhizome, he grows new 
roots.

3 “O crioulo cultivou uma liberdade que lhe é conferida pelo corpo e pela fluidez da 
linguagem verbal directa” (Rocha 2010, 12).
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<— Taama Taama ani N’Fa Douw (video still), 2011

Tradição e Imaginação (video still), 2020
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Tradição e Imaginação (video still), 2020
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Si distinu (video still), 2015
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Taama Taama ani N'Fa Douwa (video still), 2011
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Stand here, 2019
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She is Atlantic:
Vanessa Fernandes
Michelle Sales*

This text springs from the experience of a woman moving through roots and routes 
related to colonialism-imposed movements, sown in the entanglements of ancient 
itineraries that connect Fortaleza, Rio de Janeiro and Lisbon (which I have been 
through) – as well as Guinea Bissau, Macau and Porto (where Vanessa Fernandes has 
lived) – and that made me come in contact with her work, already on the other side 
of the Atlantic. Born in Guinea Bissau, Vanessa's migrant condition has a strong 
impact on her gaze and makes it impossible to understand her work from a “local” or 
“transnational” perspective, but always in a relationship between both, as we intend 
to develop.

Recently, and in line with a global dynamic, the Portuguese cultural field has 
been confronted with the emergence of reparation policies, opposing Eurocentric 
and racist practices that are still very present in the academic sphere, as well as the 
emergence of a generation of consolidated Portuguese artists of African descent, 
who question memory, trauma and the colonial legacy. Vanessa Fernandes belongs 
to a key generation of Afrodescendant artists in Portugal that includes names such as: 
Mónica de Miranda, Raquel Lima and Izabel Zuaa. This is a generation that is current-
ly invigorating several artistic languages, from visual arts to literature and theatre.  
On the other hand, it is important to address how the members of this generation are 
changing the Portuguese cultural environment by questioning colonial legacy in 
many ways through their works. 

* Researcher, professor and independent curator. Associate Professor at the School of 
Fine  Arts of the Federal University of Rio Janeiro. Coordinator of the Research 
network Post-Colonial and Peripheral Cinemas in Brazil and in Portugal.



94

© Hangar

But the racist and misogynistic character is not unique to the Portuguese culture; 
racism and sexism were rather the structural amalgam of the modern colonial society 
throughout the West, a society built on the history of slavery, looting and genocide. 
The unequal distribution of power that profoundly characterises the asymmetrical 
trajectory of brown, non-white and black women in Portuguese society is one of the 
themes addressed by Vanessa Fernandes in her work, making the contemporary 
African diaspora one of the central aspects of her poetics. The intellectual activity 
and the struggle of black artists who emerge around the world, just like Vanessa did, 
is also not exclusive to the Portuguese cultural circuit, which makes it possible to 
understand her art as the problematisation of the definition of “African” contempo-
rary art and, simultaneously, of “European” contemporary art, since the very emer-
gence of black European artists called into question the European art circuit itself. In 
a way, it is possible to understand Vanessa’s work as an art that proposes a deeper 
decolonisation as we have been seeing around the West (at least) in the last three 
decades, by creating through her work a counterrepresentation of her black charac-
ters which allows us to label Vanessa’s gaze as an oppositional gaze, as defined by 
bell hooks (1992) in her famous essay Black looks: race and representation. 

That said, I resort to Paul Gilroy’s (2012) concept of Black Atlantic to further 
develop my analysis of Vanessa’s work, and in this maritime journey through the 
world of the Black Atlantic to reflect upon and question the visibility and the appear-
ance of the work and trajectory of countless Afrodiasporic artists on the Portuguese 
cultural and artistic circuit, whether living in Portugal or not. The Black Atlantic, 
therefore, is a metaphoric reference to the transnational structures created during the 
establishment of the modern colonial world, which gave rise to a system of commu-
nications and cultural exchange in the West, marked by exiles, forced displacements 
and work travel. The creation of this network enabled black and non-white popula-
tions during the African diaspora (but not only) to form a culture that cannot be 
identified exclusively as Caribbean, African, American, or British, but all of them at 
the same time. According to Paul Gilroy, this culture can be defined as the Black 
Atlantic culture, a culture that, owing to its hybrid character, is not limited to ethnic 
or national borders. 

Vanessa Fernandes’s oeuvre fits the definition offered by Paul Gilroy: it is a work 
woven through travels, displacements, passages, interruptions and through a process 
that involves self-knowledge and ancestry, as we shall see, specially through works 
such as Tradição e Imaginação (“Tradition and Imagination”) and Taama ani N’Fa 
Douwa, two films made during a long trip the artist made across the African conti-
nent, strongly centred on the relationship between dance, visual arts and cinema.

On the other hand, and related directly to issues involving gender, racism, 
immigration, the experience of being a woman and a black person is reflected in 
many of her works. Therefore, although it is necessary to hold back from making 
any overdetermination and labels of national identity, we need to recognise the 
importance of Vanessa Fernandes in the Portuguese cultural context and look deeper 
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in order to understand the emergence of black artists in the country and the role 
played by artists in the work of decolonising the Portuguese cultural field and in the 
context of the anti-racist struggle, to which Vanessa also belongs. Ana Cristina 
Pereira and Carla Cerqueira discuss this theme in their interesting essay “Breaking 
Silences: Vanessa Fernandes’s Black Cinema”, published in its entirety by the project 
À Margem do Cinema Português (2020), a residency and research project coordinat-
ed by me, funded by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation and with the participation 
of Vanessa Fernandes.  

Furthermore, according to Gilroy, such relationships, born from the experience 
of the diaspora, favour the formation of a collaborative circuit of communication 
which exceeds the ethnic boundaries of the nation-state, allowing populations to 
exchange cultures that are specific to a new context, one created from the transit of 
enslaved people and/or their descendants. The sea signals a mixture, contamination 
and instability index, and relates to the Black Atlantic world as an intertwined 
network of “local” and “global”. In the perspective of Gilroy, the analysis of Black 
political and cultural history in the West requires an increased level of attention to the 
complex combination of European and African philosophical and cultural systems. 
This complex mixture consolidates the modern colonial world and characterises the 
dynamics, the theme and the current positioning of Afrodiasporic artists.

It is this complex mixture that seems to influence Vanessa’s work, as seen again 
in the documentary Taama ani N’Fa Douwa, in which the artist, while embarking on 
a journey through the African continent, adopts a mixed glance, admittedly anthro-
pological and European, and yet another, in which she seeks a sense of belonging, 
affiliation and identification. 

According to Vanessa, 

In 2009, I travelled to the West African coast, adding to my appetite 
for African dance, which was also a project I started to create. I 
started practicing African dance, which, after all, reconnected me to 
my origins, something I thought was more or less dormant, and I 
began to realise I had a Guinean side, which existed in my body and 
in my movement. (Pereira and Cerqueira 2020, 70)

The Black Atlantic model advocated by Paul Gilroy helps us think about Vanessa 
Fernandes’s work and its emergence in the Portuguese/European cultural circuit, as 
Gilroy proposes a system of thought and a mode of cultural production that refer to 
the feeling of deterritorialisation and uprooting.

To think about Vanessa’s work from this perspective is to understand the dynam-
ics of the crossroads arising from a complex Afro-European and/or Afrodiasporic 
social fabric, the development of which began in the post-World War II context and 
which would be even more energised by the immigration flows generated by the 
Liberation Wars in Africa, starting in the 1950s. 
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On the other hand, from an intersectional perspective, that is, understanding that 
class, race, and gender relations are inseparable and impossible to hierarchise, we 
highlight that the consolidation of Black artists in Portugal, such as Vanessa Fer-
nandes, is connected to a large process of social transformation galvanised by the 
increasingly significant presence of immigrants, of Afro-descendants, and of non-Eu-
ropean/non-white citizens in the construction of the Portuguese social fabric. In the 
making of the short film Si Destinu, for example, Vanessa explains that the idea came 
to her after returning to Portugal from Germany, when she came across a news piece 
concerning a case of family-motivated genital mutilation in Lisbon. This case, 
published by a local newspaper, caught the artist’s attention in the sense that it 
involved a cultural event in the Portuguese capital that is characteristic of some 
African cultures. Where is the real border between “here” and “there”?

On this, Vanessa says:

In Si Destinu, what happened was that I wanted to leave the theme 
open. This is a character who, as a teenager, loses her mother, 
comes with her father to Portugal and the father wants to remarry. 
This pushes him towards a more traditional mindset: he has to make 
this decision, the fact that he demands purity from his daughter. This 
discussion, this debate, takes place within the bond with the other 
family... That is, I don’t want to show the blood, the suffering, but 
what takes place within the family bonds. (Pereira and Cerqueira 
2020, 72)

The close contact with Vanessa Fernandes during the residency Afroeuropeans 
(2020) organised as part of the project mentioned above, “À Margem do Cinema 
Português” and conducted with the support of the College of Arts of the University 
of Coimbra, allowed me to look into the work of this artist beyond the cinematic 
scope to which I was more accustomed. The residency Afroeuropeans focused on 
deepening political and identity issues that concern the Afro-European thought, 
feeling and existence in violent, post-industrial and post-colonial urban contexts in 
crisis. The way Vanessa structures and builds her performance Chumbo e Algodão 
(“Lead and Cotton”), presented at Teatro Académico Gil Vicente during this residen-
cy, caught my attention for various reasons. These included the preparation of the 
artist’s body, the resilience with which she structured her movements, the concentra-
tion that suggested a mental process beyond the physical, the meditative activity of 
her gaze, as well as the way in which the gestures of this performance were deter-
mined by a contrast between weight and lightness, as suggested by the title of the 
work. In many ways, the performance Chumbo e Algodão continues and deepens 
the visual research that the artist carries out through the previous films Taama ani 
N’Fa Douwa and Tradition and Imagination, since it is now Vanessa’s body that 
raised the questions of racism and sexism previously discussed. 
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Back to the social and political context where I am interested in locating  
Vanessa’s work, in recent years, in Portugal, as well as in other European countries, 
there has been a cultural and academic investment in the historiographical revision 
of colonialism (even if limited to small groups and social movements). This has 
happened through the valorisation of the individual memory of Black and/or immi-
grant subjects, as well as a collective agency, motivated by the consolidation of new 
political organisations and new forms of engagement, and based on the construction 
of networks that define, for example, the dynamics of social movements linked to 
anti-racist policies currently active in Portugal. It is also important to highlight 
Vanessa Fernandes’s active involvement in anti-racist social movements in Porto, the 
city where she lives, but not only. This shapes her ethical practice, which is absolute-
ly linked to her poetic-artistic practice.

Besides the metaphor of the Atlantic, updated from gender and becoming 
Atlantic, I also borrow from the thoughts of bell hooks, Lelia Gonzalez, Grada 
Kilomba, Sueli Carneiro, Denise Ferreira da Silva and so many other Black Atlantic 
women, who have burst onto the cultural and artistic scene in recent decades and 
who stimulate us to reflect on the representation systems surrounding race and 
gender in this transnational transit that Paul Gilroy narrates. This is the point from 
which I also approach Mikambaru, a film made by Vanessa Fernandes during her 
master’s degree in Cinema and Television. According to the artist, this is a film about 
the past with an eye on the present, a film that focuses on interracial relationships, on 
the consequences of racialisation and subjectification on a global scale, and on the 
ways in which we experience love. Always attentive to the consequences imposed 
by colonialism on marginalised, racialised and subalternised bodies, Ana Cristina 
Pereira and Carla Cerqueira offer this analysis of the film:

Mikambaru is a word, invented by the hero (Osvaldo’s alter ego), 
which indicates the transformation of a person when meeting 
another. From the moment two people (two peoples, or two cul-
tures) meet, they will no longer be what they were before that 
moment. Whether we like it or not, we are contaminated by the 
experience of the “other” and, to that extent, “the other” is an 
integral part of who we are. In this way, the idea inscribed in the 
word Mikambaru challenges the current logics of identity construc-
tion, in which the “I/we” is constructed in opposition to an “other” 
that is exotic, dangerous, or simply different, and reveals the 
urgency of inventing new words to describe forms of relating that 
are also intended to be different from the existing ones. (Pereira and 
Cerqueira 2020, 96)

Mikambaru (“no one is oneself only, you are you and the other”) is also a work in 
which the artist’s individual path and the traumas she accumulated – having experi-
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enced racism in her displacements since childhood – manifest themselves more 
directly. This transit “between worlds”, from the West to Macau, enabled Vanessa to 
understand the complex mesh that structures racism, and taught her to “always look 
at oneself through the eyes of others”, as the Afro-American philosopher Du Bois 
argues when speaking of a “double consciousness” or a bifurcated consciousness: 
that is, a privileged perspective of coexisting in a subaltern world, submitted to 
oppressions and to the incursion into the white world. This coexistence favours, still 
according to Du Bois, the emergence of a double glance, an alternative way of 
looking that the author calls second sight and that we can also relate to the opposi-
tional look of bell hooks, a look capable of creating an understanding of the world in 
a more complex, more complete, and more heterogeneous way. This double 
consciousness, and how this second sight transforms itself into an image capable  
of breaking patterns through work, is clear when Vanessa argues:

Having lived in Macau and travelled from Paris – Paris in the 1980s 
– bullying and racism were always part of my childhood. This is a 
filtered side that I work on, that has both this cruel and violent 
character and also the other: in all the places I travelled to, I was also 
welcomed. So it is a place in the middle, but it is also a place for 
reflection. And Mikambaru ends up creating this space. (Pereira and 
Cerqueira 2020, 73 ) 

The interracial affective relationship between two young people portrayed in 
Mikambaru serves as an allegory of the experience of love lived by Black women in 
the Portuguese society (but not only). How does a Black woman experience love? 
How does she live her sexuality in a society that is structured by racism and sexism? 
Reading bell hooks and Lélia Gonzalez we learn about the complexity of love in the 
interracial encounter, in the sense that the body of the Black woman is doubly 
exploited by productive – and also reproductive – labour in the structure of the 
modern colonial society, in which it is forcibly inserted. 

The presentation of Eva as a Black woman symbolises, in Mikambaru, a decon-
struction of the stereotypical image that imprisons Black women in specific gender 
representations, in which the hyper sexualisation and objectification of their bodies 
predominates, suggesting a wild and dominant sexuality. We can relate this image as an 
oppositional gaze to all of Vanessa Fernandes’s work. Eva, Vanessa’s character, decon-
structs the reference of the Black woman, living an interracial love that she perceives 
as “forbidden”, and maintains a keen level of awareness about the issues surrounding 
this love, visible in the scene where she writes in her diary, with Pedro sleeping on her 
lap. The moment is mythicised by the poem Construir, narrated in voiceover in Creole 
by Alda Espírito Santo: “There is a long way to go in the world of men”.
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<— Interiores da Utopia, 2017

Interiores da Utopia, 2017
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Interiores da Utopia, 2017
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Interiores da Utopia, 2017
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Interiores da Utopia, 2017
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Interiores da Utopia, 2017
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Ângelo Lopes, 
A maker of utopias
Paula Nascimento*

Ângelo Lope’s practice is deeply inscribed in his city – Mindelo (São Vicente Island) 
and the postcolonial condition of Cabo Verde as a territory. Born in 1980 in Mindelo, 
Lopes belongs to a generation of artists whose practise distances itself “from an 
artistic universe characterised by a rooting in a modernist conception of art, divided 
rigidly into inflexible genres (…) and near absence of any sort of critique or docu-
mentation of artistic activity” (Nolasco 2019). His practice involves architecture, 
photography, film and installations.

In 2015 Lopes founded Oficina de Utopias – Art, Design and Architecture – a 
transdisciplinary studio that develops research-based projects, artistic projects and 
public space interventions. Lopes often cites his training as an architect as well as the 
moment of return to his native Mindelo after spending time studying abroad and the 
subsequent engagement with working with the marginalised communities, as the 
foundations of his critical and artistic work:

(...) begins with my return to Cabo Verde in 2009, after having 
completed training in architecture and after having had a significant 
professional experience, but far away from my origins. I think that is 
where Utopia begins, that of returning to the origin and of some 
sense of mission in contributing to something greater (Lopes 2020).

* Architect and independent curator holding degrees from the Architectural   
Association School of Architecture and London Southbank University.  
She is a founder of Beyond Entropy Africa and of the cultural collective  
Colectivo Pés Descalços.
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To fully engage with the complexities of Lopes’s work’s, I will start by analysing his 
influences through different projects and collaborations that set the conceptual and 
emotional framework and research for his ongoing series Interiores da Utopia.

The significant influence on his practice is Amilcar Cabral’s thoughts on the role 
and importance of culture in the fight for Independence and liberation. For Cabral, 
Culture was a form of resistance against the colonial rule and a method for “collec-
tive mobilisation”. In his speech on “National Liberation and Culture” (Cabral 1970), 
Cabral creates a distinction between foreign influence and foreign domination and 
conceives the anti-colonial struggle in the realm of culture as a struggle against the 
latter rather than the former (Nabolsy 2020).

Cabral also advocated for a historicised conception of culture: “culture is the 
determinant and the result of people’s history”, yet one that is neither static nor 
unchangeable – it advances only through engagement in the struggle for freedom 
and against all forms of oppression (Manji 2017) in favour of new forms of social 
organisations that would promote democratic and socialist and global co-existence 
(Rabaka 2014).

Within Oficina das Utopias and together with a collective of artists and collabora-
tors, Lopes has been involved in projects that address, question and (re)interpret 
historical narratives. His focus on bringing to light silenced perspectives such as 
women’s role in the struggle for Cabo Verde’s independence and bringing discus-
sions on the historical past to the broader audiences.

Two of those projects are films. The documentary Cartas (Letters), is a co- 
production with GTCCPM – Grupo de Teatro do Centro Cultural Português do 
Mindelo. Cartas is a staging and reading based on Amilcar Cabral’s letters he and his 
first wife Maria Helena exchanged between 1946 and 1960. Some of the letters of 
that time were lost in the trips, escape routes, fights, and oblivion. Lopes’s film is 
composed of fragments: he brings into the visual language the voids, the spaces 
between sharpness and blurriness, the movement of memory towards the body in a 
simultaneous memory creation process and invention.

Canhão de Boca (2017), another film in which Lopes goes even further in his 
exploration of history and the archives of Cabo Verde’s liberation struggle as a space 
for critical enquiry. The title, Canhão de Boca, is the expression that Cabral used 
when referring to Rádio Libertação1 – the experimental radio station that he consid-
ered the most potent weapon that the PAICG party had, more potent than any other 
war instrument.  

1 Radio Libertação (Liberation Radio) holds the same name as the motif for which it was 
created. Created in 1967, it was a crucial instrument to spread the revolutionary ideals 
of the PAIGC - African Party for the Independence of Guinea  and Cabo Verde.  
The Radio was created as a counterpoint to the Radio stations controlled by the 
Portuguese. Amélia Araújo was a radio broadcaster and one of the iconic voices of 
the Radio station.
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The film’s starting point is a fictional radio show on which viewers are taken on a 
journey through the history of the liberation of Guinea and Cabo Verde as remem-
bered by Amélia Araújo, one of the most important voices of Radio Libertação. On 
the opposite side of the spectrum, economist and journalist Rosario da Luz’s sharp 
voice counterpoints Araújo and brings the viewer to another historical time. Da Luz’s 
voice is a critical tool to discuss and deconstruct contemporary Cabo Verde and the 
myths surrounding the liberation process and the fight for independence.

The voice of the two women structures the film and works as the threading line 
that unites the past and present images. Two different stories and contrasting tones 
allude to the different temporalities, yet the struggles/battles are still the same. 
Canhão de Boca is a film about the construction of freedom and the nation-state  
in Cabo Verde.

Da Luz reflects on freedom at some point in the dialogue, saying that “political 
liberation arrived before freedom. Freedom per se has never been achieved, it is  
a process still”, as Cabo Verde remains economically dependent and has yet to 
achieve an egalitarian society. It is this process of search for social justice that 
underlines Lopes’s work.

Casalata and memories of the future

Casalata2 is a word/expression in the creole language that is a contraction of two 
Portuguese words, in the Portuguese language “casa (de) lata”, meaning Tin house. 
Developed in collaboration with architect Lara Plácido, Casalata is a research project 
that entails a short film, a study on the housing typologies of living spaces of margin-
alised communities and an architectural proposal. The film was part of Lopes’s 
post-graduate studies in Mindelo and proposes a reflection on the problem of the 
housing deficit and its consequences – the rise of spontaneous slums on the fringes 
of the city, where the lack of infrastructurese, utilities, and other services make these 
areas marginalised. 

In 2012 Cabo Verde underwent remarkable economic growth due to significant 
investment in tourism and real estate. This growth, based on the (failed) models 
applied on the European Mediterranean Coast – concentrated on low-quality con-
struction and poor urban planning and mass tourism – resulted in territorial asymme-
tries. The high cost of land, construction and even leases and the rise in unemploy-
ment make it impossible for citizens to purchase or rent houses, therefore prompting 
illegal construction (Plácido 2014). Praia and Mindelo are the two main cities with a 

2 The expression Casalata is mainly used in the city of Mindelo. “Bairro de Lata” 
 (Tin Neighborhood) is the name commonly given to settlements where houses are 

constructed of non-conventional materials, namely jerrycans, purchased in Chinese 
stores, each sheet costing between 500 and 600 escudos (CMSV / Civil Housing 
Council 2018).



108

© Hangar

more significant housing shortage. According to the demographic census in 2007, 
approximately 4% of the population in Mindelo lived in Tin houses, representing 
twice the national average.

In Casalata, the viewer simultaneously follows the construction difficulties and is 
taken inside a tin house living experience. The documentary creates a visual invento-
ry of the technical aspects of building such houses as the workers fight against the 
wind and dust in the arid landscape. It is precisely this arid and insular landscape that 
occupies the frames. Those images juxtaposed with the authorities’ voice denouncing 
these constructions highlight the relation between the community and the formal city 
– the Casalata neighbourhoods exist in a periphery both spatially and socially – and 
contrasts with the resilience of the families. The documentary aims to raise awareness 
of the situation in Mindelo and other cities and proposes an architectural strategy to 
intervene in these neighbourhoods and mitigate infrastructural demands.

It is the dream of finding a better life in consolidated cities that makes people 
move to them. However, the dream collapses quickly, and the lack of opportunities 
pushes entire families into the “Tin” Houses that keep growing in the landscape of 
Mindelo. In this reflection, Lopes contrasts perspectives and blurs the lines between 
formal and informal, centre and periphery. Understanding the reasons, dreams and 
aspirations of the people that move to the big cities became the foundations of the 
ongoing series Interiores da Utopia.

To create these images, Lopes engaged with the same community he had been 
working with while shooting Casalata. The process of entering the intimate spaces is 
not an easy one and demands trust and time. The images are lyrical and imbued with 
a poetic sense of intimacy. Although their occupants are absent from the photographs, 
the human presence is perceptible in the furniture, hanging garments, collected 
religious objects, family photographs, toys, giving a sense of homeliness, not suggest-
ing comfort yet highlighting the agency of the inhabitants and their personalities. 

How these spaces become personal and individual, despite their similarities, is an 
essential aspect of the series – contradicting the assumption that every one of the 
houses is the same and often devoid of identity and individuality. Having everyday 
objects as part of the image situates it and reminds us where we are, in line with 
Sontag’s argument that if we want a more equitable society, we can start by thinking 
about whom we photograph and how we depict them (Sontag 2002).

In one of the Images, a recycled L-shaped aluminium profile frames both a wall 
and highlights the space’s fragility. A magazine photograph showing a paradisiac 
beach resort with a blue swimming pool, palm trees, and the sea appears to be both  
a window view and a wall covering between the frames. On the front angle, small 
objects situate the viewer inside the family’s living space. This idyllic place contrasts 
heavily with the house’s reality, bringing a sense of escapism, as if by looking at this 
landscape, one is immediately transported to another existence.

In another Iimage, two metal sheets are placed against each other, forming what 
appears framed as a wall. A figure of Jesus Christ engraved on one of the sheets is 
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centred and contains a yellow aura, and the writings marking the 2008 calendar are 
representations of time. There is a sense of calm in the religious detail. The religious 
references repeat themselves throughout the series through images of Jesus Christ, 
the Pope, and the collections of saints.

Another image shows the interior room carefully arranged with flowers and a 
collection of miniature porcelain dolls and saints, family photos, tables, records, old 
radios and two clocks with different times, items collected over time. 

Those interiors are constructed of layers of material, more like a patchwork of 
material forming a skin. This accumulation of materials functions as a palimpsest onto 
which traces of previous uses and existences merge with the new uses, and lived 
existences are added, edited, arranged and displayed. The architecture of these 
spaces is transient and ready to change and adapt.

Lopes’s images are shot in documentary mode and show characteristics that 
subject images to preconceived ideas about social realities. However, he does so 
subjectively, engaging in a more complex story of identity and individuality: How do 
those individuals live? How do they perceive and project themselves? What are their 
dreams and aspirations? 

(...) I did not want to expose people, rather their condition and 
question the formal/informal, centre/periphery concepts. The 
solution I found was to create a parallel between the interior of the 
house and the interior of the people that inhabit it (...) Turning my 
gaze to these people’s inner world, their escapes and the way they 
exhibit this inside the house in an open way. (...) It is also a look at 
the utopias that they build and that they have every right to do so 
(...) that for me this is the driver for beginning the transformation to 
something better than the condition in which they live (Lopes 2020).

This gaze towards the aesthetics of the Tin Houses’ interiors, mapping their differ-
ences as if the images were mood boards, reveals some truth about these spaces. It 
highlights the symbolic value of the choices, the preferences, and proposes a 
legitimisation of those spaces. Interiores da Utopia renders visible neglected and 
marginalised narratives to bring to light subjects that, despite their vulnerability and 
fragility, exhibit resilience, endurance and hope.

The title, “Interiores da Utopia”, also clarifies that Utopia is an important concept 
that runs through his work, if one recalls the name of his studio, Oficina de Utopias 
(utopias workshop). It is impossible not to think of Thomas Moore’s descriptions of 
an imagined society that possesses desirable or near-perfect qualities for its citizens. 
Nevertheless, it is closer to the concept of desire and transformation – “desire for a 
better way of living” achievable through “wilful action” and through social agency. 

History, as Siegert says, has been both a challenging and demanding space for 
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contemporary artists, particularly those from the former peripheries of the global art 
world, interested in documenting the (re)constructive and fictional dimensions of the 
archive in both its physical and metaphorical dimension. (Siegert, 2016). Ângelo 
Lopes’s work between activism and artistic creation raises critical questions about the 
role of memory, remembering and forgetting in the construction of collective 
memory. His engagement with the archive (previous works) and documentary (the 
latter works) is driven by a desire to reflect on the hidden and underrepresented 
narratives. The archive is activated as a form of repair and can produce cultural 
memory – the basis for collectivity. Lopes adheres to the task of reconstruction, 
patching together narratives and counter-narratives, reality and fiction, to widen 
perspectives on the present. As Rosário da Luz says in Canhão de Boca, “We have 
to make our history a succession of questions, we have to make our history a succes-
sion of deconstructions.”
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<— Rapasinho, 2009

Pão, pão, queijo, queijo, 2010
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Pão, pão, queijo, queijo, 2010
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E so mi, 2018
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E so mi, 2018
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Lucinda, 2009
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(Re)making of histories
– Embodied memories
of a verbal archive 
in the work of 
Sandim Mendes
Mariana Aboim*

This article was written in a dialogical style, as Sandim described the intricacies of 
her work, reliving pieces selected for this publication; Mariana attempted to deal 
with the limitations of language regarding vicarious understandings of what each 
work of art entails; and through description and writing they both collaborated in 
composing this article.

What capacity does a single image have to mirror unknown stories? How can 
intergenerational modes of sharing and storytelling become archival resources of 
that which is unaccounted for? In what ways can inherited memories catalyse artistic 
production? For over a decade, visual artist Sandim Mendes has been conducting 
photographic – and what she calls “imagetic”– investigations to inquire into embod-
ied inheritances in relation to geocultural ancestries. Sandim’s practice encompasses 
an archival production derived from her family stories, contributing towards the 
amplification of archives of diaspora descent, experiences, and histories. 

History 

Since 2015, the attacks on movements such as Decolonise the University have 
demonstrated the extent to which contemporary global politics is interwoven with 
authoritarian utterances, articulated within colonial, patriarchal and heteronormative 

* PhD researcher at the Royal College of Art, London. 
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canons.1 These attacks have been articulated through discourses on the “need to 
preserve” culture, expressed through the refusal to remove statues honouring white 
colonisers and imperial supremacists.   

As the work of many – including Boaventura de Sousa Santos, Gloria Wekker, 
Jack Halberstam, and Nana Adusei-Poku – has long demonstrated, when what is 
considered valid are privileged Western onto-epistemologies, imposed through 
indivisible sociopoliticoeducational and cultural complexes, then what those Western 
onto-epistemologies place ‘outside’ is deemed ‘other’, secondary, and not-as-good-
as. Yet, capital ‘H’ History is still told with very little or no acknowledgement of those 
whose lives are considered dispensable, less than Human, and (still) living precari-
ously due to the perpetuation of white supremacy and white fragility.2 

Visual artist Sandim Mendes is of Cape Verdean descent, born in the Nether-
lands, a country that, like Portugal, has been dealing with demands to acknowledge 
and repair the ongoing violence and marginalising effects of the countries’ colonial 
legacy. Sandim uses her own experience to expose confrontations derived from 
being born in a country where notions of belonging are construed on behalf of the 
other, and where one’s own agency regarding identity is constantly confronted with 
social, political, cultural and educational expectations that perpetuate Western 
colonial canons. 

Resisting erasure, resisting non-acknowledgement

Between 2009 and 2010, on her path to graduating with a degree in fine art, Sandim 
began to address questions of ancestry, identity, histories and memory through her work. 
Rapazinho, 2009, is one of her first attempts to try to recreate an image of a person for 
whom there was no visual record: Sandim’s paternal grandfather. Likewise, in Genoveva, 
2009, we see Sandim representing her mother at a younger age. Yet, here the image has 
a face, and the meaning of having a face or not is attributed to “what felt right at the 
time”.3 Sandim says that her strongest driver is intuition: she follows momentary impulses 
leading to the choices made in her photographic arrangements and manipulations. This is 
evident in Januari, 2009, and Lucinda, 2009, the portraits of Sandim as her maternal 

1 For more on Decolonising the University please see: 
 Cfr. Gurminder K. Bambra, Gebrial Dalia, and Nişancioşlu Kerem (eds). 2018.
 2018. Decolonising the University. Chicago: Pluto Press.
 Damien Gayle, and Nadia Khomami. “Cecil Rhodes statue row: Chris Patten tells 

students to embrace freedom of thought.” https://www.theguardian.com/educa-
tion/2016/jan/13/cecil-rhodes-statue-row-chris-patten-tells-students-to-embrace-
freedom-of-thought, (January 13, 2016).

2 Cfr. Robin DiAngelo. 2011.  
2011. "White Fragility". International Journal of Critical Pedagogy. V.3. T. 3.  
Pp. 54-70.

3 Sandim Mendes in conversation with Mariana Aboim, Rotterdam, the Netherlands, 
29th December 2020.
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grandparents, where she tried to (re)create what she remembered of their house, the 
local environment, the feeling of being at her grandparents’ house in Cabo Verde.4

In Rapasinhos, 2010, the focal point changed, due to the incorporation of gender 
as a social marker:

Mariana (MA): Did people confuse you with a boy? 
Sandim (SM): Yes. All the time! 

Rapasinhos poses a visual inquiry into what makes the heteronormative eye see 
someone as male. It was an attempt at generating different possibilities based on 
photographic arrangements of clothing and accessories, a play with detail in order to 
understand the extent to which these details affect a binary gendering of the person 
in the image. Additionally, Sandim was exploring photography as a medium, experi-
menting with different modes of image manipulation to achieve what she now 
describes as a “sense of realness”, a search for characteristics that would make the 
image look dated, as if it were an original picture of her grandfather at a young age. 
In dealing with intersecting layers of social prejudice (white-cisgender-heteronorma-
tivity), whilst attempting to re-create, re-imagine, re-visit what was real, but for 
which there were no visual records, something particular emerges in Sandim’s work. 
She began exploring what Fatima El-Tayeb describes: 

 
a persistent resistance to erasure, Sisyphean as it must appear to the 
individual whose very existence is casually and constantly negated 
by society, which is the first step toward a queering of ethnicity, the 
source of a post-ethnic, translocal minoritarian movement creating a 
counternarrative, told in various languages, that makes visible, and 
thus ultimately ineffective, the mechanisms of colour-blindness. 
(El-Tayeb, Fatima 2011, 173)  

When doing a study exchange at the Otis College of Art and Design in Los Angeles, 
USA, 2009, Sandim was introduced to Intersectionality from a fine art educational 
perspective. The term Intersectionality was coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, 
and in 2009 it was already embedded in some university curricula in the US. Working 
at the intersection of Critical Race Theory and Law, Crenshaw addressed the ways 
different layers of identity can contribute to one’s exposure to, and affliction by, social 
prejudices. Sandim was also introduced to discourses that critically questioned the 
way Western thought reduces the plurality of African diasporas to a homogenised 
African identity. Pão, pão, queijo, queijo, 2010, focuses on repetition and sameness in 
its attempt to deal with this plurality, weaving questions of identity and belonging, 

4 Throughout this article Cabo Verde is written in Portuguese, the English 
translation is Cabo Verde. 
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reflecting the diversity of cultures through different ways of using a headscarf. 
Ultimately, Pão, pão, queijo, queijo addresses the potential problems deriving from 
white Western ignorance, as well as their impact(s) on one’s identity formation. 

In the Netherlands, colour-blindness is uttered with pride by white inhabitants as 
a way of expressing the belief of living in a post-racial utopia, thus dismissing the 
violence imposed through homogenising markers (especially, but not exclusively) 
on one’s racial, ethnic, religious, and cultural backgrounds. In White Innocence, 2016, 
Gloria Wekker gives an account of how Dutch ‘colour blindness’ sustains a system of 
inclusion and exclusion simply by pretending that ‘everything is ok’: talking about 
the problem makes ‘you’ become the problem.5

Hidden patterns of racism are not seen by those who, either intentionally or 
‘innocently’, embrace whiteness as an ideology. A clear example is the celebration of 
Saint Nicholas’s holiday, when it is common for a white man to dress as Saint Nicholas 
and be accompanied by his helper Black Piet, a man with his face painted black. Black 
Piet was once a Moor from Spain sent to help Saint Nicholas; he was said to have been 
sent to scare misbehaving children; his face was dirty from falling down chimneys. 
This tradition has been contested for its deeply racist history and what it represents: a 
patriarchal supremacist punishing relation. However, in the Netherlands, the basis for a 
tolerant, as opposed to a just, society is homogenising normality through assimilation, 
reflecting monoethnicism and monoculturalism.6 Integration is imperative for those 
who wish to live in the country, one must accept its ‘open mindedness’, ‘all-welcoming’ 
and ‘multicultural’ characteristics. As such, the attempt to address hidden patterns of 
racism, such as Black Piet, is seen as not being accepting of other, namely Dutch 
culture, and thus not welcomed. This homogenisation is an excuse to hide forms of 
discrimination. As pointed out throughout Decolonizing the University movements, it 
is rooted in academic curricula and discourses, and, as mentioned above, it has major 
effects on students’ identity formation. However, by pointing out a problem, one is 
creating disturbance; if one disturbs, one is not welcomed, which leads to the impossi-
bility of addressing the violence inflicted by institutionalised canons  (i.e. the perpetual 
characterisation of The Artist as a white man). 

In The Location of Culture, Homi K. Bhabha develops the concept of colonial 
mimicry – the desire to shape an other as visually different so as to be easily identi-
fied as such.7 Bhabha further explains that the overrepresentation of the ‘normal’ 
colonial subject is a strategy to implement an authoritarian discourse, which aims at 
establishing a form of governance by ensuring that the other understands them-
selves as both inappropriate, and that their inappropriate ‘being’ is under scrutiny. 
The expectations formed throughout these experiences of being constantly ques-
tioned affect the ways one responds to specific interactions: I am being confused 

5 (Wekker 2016, 50)
6 Ibid., 7.
7 (Bhabha 1990, 121-131).
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with a man, so perhaps I need to be more female; the colour patterns in my work 
reflect... well, something ‘not Dutch’; it is the constant reliving of what it means to be 
perceived as the other in one’s own country. The demands implicit in these com-
ments reflect what is required for assimilation made on behalf of what the Dutch call 
‘gezellig’: keeping things cosy, keeping it pleasant. Complaining is not ‘gezellig’, 
cursing at someone who misgenders you, or standing against racist remarks made at 
one’s art practice – especially as a student, when institutional hierarchies can deter-
mine the progress of your career – is not ‘gezellig’, and shapes the ‘complainer’ as 
the problem. 

Embodiment and memory

As a student, Sandim had to deal with the hierarchical structures at play: students 
comply with the requirements and are graded by teachers. The difficulty of uttering 
these experiences led to some of Sandim’s photographic investigations and remain a 
crucial marker on what her work is doing – the creation of a family archive, an 
archive of ancestry and Cabo Verde’s histories. 

Rapazinho seeks a form of embodied representation, an attempt to visualise the 
missing images of (Sandim’s) paternal grandfather. In addition, Rapasinhos poses a 
response to ongoing and imposing markers of heteronormativity, exposing socio-cul-
tural dispossessions of agency on behalf of perpetuating colonial-Christian under-
standing(s) of ‘normalcy’. The latter work exposes the very material effects racist 
and sexist markers inflict on one’s self-development and wellbeing. 

Sandim’s work is an embodiment of Denise Ferreira da Silva’s definition of 
virtuality: that which has the capacity of transversability of space-time intersections 
and crossings; a cut through space-time linearity, out of which a bodily traversability 
occurs; and transubstantiality, the bodily transformations possible due to multiple 
existing(s).8 Sandim transverses space-time herself; she visits the stories that have 
been told throughout her life in order to create the missing pieces from her family’s 
archive. In these travels through her ancestry, Sandim sees the missing imagery, 
hence she says, “I think images,” and it is upon her return from these visits that works 
such as Lucinda, Genoveva, and E so mi emerged, with Sandim portraying herself as 
the embodiment of her ancestry. 

 
 

8 da Silva develops virtuality in her analysis of Octavia E. Butler’s novels Kindred, Wild 
Seed and Parable of the Sower.

 (Ferreira da Silva, 2014)
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Doing the archive

So how does one overcome the paradox of creating an archive out of immaterial 
components? Sandim surpasses the tensions of historiography through oral registers 
of collective and inherited knowledge, combined with documentary photography. 

In When u reap what u sow II, 2017, Sandim points to the labour hierarchies 
within the textile industry in the Netherlands. Specifically, the work engages with the 
textile production in Enschede, which began disappearing in the late 1960s.9 San-
dim’s research project focused on the lack of acknowledgement of the lives of black 
and enslaved people without whom this industry would have never been built. 

Inspired by the shape of an old shuttle, a part of weaving machines, Sandim’s 
mind instinctively gravitated towards its resonance with the movement and shape of 
a slave ship, the container carrying the lives of those who made much of the textile 
industry possible, including the Dutch West Indies Company. In TwentseWelle, the 
museum for nature and culture where Sandim did much of her research for this 
project, she found only “one little painting that depicted black figures working on the 
land, picking cotton with white overseers watching closely.”10 As a response, Sandim 
developed her own tjap, the label-pattern whose function was to attract the targeted 
group for whom the textile was made. Sandim designed a tjap to acknowledge not 
only the presence of, but the conditions in which slaves were transported, mistreat-
ed, and made to work in the textile industry.11

Making information visible that is unaccounted for, historically dismissed facts, 
and stories for which there are only oral accounts for is part of Sandim’s artistic 
practice. The imagery resulting from Sandim’s historical inquiries contains a sense of 
‘realness’, Genoveva and Rapazinho were real in a specific time and place, their 
re-embodiment through descent creates the archival imagery through an artwork 
that acknowledges their histories. In the words of Saidiya Hartman, “[t]he loss of 
stories sharpens the hunger for them.”12 The lack of family records propelled a 
deeper and embodied relation with ancestry than what these photographs reveal. 
Sandim’s maternal grandfather was a griot, a storyteller, the elder whose mission was 
to keep traditions and histories of the island alive. Thus, photographing embodied 
ancestry here is much more profound: it is the embodiment of the one whose 
function was to preserve stories, preserve the culture, preserve history in the 
present, alive. Sandim is becoming a griot herself, whilst trying to understand where 

9 “History,” City of Enschede, Accessed: January 6, 2021, https://cityofenschede.com/
aboutenschede/history/

10 Sandim Mendes in conversation with Mariana Aboim, Rotterdam, the Netherlands, 29 
December 2020.

11 For more information on the industry, its development and history, please see:
 https://www.blackpast.org/global-african-history/el-mina-sao-jorge-da-mina/
 https://mijnstadmijndorp.nl/app/historisch-centrum-overijssel/verhalen/1859-van-

heek-co-te-enschede/
12 (Hartman 2008, 8)
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these histories come from. 
The transformations Sandim experienced throughout the past decade mirror an 

intergenerational phenomenology of embodiment. When surrounded by the installa-
tion Ta bem um tempo ki, 2017, one is absorbed by the voice of Sandim’s mother 
telling a story that used to belong to her griot father: a wondering of what the people 
from Cabo Verde might encounter in a seemingly dystopian future. Ta bem um 
tempo ki is a visual essay that contributes to what Saidiya Hartman seeks with 
“recombinant narratives,” the exposure of fictions historicised in the archives of 
slavery, and the refusal of the obliteration of any narrative other than those perpetu-
ating white supremacy.13 Sandim does that by filling gaps through embodied, 
inherited, and shared memories and histories of her own family, creating an archive 
as a form of artistic production. Concurrently, Sandim’s work has been enriching 
Cabo Verde’s cultural archive with the recreation of eroded material that was once 
made with the purpose of cultivating and maintaining the histories that engendered 
its own culture. 

13 Ibid., 12.



© Hangar

Melissa



© Hangar

Rodrigues



126

© Hangar

<— Mediterrâneo (video still), 2019

Mediterrâneo (video still), 2019
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Mediterrâneo (video still), 2019
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CORONAS IN THE SKY, Not a Manifesto! An essay on Afrofuturism and Liberation, 2020
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CORONAS IN THE SKY, Not a Manifesto! An essay on Afrofuturism and Liberation, 2020
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From Submissive to Political – The Place of Black Bodies in Visual Culture, 2017-2020
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Negotiating the will 
of colonialism: 
Self-liberation, double 
crisis, and home 
Raquel Lima*

What I want, as a woman and artist, is home.
Melissa Rodrigues1

If we were facing the imminence of colonialism’s death and its continuities, Melissa 
Rodrigues would be reading the will, observing the intentions behind each clause, 
and negotiating the parts of her legacy: those she denounces and those she cele-
brates. I metaphorically propose colonialism as a testator, since its political and 
military domination over foreign territories has (mostly) ended, but its historical 
legacy continues, and I observe Rodrigues as one of the executors of this “property” 
in a constant negotiation on ways to abolish it or reconfigure it or to re-signify it. 
Throughout this process, I see her recognising that both her denunciation and 
celebration are collective and shared rituals, and so her singular discourse can be 
made by a polyphony of voices, visions, gestures and experiences without undoing 
their right to opacity2. 

In Rodrigues’s work, the appropriation of several records and archives (literature, 
photography, film, music, etc.), and the incursion between unlike methods of 
reflection and action (art-education, anthropology, performance, dance, visual arts, 
activism) result in an intertwining of narratives that, more than competing for a 

* Doctorate in Post-colonialisms and Global Citizenship, Center for Social Studies 
(CES), School of Economy of the University of Coimbra (FEUC).

1 Melissa Rodrigues, in a zoom conversation with me on the 28 January 2021. 
2 The right to opacity as an ethical, aesthetic and political dimension that prevents the 

assimilation of singularities of cultural differences was established by Édouard Glissant 
in Poetics of Relation (1990).
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dominant place of understanding, they dialogue to inscribe and update a plural voice 
and a shared heritage. 

Rodrigues’s multifaceted identity as an Afroportuguese artist, born in Cabo 
Verde and resident in Portugal since the age of six, the extended communities and 
families that were configured in her childhood, as well as the nineteen house moves 
throughout her life, may have influenced her approach to fixity and movement, from 
the understanding that roots and intimacies can be transnational and dispersed, and 
therefore the idea of the local can be read as a changeable, expanded, elastic and 
flexible dimension: local as movement. 

For Rodrigues to conceive local as movement, the body, thought and action 
triangle cannot be easily dissociated, since her body-home3 is not limited to a fixed 
territory, and this has implications not only at the physical level, but also at the 
philosophical, epistemological and ontological levels, and by extension, at the 
political, ethical and aesthetic levels of her artistic work.

Thus, it makes sense to find Rodrigues’s art in the midst of the decolonial debate 
on culture and politics, having as a guiding principle the examination of the hegemo-
ny of the colonial legacy in the arts and visual culture. In the performance-confer-
ence Submissive to Political – The Place of Black Bodies in Visual Culture (2017), 
this examination is carried out by analyzing books, cinema, advertising speeches and 
images, television programmes, product brands, painting, and photography, in an 
effort that covers a vast field of tensions (often silenced) that involve the production 
of representations of Black Bodies from a racist perspective. In the visual essay 
Mediterranean (2019), co-created with the artist Miguel F., this examination traces 
the genealogy of a repertoire of three colonial exhibitions – the First Portuguese 
Colonial Exhibition (Porto, 1934), the Portuguese World Exhibition (Lisbon, 1940) 
and the World of Discoveries, an Interactive Museum and Theme Park (Porto, 2019) 
– in which imperial rhetoric reduces cultural live diversity to a consumable human 
zoo for the Eurocentric gaze, assumed as the world’s centre of gravity or an ontolog-
ical paradigm projected globally. In the video installation Coronas in the Sky, Not a 
Manifesto! An Essay on Afrofuturism and Liberation (2020), the narrative is shaped 
by several non-normative visions and experiences by explaining their contexts, 
purposes, and foresights of the future, not starting from an antagonistic perspective 
in which difference is seen as an obstacle, but from an Afrofuturistic possibility of 
creating another place of existence for those that cease to be defined as silenced 
cultures, those whose identities can be read as an infinite postponement of meaning. 
(Lima 2018, 16) 

3 body-home (corpo-casa) is a workshop created by Melissa Rodrigues in 2018 for 
Casa da Memória de Guimarães as a Monitor in the Department of Education and 
Cultural Mediation at the Oficina Guimarães. In this activity, she uses different 
movement techniques and the interaction of the body-space-object axes, to 
physically and sensorially discover different spaces of memory.
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Rodrigues’s artistic pieces constantly communicate with each other, establishing 
a solid dialogue that shares references, symbols, phrases, objects, devices and 
themes. In general, we will find in her work the complaint, the claim, and the threat 
while facing the discomfort that comes with the exoticisation, objectification,  
fetishisation and stereotyping of the “other”, also imposed on herself as an  
“Afroportuguese Black Woman Emigrant”4. So, there is the denunciation of the 
continuous colonial norm, and also her convergent process of self-liberation through 
art, since art is conceived as a space for education and therapy, not only for the 
audiences but also for herself. 

In addition to the criticism of the hegemonic colonial legacy and the hail of 
artistic liberation, negotiating the will of colonialism raises other particular questions 
that are not collateral, but the main conditions that inhabit Rodrigues’ artistic options: 
the counter proposals that she presents to the legitimate heirs, so that we can move 
forward into a post-colonial era after establishing a relational practice and theory that 
recognises that “Eurocentrism is an historically situated discourse and not a genetic 
inheritance” (Sam and Shobat 2006, 24). In this sense, it is not enough to read 
Rodrigues’s movements in a linear sequence, it is also necessary to locate her 
disillusionment, failed expectations and counter-movements along her path. I found 
the controversial relationship with anthropology and performance to be a key to 
appreciating the genesis of a double crisis in her work and a possible way to deci-
pher what is most honest and committed in her art. 

The interdisciplinarity with which she moves between visual anthropology; 
performance in the field of dance; performance from the 60s in the field of visual art; 
image and representation; non-formal and artistic education; and Black anti-racist 
activism gives meaning to her intentions and upholds tensions with the coloniality 
within her chosen practices and disciplines. If we follow the modes through which 
she deconstructs the disciplines in her work – in terms of the paradigms, contexts, 
means of production and co-creation – we will be faced with strategies of dissent and 
healing as a way home.

We may conclude that to speak freely and artistically about herself, Rodrigues 
permeates historical meanings on what is a dissident Afrodiasporic Black Woman 
Emigrant, to unbalance the conservative colonial continuities, and to sustain herself 
outside the boxes that tend to essentialise her identity in motion through rigid 
disciplinary boundaries and imperial discourses.

Self-liberation 

The dimension of self-liberation in Rodrigues’s work is closely linked to the aware-
ness of the intellectually, spiritually, emotionally and physically debilitating effects of 

4 Melissa Rodrigues, in a zoom conversation with me on 28 January 2021.
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colonialism, not only visible in contemporary visual culture, but also in the shaping of 
contemporary subjectivities by this naturalised endemic legacy. It smells like mould, 
rotten blood. A past that has not passed. It is present, it is now, there are more and 
more drifting corpses in the Mediterranean5.

Rodrigues establishes the dialogue by working with facts, with records, with 
archives, with concrete evidence about our shared and common history.  
There is an agenda and a political programme that started centuries before the visual 
essay Mediterranean or the performance-conference Submissive to Political took 
place, and it is this programme that Rodrigues takes the viewer back to as a starting 
point, in order to establish a dialogue and to demonstrate how the “dominant sym-
bolic activity, the ruling episteme” repeats itself, and “murders over and over again”:

Even though the captive flesh/body has been “liberated”, and no 
one need pretend that even the quotation marks do not matter, 
dominant symbolic activity, the ruling episteme that releases the 
dynamics of naming and valuation, remains grounded in the origi-
nating metaphors of captivity and mutilation so that it is as if neither 
time nor history, nor historiography and its topics, shows movement, 
as the human subject is “murdered” over and over again by passions 
of a bloodless and anonymous archaism, showing itself in endless 
disguise (Spillers 1997, 68)

It was under the pressure of this dominant historical repetition that Rodrigues’s work 
developed during a moment in her life in which, according to her, she needed to 
find herself, express and debate these ideas, and polemise it in a way that she doesn’t 
need any more today. But her concern with the liberation of those often placed as 
laboratory objects, without any ethical apprehension, is always latent, and sometimes 
it is the inertia of colonial impositions in complex subjectivities and trajectories that 
drives their self-discovery and self-liberation. This is manifest in the performance 
cabelo (hair) created by Rodrigues in collaboration with Coletivo Chá das Pretas, 
where she begins to question the idea of ‘mulatto’ which she later develops in the 
performance-conference Submissive to Political. But what comes from that encoun-
ter and assertiveness? How does that shape the artistic work, social life, and the 
relation with the enrolled disciplines? How does that configure artistic solutions that 
are also prepositions of existence? What interests me, in this first approach to Ro-
drigues’s work, are the text and the subtext applied to her life, because it seems to 
me that she, as the deconstructed “other”, is her main artistic subject and object. 

5 Excerpt of the visual essay Mediterranean.
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Double crisis

I call double crisis the two main conflicts I encounter in Rodrigues’s work. The first 
and more evident one is in relation to how colonialism acts on non-normative bodies 
and minds, the other underlying conflict is related to the challenge faced by her main 
training disciplines – performance and anthropology – as if there were two active 
dialogues in progress that require complementary devices and mechanisms to 
overcome them. In the first, the formal debate about colonialism and its historical 
continuities worked through a confrontation with the archive – not only the conven-
tional archive that includes objects and images, but also the body-archive6 that 
includes experiences and voices. In the second, she deals with the coloniality that 
exists in the moulds of her chosen disciplines, which implies the revision, updating 
and transformation of the dominant paradigms that support them. 

Regarding performance (even when a part of visual essays, video installations, 
workshops, and other devices) Rodrigues starts from a circumscribed look, in which 
‘me’ and ‘we’ belong to a historically situated locale as movement. When a narrative 
of this nature is sustained by the praxis of political activism, it cannot be condescend-
ingly placed before the public. Its inscription in the artistic space implies an act of 
transgression and re-signification of the paradigms of reception and consumption 
because the spectators may be confronted with their own limits of interpretation on 
this deconstructed “other”. So that this performance does not fall into alienation, its 
insertion in settings that accompany and welcome its echoes and extents is essential.

This becomes evident if we take as an example the presentations of the perfor-
mance-conference Submissive to Political, presented most of the time in venues for 
counter narratives – feminist festivals, programmes around the decolonisation of 
history, bodies, narratives, museums and art.7 This dialectic can also be read from the 
artist’s roles in programming, curatorship and art education, participating in collabora-
tive and interdisciplinary projects that relate art, experimentation and activism.8

In addition to contextual aspects, part of the effectiveness of Rodrigues’s 
discourse is based on her appropriation of intermediate and accessible elements 
(music, books, films, choreographies, wardrobes, etc.) to compose, with other tools, 
autonomous artistic objects, such as video montage combined with voiceover 
narration. For instance, in the visual essay Mediterranean, words play an essential 
role in generating freedom and gestural expression when confronted with the rigid 
images of the colonial exhibitions. The use of voice and body as means of artistic 

6  In my research around orature and slavery, I am developing the concepts ‘bodies-nar-
rative’ and ‘bodies-archive’ to refer to the bodies that preserve, transport, modify and 
are crossed by this “knowledge”.

7 Feminist Festival Lisbon, Feminist Festival Porto, Imminent Festival, Dia da Diferença 
- Casa da Cerca, Unearthing Memories, exhibition InterStruct Collective - RAMPA 
2019, International Meetings Where I (we) Stand – Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation.

8 Coletivo NADA, Associação MOVEA, Serralves, A Oficina, RAMPA, Coletivo 
InterStruct, Núcleo Anti-Racista do Porto, Projeto Anuário 2020, ZK/U Berlin.
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expression provides plasticity to historical-cultural thoughts, creates tensions 
between fixed semiotics and mutable semantics, dissolves the hierarchy of images 
and the hegemony of the gaze. 

But voices and bodies that promote counter narratives reflect political projects 
and the contrary of the prevailing power expressiveness. Therefore, it is also 
interesting to understand the relation that Rodrigues establishes with anthropology, 
which started from the desire to obtain tools to deconstruct what anthropology itself 
built as race, through a liaison with art history and visual culture. So, images have 
always been at the base of her interests, namely visual anthropology and “ethno-
graphic” film. The disillusionment arises from the realisation of a stagnant science, 
needing to be decolonised at the highest level, from the theoretical bases of depar-
ture to the still grounded contemporary fiction of “otherness” that proposes that we 
can define ourselves from our point of view on the “other”, as a mirror, even if it 
implies the objectification in service of the Eurocentric analysis in universities, 
festivals, and other spaces. We could say that anthropology lacks a deep understand-
ing of the right to opacity, just as most social, cultural, and human disciplines based 
on enlightenment principles do.

Ariella Aisha Azoulay explains that unlearning imperialism implies understand-
ing the relation between well-documented objects and undocumented people, by 
stressing the display of precious art objects in Western museums versus the millions 
of people, stripped of their material and immaterial world, and seeking a place where 
they can be at home. “People and artifacts have become objects of observation and 
study, conversion and care, charge and control by two seemingly unrelated sets of 
disciplines, institutions, and their scholars and experts.” (Azoulay 2019, 1). While she 
proposes that we unlearn the field of photography as something out of the imperial 
regime that made its emergence possible, I believe Rodrigues makes a similar 
gesture with performance and anthropology through her praxis.

In Rodrigues’s work, the “other” has experiences, certainties about life and the 
world, science, language, spirituality, and the future. So, the focus is on the possibili-
ties of contradiction and rewriting the history that these voices propose together as a 
gesture to transgress the retrograde colonial system and simultaneously its stereo-
typed representations, which should belong to the past.

There is a demand for the exposure of the margin. (…) All those 
who are not part of the construction of the hegemonic pattern. We, 
those who are considered the “others”. We, your construction of the 
“other”, are the future and you are endangered because you have 
not gotten up to date (...) and we will continue to disturb you until 
you realise that you are the past (Rodrigues 2021)9

 

9 Melissa Rodrigues, in a zoom conversation with me on 28 January 2021.



 137

© Hangar

By unmasking rituals and conducts of their regulatory function, by transgressing 
barbarities considered conventional, Rodrigues’s work puts in crisis the cultural 
apparatus of before and now. More than that, she anticipates the ones to come, as  
a threat, since the body is itself a performance in which the dialectic between the 
standards of human behaviour and the structures on which it rests goes into crisis 
and finally exposes the dangers of art when devoid of a critical (anthropological) 
reading that relates it to the social and human project in which it is enrolled. 

Home

Once it is understood that it is not possible to dissociate the artistic work of Ro-
drigues from the very definition of herself as a human, the body-home would flow 
under ideal conditions. This happened to Rodrigues in 2020, when the Covid-19 
pandemic transformed an artistic residency in Berlin into a confined version of it in 
her home in Porto. The ideal conditions, besides time, money, and production 
support, were the possibility of enjoying the process of building the text, images, 
scenery, lights, wardrobe, make-up, sound, and video with her friends, who also live 
in Porto, who accompany her work and with whom she establishes synergies of 
creation and struggle. “I realised that this is the place where I want to be, and it is this 
work that I want to talk about more and more, and there are works like this that I want 
to do. This is the place.”10 

The maturity of her work over the years is expressed in this idea of home, which in 
turn corresponds to a healing process that is underway, and that will only be fulfilled by 
the collective assertiveness of all the “condemned of the land”, as we hear in a passage 
of the poem on the video-installation Coronas in the Sky, Not a Manifesto! “(…) Oh, 
Beloved Europe/what are you/without exploiting the condemned of the land? (…)” The 
healing process will also be fulfilled by the sincerity with which the “condemned of the 
land” will take their place in the future of the planet, like in the poetic performance “Me 
gritaron negra” by Victoria Santa Cruz, which is part of Melissa Rodrigues’s perfor-
mance-conference Submissive to Political.

Rodrigues explains that current political issues, namely the global growth of 
racism and fascism, demand that the debate against the Eurocentric system of 
colonial white supremacy continue. Even so, we find in the video-installation Coro-
nas in the Sky, Not a Manifesto! various symptoms of another rhythm, another time, 
another place, a discussion beyond the fixed forms, where the idea of body as fauna, 
body as water, body as atoms and sea, signal very interesting paths between form 
and shapelessness.  
 
 

10 Ibid.
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The delicacy of the image in dealing with indelicate forces says a lot about the 
ongoing healing process, and the artist’s empathy in search for a habitable home for 
herself and her own.  

I always find healing in the relationship with the people I love, with 
the people who understand me, in the anti-racist struggle, in black 
activism, in the black and indigenous women I read, in transfemi-
nism... Because there I find a place of possibility where we exist 
beyond the existences we already have (…) It is a future. It is the 
future where I will be. Or maybe I’m already there. (Rodrigues 2021)1

Melissa Rodrigues as a woman, a performative visual artist, a curator and activist who 
wants to find home, expresses this search in her own path, in the conjunction of 
disciplines that she chooses to study and work with, in the communities she creates 
or in which she enters to reflect the world, in the rituals she gives priority to, in the 
struggles she publicly embraces, in the places where she stops or in the territories 
she crosses, in the political alliances she represents or refuses, in the people she 
loves, in her art. In her case, the distinction and coherence of her work make it 
inevitable that the trail of her search for home is always imprinted along the way.

1 Melissa Rodrigues, in a zoom conversation with me on 28 January 2021.
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<— William (from the series Zona Libertada), 2017

Erick and friends (from the series Zona Libertada), 2017
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Erick Gomes (from the series Zona Libertada), 2017
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Erick Gomes (from the series Zona Libertada), 2017
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Nery (from the series Zona Libertada), 2017
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Djony (from the series Zona Libertada), 2017
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Herberto Smith’s 
photography is at a 
space of resistance 
Valdívia Delgado Tolentino*

Photography and activism

Herberto Smith, born in Guinea Bissau and having grown up in São Tomé and 
Príncipe, has been based in Portugal for several years.1 He is a photographer-activist 
who sees photography as going beyond the documentation of a moment, “It goes 
much further as it is a means of building up a relationship with the one who is being 
portrayed.” 2 Smith has a deep concern for highlighting those persons who often go 
unheard. He is interested in the life stories of those who do not occupy the usual 
speech spaces, who are invisible to the dominant centre. Photography is Smith’s 
medium for conveying narratives that intentionally involve the ones being por-
trayed. Smith’s work became cultural activism due to an urge to show the  

* Master of Arts in Museum and Curatorial Studies, at the Faculty of Fine Arts 
– University of Porto. 

1 Herberto Smith was born in Bissau, where his parents lived. When Smith was 3 
months old, the family moved to São Tomé and Príncipe, their homeland. When he 
turned 18, Smith flew to Lisbon to attend college. As a student, he had side jobs, 
among them photographic modeling. This period would mark a turning point as Smith 
started to occasionally work as an assistant fashion photographer. This was the 
beginning of his informal training that would later lead him to become established as a 
professional editorial and commercial photographer. At the same time, he works on 
personal and joint projects that link photography, education, and activism. To learn 
more about Smith’s educational work, go to: https://www.herbertosmith.com/
presentations-workshops-facilitations

2 This essay was written after a conversation with Smith that took place on February 16, 
2021. In addition to quoting the artist, whenever I present his thoughts and praxis I am 
paraphrasing him.
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“experience of being Black in Lisbon”3 and to tackle the invisibility of Black people 
in Portuguese traditional media, as they, especially the youth, would be mostly 
presented in a biased and marginalising matter. For Smith, photographing the 
African diasporic youth living in Lisbon has a main dual function: on the one hand 
for the young generations to become more involved in self-documentation and 
self-representation; on the other, to be a tool for societal education in anti-racism. 
Through the body of work Smith has been developing, he wishes to “break the 
prejudices and stereotypes that still surround the Black community”4. And his 
ambition is furthered: “I wish there were more people concerned about document-
ing their experience by putting themselves on the map and telling their own stories, 
especially the younger generations.”

Two parallel processes happened to bring Smith closer to Lisbon’s marginalised 
Black youth: first, becoming involved with the project Radio AfroLis5, a space of 
cultural and artistic expression for African descendants; secondly, his encounter with 
the Rap Crioulo group Más Ki Ás6 living at Bairro 6 de Maio7. Besides photographing 
Lisbon’s Black youth, Smith wanted to speak to them, listen to their points of view, 
share his own experiences with them, and share photographic and videographic 
influences. He wanted to get deeply involved because he has understood that for the 
marginalised youth, the process of becoming activists is more effective if they are 
aware of what their rights are, of the importance of images and of how they present 
themselves to the world. This is how Smith’s work started to unfold into mentorship.

The photographer collaborates with organisations such as Hangar, by doing 
workshops and other activities targeting the younger generations, to help them 
flourish in their creativity and their awareness of their reality in the world we live in. 
By doing this, he acts as a cultural facilitator who participates in “finding opportunities 
for the Black youth”8.

3 Herberto Smith, interview by Catarina Vila Nova, “Houve uma campanha intencio-
nal de tentar criar a imagem do português como bom colonizador”, Ponto Final, July 
24, 2018. https://pontofinalmacau.wordpress.com/2018/07/24/houve-uma-cam-
panha-intencional-de-tentar-criar-a-imagem-do-portugues-como-bom-colonizador/

4 Smith 2018.
5 Radio AfroLis is a Cultural Association: www.radioafrolis.com. Herberto Smith 

continues to be a member.
6 Facebook: www.facebook.com/MAS.KI.AS/. 
 Instagram: www.instagram.com/m.k.a_clanfuzzz/
7 Bairro 6 de Maio is a neighbourhood in the outskirts of Lisbon that has been an 

example of the city’s urban segregation due to socio-economic inequities. The 
majority of its residents are Cabo Verdeans who emigrated to Portugal to work and 
their children, the majority of whom were born in Lisbon. Marcelo Teixeira’s article 
about the neighbourhood depicts the difficulties faced by its community: www.
sinalaberto.pt/bairro-6-de-maio-a-luta-ininterrupta-de-uma-comunidade/

8 Smith 2018.
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A space of resistance

As part of his educational work, Smith conducted the workshop Margins9 with 
youngsters aged between 18 and 30 years old, using the author bell hooks’s writings 
on marginality as a space of resistance to create a starting point for the participants to 
express their stories, by mapping them through micro-narratives. Smith referenced 
hooks’s article Choosing the margin as a space of radical openness, in which she 
develops the thought that the ones in the margins have the opportunity to resist 
oppression by creating original discourses.

(…) I was working on these statements to identify marginality as 
much more than a site of deprivation. In fact I was saying just the 
opposite: that it is also the site of radical possibility, a space of 
resistance. It was this marginality that I was naming as a central 
location for the production of a counter hegemonic discourse that is 
not just found in words, but in its habits of being and the way one 
lives. As such, I was not speaking of a marginality one wishes to lose 
– to give up or surrender as part of moving into the centre – but 
rather as a site one stays in, clings to even, because it nourishes 
one’s capacity to resist. It offers to one the possibility of radical 
perspective from which to see and create, to imagine alternatives, 
new words.10

While the Black youth Smith is photographing in Lisbon has to “address issues of 
marginality, hopelessness, stigmatisation, exclusion and repressed memory”11, they 
surely also “evoke solidarity, everyday life, exciting initiatives, success, social 
mobility and creativity”12, which are the “radical possibility” and the “resistance” 
hooks is writing about. And Smith’s work as a storyteller for the Black youth and their 
communities, directing his lenses to their existences and realisations becomes an 
amplifying platform for the “counter hegemonic discourse”13 they produce. In her 
book Feminist Theory: From Margin to Centre14 bell hooks depicts the experience of 
the African-Americans living in a small city in Kentucky, where the rails marked the 
separation between the centre and its margins as a daily reminder of marginality:

9 A workshop organised in 2021 by Hangar and supported by Energia Bip/ZIP  
(Bairros de Intervenção Prioritária de Lisboa): https://hangar.com.pt/en/ 
photography-workshop-margins/

10 (Hooks 1989, 15-23)
11 Christina Horvath, Introduction to “Banlieue narratives: voicing the French urban
 periphery,” Romance Studies, 36 (2018):1-2, 1-4,
 DOI: 10.1080/02639904.2018.1457820
12 Horvarth 2018.
13 Hooks 1989.
14 (Hooks 2017, 59-60)
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(…) to live as we did – on the periphery, on the edges and on the 
edge – we developed a particular way of seeing reality. We looked 
at it both from the outside and from the inside. We focused our 
attention on the centre as well as on the edge. We understood both. 
This way of looking at things reminded us of the existence of a 
whole universe, of a main body consisting of both a margin and a 
centre. Our survival depended on our constant conspicuous aware-
ness of the separation between the margin and the centre, and on 
our deep individual conviction that we were a vital and necessary 
part of that whole. This sense of wholeness, of integrity, has imprint-
ed our consciousness through the fabric of our daily lives, and 
endowed us with an oppositional worldview – a way of looking at 
things unknown to most of our oppressors – that has nurtured us, 
helped us in our struggle out of poverty and despair, and strength-
ened our self-esteem, our identity and our solidarity15 (Hooks 2017, 
59-60) 

The marginalised ones, by virtue of the uniqueness of their position, one that is 
comprehensive since it addresses the most disparate realities, have the capacity to 
develop productive mechanisms of resistance. For example, Smith states that when 
the communities not only assume the places they live in, but most importantly share 
positive realities and interesting projects being developed and succeeding, such 
attitude will hopefully provoke a change of the status quo. According to him, one of 
the paths to attain this shift may be the use of social media by the youth as an 
intentional way to assert their presence, through their own narratives, their personal 
experience living in the margins. This exposure may become a political act, hence 
an act of resistance.

Zona Libertada

The series Zona Libertada (2017) was shot during the Catchupa Factory Residen-
cy16, in the city of Mindelo (Cabo Verde). Despite being dislocated from Lisbon, 
where Smith had been composing his “family album”17, this series is part of Smith’s 
work as a continuum, a whole that is constantly being enriched. As Smith had very 
little time in Mindelo, and did not know the neighbourhoods, he decided to go 

15 Free translation of the French edition. 
16 A residency for artists/photographers from Portuguese-speaking countries in 

Africa, organized in the city of Mindelo by the AOJE Association: www.facebook.
com/aoje.cv/

17 Smith 2018.
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around by himself in hopes of finding someone who could take him to the place he 
was looking for. He found that person, who introduced him to the neighbourhood 
called Ribeira Bote, the unofficial toponym of which is Zona Libertada.

In the first image, we see a young man called Erick Lendrick Gomes and a lady. 
They seem to proudly welcome us to the series of photographs. The background, 
where we can make out a window, a door and a roof, is a house that may be viewed 
as a symbol representing the neighbourhood. We are at the door, therefore arriving 
at someone else’s space, where we need an invitation to enter, we need to be 
welcomed. As the figures fix their gazes directly toward us, they are showing an 
acknowledgement of our arrival. They are deciding to let us in the series. This photo 
was taken while Erick was showing the photographer his neighbourhood and in a 
totally spontaneous attitude by those photographed. We do not know who the lady 
is, maybe a neighbour, but what we do notice by her body expression is that she 
intentionally presents herself as a confident and strong person. Beside her, we see an 
assured and candid Erick. In the second image, we are inside Erick’s bedroom and 
discover that he is a musician.18 His bedroom, an intimate place par excellence, is 
also Erick’s space for his creative process, where he writes his songs and records 
them in the cabin on the left side that he himself built. In the third photo we can see 
Erick, his neighbour friend, who usually braids his hair, and her baby. There was no 
prior preparation for this image. Erick e a família (and family) is a household portrait. 
In the photo Tovão, our encounter is with one of Erick’s friends, while he is taking 
care of his dreadlocks. It was a snapshot taken while the photographer was walking 
around in the neighbourhood. William depicts another young resident of Zona 
Libertada. The following photo was taken during one of the visits to Erick. He was 
busy doing sound capture to add a jingle to a group of dancers. While they were 
taking a break on the roof terrace, Smith asked one of the dancers if he could take 
this photo. Erick Gomes e amigos (and friends) shows a moment of conviviality. The 
young man closer to Erick is the person who took Smith to the neighbourhood. In 
the picture Irmão do Erick (Erick’s brother), the photographer has captured one of 
the most intimate moments of his experience while shooting the series. Erick’s 
brother is resting in his bedroom. In this opening into the boy’s life, three elements 
on the wall immediately captivate our attention: the guitar, the painting and the 
religious image. In the street view, the architecture is composed not only of the 
constructions, but also of the colourful clothes hanging under the sun. In the final 
image, Nery, who is in the front of the scene, seems simultaneously aware and 
oblivious of the photographer’s presence, while the little girl in the back catches the 
lens with her curious and direct gaze. As for the three figures to the shadowy right 
side, we are almost unable to access them.

Zona Libertada or ‘Liberated Neighbourhood’ was the name given by Ribeira 

18 Erick Lendrik Gomes: www.youtube.com/channel/UCF7LeAWnQIaSMCI-
GoA-W2cw/videos/



150

© Hangar

Bote’s residents on September 23, 1974, and has remained to this day. This is the date 
when the people living in Ribeira Bote resisted a group of Portuguese soldiers who 
were on a rampage in Mindelo, by barricading the points of access to their neigh-
bourhood and successfully preventing the assault. The event occurred in the months 
in between the fall of dictatorship in Portugal (April 25, 1974) and Cabo Verde’s 
independence (July 5, 1975).

In her article ‘The decolonisation process in Cabo Verde’, the historian Ângela 
Coutinho reports that “according to official sources, the first organisation that 
proposed to obtain the independence of the Cabo Verde archipelago, the P.A.I.G.C. 
(African Party for the Independence of Guinea Bissau and Cabo Verde) was created 
in Bissau in 1956”.19 The members of the Party were Cape Verdean and Guinean and 
shared the common goal of achieving “political independence for both territories”, 
thus “in the 1960s, organised clandestine activity began in Cabo Verde, and in 1963 
armed action began in what is now Guinea Bissau”.20 Following a decade of fight and 
struggle, the P.A.I.G.C. proclaimed their independence not only of the ‘liberated 
regions’ that were under its administration, but of the entire territory until then called 
the Portuguese Guinea.

Prepared since 1972 and announced by Amílcar Cabral, while still 
alive, the unilateral proclamation of independence of the Republic of 
Guinea Bissau took place on September 24, 1973, in Madina do Boé. 
On the following November 3, the United Nations General Assem-
bly approved a resolution condemning the Portuguese Government 
for the illegal occupation of part of Guinea Bissau’s territory and 
demanding that it start negotiations with the P.A.I.G.C. The non-ma-
terialisation of the project of armed invasion of the archipelago 
[Cabo Verde] by P.A.I.G.C. guerrillas did not prevent the United 
Nations General Assembly from recognising this party as the sole 
legitimate representative of the Cabo Verdeans, which was also 
done on April 5, 1974, by the United Nations Decolonisation 
Committee. The Organization of African Unity unanimously admit-
ted Guinea Bissau on November 19, 1973. In terms of the interna-
tional scenario, this was the situation on the eve of the coup d’état of 
April 25, 1974, in Portugal, which had as one of its immediate 
consequences the change of the colonial policy that had been 
followed by the Portuguese government until then.21

 

 

19 (Coutinho 2015)
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid.
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As Coutinho reports, on August 26, 1974, an agreement was signed between the 
Portuguese Government and the P.A.I.G.C., in which the former “acknowledged the 
positions of the Organization of African Unity and the United Nations Organization 
regarding the independence of Guinea Bissau, and committed itself to negotiate the 
independence of the Cabo Verde archipelago”.22 All these events would lead to 
what occurred on September the 23, 1974, in Ribeira Bote.

September was a particularly turbulent month and several events 
took place that would later be considered important in this process. 
With the P.A.I.G.C. having already initiated a series of actions in the 
field, such as rallies, soirées and street actions, it was the death of a 
young man shot by the police that triggered clashes between 
residents of the popular neighbourhood in the city of Mindelo, 
Ribeira Bote and the Portuguese military. Some residents even 
resorted to making homemade bombs and the neighbourhood was 
considered a “liberated zone” by its rebellious residents.23

Ribeira Bote, a popular neighbourhood in the near outskirts of Mindelo’s city centre, 
has been the home for people whose diverse professions contribute greatly to 
the city’s life. Nevertheless, for many years now, Ribeira Bote’s population has 
been facing serious social problems such as unemployment, poverty, precarious 
living conditions, and consequently the appearance of violence at different levels, 
especially juvenile delinquency. For this reason, the neighbourhood has gained a 
reputation of being dangerous and its residents became the subject of stereotyping, 
prejudice and to some degree, discrimination.24

Insularity within the Periphery

Most of the youth that Smith photographs in the peripheral areas of Lisbon are of 
Cape Verdean descent and “feel a great identification with Cabo Verde’s culture”. 
When drawing a parallel between the youth of Zona Libertada in Mindelo and those 
living in Lisbon’s peripheral neighbourhoods, Smith explains that as an islander 
himself, one of the aspects that has imprinted his adolescence was insularity – realis-
ing that what he aimed to explore was very limited in terms of space. Smith notes 
that those who live on an island, like the young residents of Zona Libertada, experi-

22 Coutinho 2015.
23 Coutinho 2018.
24 The history of the neighbourhood and its development in recent years is presented 

and analysed in the dissertation: Níbel Batista Moreira, “Turismo Comunitário no 
Bairro da Ribeira Bote: Proposta para o seu desenvolvimento” (bachelor’s thesis, 
Instituto Superior de Ciências Económicas e Empresariais, 2014.  
http://www.portaldoconhecimento.gov.cv/bitstream/10961/4018/1/
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ence geographical insularity and nurture the ideal of what it is to live abroad. The 
dream of one day leaving the island and having the opportunity to achieve one’s 
goals. So in Smith’s opinion, the insularity experienced by the youth of Zona 
Libertada may also be extrapolated to the experience of those who live in the 
peripheries of Lisbon, because the latter have a sense of not belonging, they feel 
isolated, thereby take refuge in their own community. For the photographer, the 
periphery also ends up being an island within the general picture, therefore there is 
“Insularity within the Periphery”.

The youth Smith meets in Cabo Verde are isolated in their neighbourhood by 
socio-economic iniquities; they are isolated by geography both because they live 
on islands and because those islands are the periphery of the Occidental world. The 
Black youth Smith meets in Lisbon are also isolated by issues of class; they are 
isolated because of urban exclusion; and they are marginalised because of race. 
Both groups of youths share an accumulation of common and diverse layers of 
marginality. But, because of that same marginality, they also share the fact of having 
a space of resistance, thus the possibility of radical perspective enabling them to 
create alternatives, as proposed by bell hooks. That space of resistance is a space of 
dreams, and dreaming is resisting. By telling their stories, as Smith does, he is 
entering that space of resistance and dreams, becoming part of it. With his camera 
he is participating in the African youth’s resistance, and through his pedagogy he is 
participating in the fulfilment of their dreams.

Reciprocal learning relationships

For Smith, photographing is creating relationships and intentionally involving the 
people being portrayed. He prefers his photography to be collaborative and having 
a positive impact for everyone. Since it is based on the construction of relationships, 
his work becomes a continuum. For example, while photographing at Zona Liberta-
da, if he met someone that really impressed him, he could not see the person as a 
project that has closure. If he continues to maintain a relationship with the person, 
then it is something ongoing. What is left for him is not the photographs, but rather 
it is the fact that he was connected to the people he encountered, that his contact 
with them served as mutual inspiration. Smith aspires to share something within a 
common lived experience, which will bring all the participants a sense of having 
experienced something new, or that contributes to their self-growth and improve-
ment. I see Smith’s work as reciprocal learning relationships. In fact, Smith’s natural 
willingness to learn and share experiences, knowledge and consciousness with 
others, is reflected in the way he conducts whatever work he is doing, whether it 
be photography, mentoring or other. 
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Smith’s desire that the marginalised communities become more and more 
literate in terms of self-representation, that the excluded youth feel impelled to 
show images of their communities, specifically refuting the mainstream inaccurate 
interpretation of their lives, is at the ‘space of resistance’ as proposed by bell hooks.
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<— Lado (from the series Nha Fala), 2017

Sisters, 2019
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Cadija, 2019
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Janete, 2019 Bashir (from the series Nha Fala), 2019
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Yolanda, 2017 Julieta (from the series Nha Fala), 2019
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Nha Fala (exhibion view), 2019
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Body spellings 

Cristiana Tejo*

Oh, infinite peace, it is one to be able to link fragmented history! Africa 
and America and again Europe and Africa. Angola. Jagas. And the people 

of Benin from where my mother came from.
I am Atlantic. 

(Ratts 2006, 73)

This text is an experimental attempt to approach the current visual essay by the artist 
Abdel Queta Tavares presented in this publication from an amefrican perspective. 
This term created by the Brazilian Black thinker Lélia Gonzalez1 refers to the cons-
ciousness of the broad influence of diasporic African cultural manifestations in the 
cultures of the Americas beyond nationalities (Gonzalez 1988). Adopting this 
viewpoint means to establish correlations between visual signs and symbology 
shared by both sides of the Atlantic Ocean and to acknowledge conceptual tools 
built by amefrican intellectuals. To this end, we will also access the investigations 

* Integrated member of Institute of Art History – Universidade Nova de Lisboa and 
independent curator. 

1 Lélia Gonzalez (1935-1994) was an anthropologist, professor, politician and 
co-founder of many institutions such as the Black Movement in Brazil and N´Zinga. 
The main focus of her writings is the relationship between gender and ethnicity. 
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and conjectures of historian Beatriz Nascimento2 and researcher Leda Martins3.  
They will illuminate our perception about Tavares’s poetry.

 In her studies, Beatriz Nascimento traced some cultural cartography and 
geo-cultural symbols that position the black body in various possible routes and 
roots through an experience of transmigration that can embrace the experiences of 
colonisation on both sides of the Atlantic. In Brazil it meant from the slave quarters to 
the quilombo, from the countryside to the city, from northeast to the southeast 
region (Ratts 2006). The contemporary African transmigration embraces dislocations 
of citizens from ex-colonies towards the former metropolis. The trajectory of Abdel 
Queta Tavares confirms this trend. He was born in Guinea Bissau (1992), moved to 
Lisbon when he was 14 years old and has lived in London for the past five years. As 
a peripheric European country, Portugal becomes a bridge to hegemonic nations 
such as the United Kingdom, for instance, not only for African emigration but also for 
Portuguese citizens. This journey leads to some intriguing mirroring processes and 
the reconfiguration of cultural identity in intricated layers of colonialisms.

The first pictures taken by Tavares were self-portraits of himself at home, as 
stated in his bio. These images were made in Portugal and could they indicate a 
search for understanding his own identity in this new context of immigration to the 
land of the former coloniser? In the documentary film Orí4 by Raquel Gerber (1989), 
Beatriz Nascimento looks at some pictures of herself as a child to place her sense of 
identity as a Black woman into a larger history of Black people. Nascimento uses the 
term orí (the head)5 from candomblé religion6 “where the cult begins, takes shape 
and never ends becoming an ancestor” (Jagun 2015, 2). According to Alex Ratts:  

 
 

2 Maria Beatriz do Nascimento (1942-1995) was a Brazilian academic and an influential 
activist of the  Black Movement in Brazil from the 1960s until her death. Her research 
evaluated the importance of  quilombos as autonomous spaces for people of African 
descent and the invisibility of black women, and particularly non-Anglo women of 
the African diaspora. 

3 Leda Maria Martins (1955) is an academic, poet and play writer who taught at State 
University of Minas Gerais and was a visiting professor at New York University. 

4 This documentary film analyses the Brazilian Black movement in São Paulo, Rio de 
Janeiro and Alagoas from 1977 until 1988. The text and narration of the piece were by 
Beatriz Nascimento.  

5 Orí is an important spiritual and mythological metaphysical concept for the Yoruba 
culture, identified in the merindilogum game by odu ossá and represented materially by 
candomblé, through the sacred settlement called ibá de Ori. Ori in Yoruba has many 
meanings - the literal meaning is the physical head, symbol of the inner head (Ori Inu). 
Spiritually, the head as the highest point (or higher) of the human body represents the 
Ori, there is no Orixá that supports the human more than his/her own Ori.

6 Candomblé is the most important afro-Brazilian religion. It descends from Yorubá 
culture and encompasses a particular view of the world in which all parts of the body 
are considered to be important elements to their trajectory on Earth. (Jarun 2015).
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More as a metaphor than as a generalisation of a conception of an 
ethnic-cultural and religious segment for all Africans and all blacks, 
Beatriz refines the term Orí, as the relationship between intellect and 
memory, between head and body, between person and earth, 
adequate correlation to interpret in a single restorative view the 
dehumanisation of the black individual and his possibilities of 
reconstructing himself, as part of a collectivity. (Ratts 2006, 63)

Orí, in the terms of Nascimento, is time and space expanded and interconnected 
from and by the Black bodies of diaspora, from an individual perspective to a 
collective one. It is a way of gathering the smashed pieces generated by colonialism. 
It is interesting to note that within a few years Abdel Queta Tavares moved from 
self-portraits to other people's portraits, that is to say that he went from a self-inquiry 
state to a collective investigation. From the orí perspective this gesture could be 
perceived as a new phase of reimagining memories and projecting new identities not 
only for himself but for his generation. 

One thing that drives our attention in the group of pictures compiled in this 
publication is that all the heads are covered. Two of the characters portrayed are 
protected by cloth and black hat, but the rest of them are wearing red hats, one of 
them probably being the same red hat worn by Tavares when the British photogra-
pher David Cantor took his photograph that won him the Taylor Wessing Photo-
graphic Prize. 

In the principles of candomblé, all parts of the body are important, but the head 
is the most meaningful element as it is the core of consciousness and of the main 
senses. It also carries wisdom, intelligence and life and is an intense changeable 
being even after the death. The head is immortal. The place from which Àjàlá7 takes 
the dough to sculpt the heads is filled with the heritage of their ancestors. Again, one 
observes the component of ancestry as a trace of inheritances that it carries, as well 
as respect, gratitude to those who came before, justifying the veneration of the 
ancestors of the Yoruba cult. Divinising the head is a sign of respect, a way of taking 
care of it, revering it, making it its advisor. That is why it is common to observe, in 
African sculptures of different ethnicities, images in which the head is disproportio-
nately larger than the body (Jagun 2015). The heads portrayed in this essay transpire 
hope, trust, joyfulness, playfulness and quietness that could be interpreted as Beatriz 
Nascimento’s orí: heads that are conscious about their global history and open to 
retrace future journeys. It is important to stress that the red hat in Tavares's pictures 
not only emphasises the head, but it is also a protagonist of the images. In real life, 

7 In Brazil Àjàlá is the entity in charge of molding the orí (head) for each person. Even 
though this entity chooses the head for the person, she or he is free to determine 
her/his own path. 
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the red hat is not only an ordinary object, but the one that provided him an entry into 
the cultural networks in the big city. 

Another point that is worth mentioning in regard to Tavares’s work is the massive 
presence of female portraits. Could we understand it from the candomblé perspecti-
ve as the acknowledgement that the character (ìwà) is personified by a woman? 
According to the Yoruba culture women accumulate the duality between good and 
evil. “The woman can be docile and loving, as well as dangerous and ferocious. Only 
the woman can, at the same time, hold this power among the Yoruba, although their 
culture is more fluid regarding genders. According to this concept women can even 
be witches (ajé)” (Jagun 2015, 49). The women presented in this editorial seem to 
mix many social roles, historical postures, and bodily expressions regardless of their 
apparent young age. 

Bodies, ornaments and performativity in a spiral time 

The Church says: The body is guilty. 
Science says: The body is a machine. 
Advertising says: The body is a business. 
The body says: I am a party.
Eduardo Galeano

Performativity is a common concept in Contemporary Art vocabulary, but it has been 
worked in an innovative direction by scholar Leda Martins. With her educational 
background being in the field of dance and anthropology, she is deeply connected 
to candomblé. In her outstanding research, she has been using some terms that 
originate from the scope of Afro-Brazilian rituals, such as the crossroads and the idea 
of time as a spiral to reconsider performance from a non-white perspective. For her, 
the body in performance is not only an expression or representation of an action that 
takes it symbolically to a sense, but a gesture that in the movement, in the choreo-
graphy and in the act of vocality, it reinaugurates itself as a technique and procedure 
for registering, recreating, transmitting and revising the memory of knowledge, 
which could be aesthetic, philosophical, metaphysical, scientific, technological, etc. 
So far, it might be very clear to us, readers, that all the characters pictured by Abdel 
Queta Tavares could be representing or playing some personal history or suggesting 
some fictional narrative. Their posing brings to mind the place of crossroads,  
a theoretical key concept by Martins that allows us to cleave some of the forms and 
constructs that emerge from the intersections of different cultures and symbolic 
systems. In the Brazilian case, it means the junctions of African, European,  
indigenous and, more recently, Eastern traditions:
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The notion of crossroads, used as a conceptual operator, offers us 
the possibility of interpreting the systemic and epistemic transit that 
emerge from inter and transcultural processes, in which perfor-
mance practices, conceptions and worldviews are confronted and 
intersected, not always friendly, principles philosophical and meta-
physical, diverse knowledge, in short (Martins 1995, 69).

The hybridity of references brought by Tavares pictures intertwine between fashion 
editorials, western paintings, historical characters, and local manifestations. It seems 
that there is no intention of stating any kind of identity manifesto, but a manifestation 
of staged fluid identities. We don’t have any information about where these pictures 
were taken, who these people are that are pictured or if those clothes are theirs or 
not. In fact, those bodies colored by vibrant patterns and textures present possibili-
ties of reinterpretation not only of the past, but of the present. Abdel Queta Tavares’s 
work seems to embody and develop the concepts of the spiral time and the cross-
roads. It connects cultural landscapes, historical times, dreams of many generations 
and points to the reinvention of the future.
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<— Nigga’s sur l’herbe (from the series Especie man), 2016

“Pitu” player believes he can bring Valdevinos life (from the series Migrações e coisas) 2019
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African Eden Garden, 2018
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The last migrants of the Atlantic (from the series Migrações e coisas), 2018
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The last migrant of the Atlantic (from the series National Migration), 2018

Air migration privé (from the series Migrações e coisas), 2019
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From Congo to be hero in USA, 2018
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Narratives of mutability 
and (ex)change. 
A series of tales by 
René Tavares 
 
Luísa Santos*  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In recent years, discussions around the idea of the “global” have developed broadly 
in different artistic contexts, as demonstrated by various projects such as the 
Global Collaborations at the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam (2013-2015) and the 
Global Museum (2015-2017) of the German Federal Cultural Foundation. Parallel to 
these discussions, there has been a remarkable increase in what have been called 
“transhistorical” exhibitions since the beginning of this century – exhibitions in which 
the methodology consists of putting together different periods and art-historical 
and cultural contexts. By transcending art-historical boundaries, these experiments 
claim to bring new insights into historical grand-narratives and shed light on 
micro-narratives under the lenses of objects in relation to their context and history. 

The practices of mutability and exchange – across and beyond geographic 
regions, cultures, disciplinary discourses and methodologies, political contexts and 
histories – are key in these debates and have been critically employed by contempo-
rary artists under various methods. A remarkable example of the power of mutability 
– of perception and of the ways we learn, unpack and act upon narratives across 
cultures and histories – is the practice of René Tavares (1983, São Tomé and Prínci-
pe). In his process of painting, René Tavares has invented inspiring new political and 
creative possibilities for critical and conceptual art.

René Tavares’s work weaves together fictions, postcolonial histories, memory, 
visual languages, and techniques with a variety of 20th and 21st-century culturally and 

* PhD. in Culture Studies by the Humbolt and Viadrina School of Governance, in 
Berlin, and M.A. in Curating Contemporary Art by the Royal College of Art, London. 
Independent curator and Researcher, Assistant Professor in Culture Studies at the 
Faculty of Human Sciences of the Universidade Católica Portuguesa. 
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historically situated political afterlives and futurities. This transcultural and transhis-
torical practice exposes the planetary scale of chronopolitical conflicts by generating 
decolonial critiques that offer affective encounters by way of formally elaborated 
scenarios. Through the scrupulous entangling of multiple temporalities, René 
Tavares’s work employs essayistic compositions as constellations of colliding forces 
and energies across time and space. This is an assembly of variable registers that not 
only locate themselves within historical times but in virtual and speculative places, 
which invites an encounter with new structures of feelings and methodologies of 
travelling across temporal and cultural references. 

Nigga’s sur l’herbe (2016) juxtaposes past and present, Europe and Africa in a 
colorful setting while disrupting the clear boundaries between subjectivity and 
objectivity, the real and the imaginary. It takes as its subject Manet’s Le déjeuner sur 
l’herbe, a painting rejected by the jury of the 1863 Salon and exhibited under the 
title Le Bain at the Salon des Refusés (initiated the same year by Napoléon III) which 
paid tribute to Europe’s artistic heritage, borrowing his subject from the Concert 
champêtre – a painting by Titian attributed at the time to Giorgione (Louvre). 
Adopting these references, René Tavares’s painting speculates on the plurality of 
cultures and conceptions of the contemporary world we live in. Moving across and 
beyond geographic regions, cultures, disciplinary discourses and methodologies, as 
well as political contexts and histories, Nigga’s sur l’herbe visually translates the 
power of mutability.

The presence of a nude woman among clothed men in Manet’s painting is 
defensible neither by mythological nor allegorical patterns. This, and the then 
contemporary clothing, rendered the strange and almost fantastic scene obscene in 
the eyes of the audiences of the time. Manet rejected the traditional tastes of the 
Académie des Beaux-Arts, and his artistic style and methodology were considered 
as outrageous as the subject matter itself. He did not apply any transition between 
the light and dark elements of the picture, and abandoned the usual subtle gradations 
in favor of the brutal contrasts that would become dear to modern and contemporary 
multidisciplinary artists such as René Tavares. 

The characters – in Manet’s as in Tavares’s paintings – seem to fit uncomfortably 
in the rough background of woods from which both artists have intentionally 
excluded depth and perspective. While female nudes are prevalent throughout the 
history of art, they had, up until Le déjeuner sur l’herbe, always represented figures 
from mythology or allegory. By placing an anonymous unclothed woman in an 
everyday setting, Manet recontextualized the age-old subject and redefined what 
constitutes fine art. Two centuries separate Manet and Tavares’s paintings but female 
nudes are still widespread in museum collections as the Guerrila Girls famously 
showed in their “Do Women Have To Be Naked To Get Into the Met. Museum?” 
(1989). Black women artists, such as Betye Saar, challenged the dominance of male 
artists within the gallery and museum spaces throughout the 1970s. In her The 
Liberation of Aunt Jemima (1972), Saar addressed “the lack of representation of 
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black artists, especially black women artists” and “transformed the derogatory image 
of Aunt Jemima into a female warrior figure, fighting for  Black liberation and wom-
en’s rights. Fifty years later she has finally been liberated herself.”  
(Saar apud Sharp 2020).

While Le déjeuner sur l’herbe was a testimony to Manet’s refusal to conform to 
convention and his initiation of a new freedom from traditional subjects and modes of 
representation that can perhaps be considered as the starting point of Modern Art, 
Nigga’s sur l’herbe questions the references of Modern Art while challenging the 
multipolar Western institutional structures (grand narratives told by few) that they 
inhabit (Gupta and Watson 2016) such as sexual and racial discrimination in the social 
systems that make our world. At first reading, René Tavares is displaying naked black 
female bodies and it might seem that he is reproducing the very same gender power 
dynamics. A closer reading, however, will reveal a different positioning. Besides the 
second woman in both Manet’s and Tavares’s paintings, dressed and playing a minor 
role in the background, a third woman was added in Tavares’s painting. She is nude, 
as the one in the foreground and holds a smartphone to capture the scenario – rather 
than the scene of the two dressed men with the naked woman – taking us to the 
present day suggesting the contemporary social character of the digital influencer 
embodied by a woman. Using the white supremacist’s image of the Negro and the 
woman, Tavares offers a reinterpretation of history by ironizing stereotypes, repre-
senting not only the power relationships within racial prejudice and sexuality, but 
also the gender role. 

In this process, Tavares reminds us, in a Luhmannian fashion, that the role of art 
in society lies in the domain of perception (Luhmann 1984). And museums are to be 
held accountable for their choices – of what they choose to collect and to show and 
of the voices they erase implied in the process of selection.

The questioning of grand narratives – in the art world as much as in other social 
systems such as the political – permeates most of the body of work of René Tavares. It is 
apparent in paintings like Air migration privé from the series Migrações e coisas (2019), 
The last migrant of the Atlantic from the National Migration Serie (2018), National 
Migration Serie (2018), and 40th Day in China from Tropical Asiatic Serie (2017). 

In the aftermath of the migration crisis, several artworks since the 2010s have 
explored the subject of exodus and border zones, especially in the region of North 
Africa and Europe. Works such as Quicksand (2017) by Nikolaj Bendix Skyum 
Larsen, in its dystopian vision of a 2033 Europe, or Capsular (2006), by Herman 
Asselberghs, which traces a geography of the invisible, raise a number of questions 
relating to the ways artists reflect upon the visibility (or invisibility) of migrants, 
refugees and asylum seekers, and to the conflictual relationships between documen-
tary and fiction. This subject has become a major source of artistic research and 
inspiration over the past decade, and continues to grow today, though much of it, 
from a Western European perspective. Work since the 2010s marks a shift from the 
preoccupation with the idea of nomadism in the 1990s, a form of artistic mobility 
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mainly through residencies for the production of work and knowledge exchange that 
was favourable and commemorative in the years after the fall of the Berlin Wall 
(1989), the dissolution of the Soviet Union (1988-1991), and the financial liberalisa-
tion of China (1990s). 

With the crisis of globalisation – finding a common ground among different 
cultures and networks can be both partly necessary and vastly damaging if un-
checked – and the failure of many of the promises of neoliberal capitalism, we have 
seen borders emerge everywhere across the world. For many, that has been an 
agonising sign of global inequalities. Several artists have focused on borders as a 
way of investigating these new conditions that are gradually shaping and isolating 
our lives at political, economic, cultural, and social levels. 

What is interesting about  the works on migration by René Tavares is, on the one 
hand, the way he describes the lack of things to see on the journey between one 
place and another and, on the other hand, the role of imagination – what the travelers 
hope to find upon arrival as much as what the hosts think of the ones arriving – in the 
processes of migration. In this sense, Tavares’s interest lies in the politics of appear-
ance and imagination, in terms of tracing a geography where migrants and their 
cultures are rendered largely invisible and the descriptions of both the lives of 
migrants and their hosts are based on fabricated grand narratives rather than on the 
real microstories of the many that make up the plural and diverse world we live in. 

The people who are desperately trying to get into European space are either 
visually erased or created; in that sense Tavares’s works repeat the invisibility and 
the construction of narratives that occur in reality. This is recalls Jacques Derrida’s 
idea of absence – every text always appears in the place of a certain absence – it 
takes the place of a different text and story that has been lost (Derrida 1986). In the 
work of René Tavares, every image appears in the place of something that was made 
invisible. 

Air migration privé from the series Migrações e coisas (2019) and The last 
migrant of the Atlantic from the National Migration Serie (2018) – three individuals 
and a cow in a tiny cramped boat with only two Perry buoys – look at the locations of 
crossings and the migrants’ struggles at these sites. In Air migration privé from the 
series Migrações e coisas we are faced with what seems to be a private jet crashing 
overshadowed by the spectral presence of animals and men fighting. Where do 
these spectres actually come from and what are the reasons behind their appear-
ance? Are they deceased, and if they are, why against all expectations, do they fail 
to disappear, to dissolve into nothingness, and relocate to the afterworld, but instead 
haunt the present? Maybe, as Slavoj Žižek claims, only the deceased who were not 
buried in an appropriate manner have the possibility of return (Žižek 1992, 27).

What we see in National Migration Serie (2018) and in 40th Day in China from 
Tropical Asiatic Serie (2017) is the afterlife of migration, calling attention to what 
extent that part of the journey – the arrival – is rendered visible or invisible. Once 
migrants reach their destination, the discourse, both in politics and in art, turns more 



 177

© Hangar

Lu
ís

a 
Sa

nt
os

N
ar

ra
tiv

es
 o

f m
ut

ab
ili

ty
 a

nd
 (

ex
)c

ha
ng

e.
A

 s
er

ie
s 

of
 ta

le
s 

by
 R

en
é 

Ta
va

re
s

R
en

é 
Ta

va
re

s

towards identity politics and cultural specificity rather than to the individual stories of 
the people who were forced into the journeys. If we look at borders as a regime of 
visibility in this afterlife, those that migrants encounter are not necessarily visible. 
The borders themselves as they operate in the cities become more complicated as 
they are only visible to those that cannot cross them, or they have been set around 
these clusters of multicultural zones. In the art world this is manifest in the organisa-
tion of shows that focus on national origin or ethnic identity, pigeonholing cultures to 
prefabricated ideas of what it means to be from a geographic region such as Africa, 
America, or Europe.

While most artists working in Europe, such as Nikolaj Bendix Skyum Larsen, 
Herman Asselberghs, or Florian Schneider – to name just a few – seem to offer 
creative proposals for an imaginative alternative, expressing the power of what could 
be, and what might yet  be, René Tavares, who lives and works between São Tomé, in 
Africa, and Lisbon, in Western Europe, has a practice and methodology that displays 
what Yto Barrada describes as “metonymic character”. Barrada here describes the Strait 
and the tension between its real identity as a harsh place and its allegorical identity as a 
place which inescapably stands for something larger – the crossing point of geographic 
regions and cultures (Barrada 2005). Tavares’s work inhabits this tension. 

René Tavares is very aware that it was only in the early 1990s, with the construc-
tion of the European Union’s Schengen zone and the strengthening of its borders, 
that the Strait effectively became a one-way passage, controlling African access to 
Europe. Despite this fact, he has made the passage back and forth. His paintings 
powerfully portray the often contradictory and paradoxical reality of Africans’ 
disillusioned desire to be elsewhere. We read Banque du Congo Belge and Lisboa to 
face the difficult and still unresolved colonial histories of Belgium and Portugal, 
which in the 21st century already seem to be matters of the past; however, contrary 
to appearances, it turns out they are still alive and have an immense influence on the 
fate of the living. Often, he focuses on masks, which appear as visual barriers as well 
as juxtapositions of past and present, coloniser and colonised. References of Trump 
and North America are expressive of aggression towards migrants. Watermelons 
appear repeatedly referencing the stereotype of African Americans that states that 
African Americans have an unusually great appetite for watermelons, a stereotype 
that has remained prevalent into the 21st century. Remindful of Betye Saar’s use of 
the mammy and Aunt Jemima figures in her 1972’s Liberation of Aunt Jemina, René 
Tavares reconfigures the impact of stereotypical symbols to ones that claim for social 
power and agency.

The visual field in the work of René Tavares, in other words, becomes a surface 
on which are projected as much the desires for liberation only possible by transcultur-
al exchange as are the frustrations of enclosure that the same networks of exchange 
bring. If exchange has the potential to bring change – of perception and, ultimately, of 
the narratives that make the present and the future – its realisation is entirely on us.
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Between Sankofa and
Janus… the labour of 
"transterritorialised" 
artists 
Inocência Mata*    

People literally need to take steps backwards to reclaim the past 
 so as to understand the present and why and how they have come  

to be where they are and who they are today.
Kofi Poku Quan-Baffour1

 
Years ago (in 20132), I felt like I was flying over a mined zone of meanings resulting 
from the impression that an unprecedented exhibition of six Angolan artists,3 entitled 
No-Fly Zone Unlimited Mileage, had made on me, which had been held at the 
Berardo Museum in one of the rooms of the Belem Cultural Center (CCB). I relive 
the same experience now as I “enter” this exhibition Atlântica, with the same spirit 
contaminated by an insolent subversive euphoria of those six plastic artists, who, at 
the time, I considered to be representatives of the “new Angolan scene”. It was an 
exhibition that presented the “insolence” of the new artists, nearly all of whom were 
born and raised under the sign of war – as suggested by the title: No-fly zone 
– proposing to counter the official tendency of “forgetfulness” as a condition for 
“reconciliation”, through dynamically historical dialogue with the sagacity of the 

* PhD in Letters from the University of Lisbon and Post-doctoral studies in Postcolonial 
Studies, Identity, Ethnicity and Globalization, University of California. Professor at the 
School of Arts and Humanities of the University of Lisbon. 

1 (Quan-Baffour 2012, 3)
2 Mata, Inocência. 2013. “Exposição No Fly Zone – 6 artistas angolanos. Voando sobre 

uma zona minada de significados”. In Le Monde Diplomatique. 
3 Binelde Hyrcan, Edson Chagas, Kiluanji Kia Henda, Nástio Mosquito, Paulo Kapela  

and Yonamine.
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ancestors in the search for solutions to the anxieties of the present. At the time, the 
work of these artists, who were trained as creative subjects in the post-war period, 
proposed that it was necessary to revive to resist collective fragmentation...

The meaning of history between Sankofa and Janus

Almost a decade later, I recognise a similar idea that possesses the spectator of these 
examples of visual arts found here: we are confronted with artistic arrangements of 
the postcolonial contemporaneity that establish a tense dialogue with the past. And it 
is this constitutive gesture of the political ethics of art that seems to build bridges 
between the different visual narratives that are progressively developed over the 
course of this exhibition of productions of twelve visual artists, almost all of whom 
were born after the political independence of their countries. Curiously, the artistic 
metamorphoses of almost all of them have come about in the transcultural transits of 
their lives, rooted, roughly speaking, on two continents (Africa and Europe), someti-
mes three, as is the case of Welket Bungué, whose spaces of transcultural ambulation 
also include Brazil, or, in the case of Vanessa Fernandes, Macau. It is in these transits 
that these creators seek transversalities because they are erected as “contact 
zones”, a category understood as a “space of colonial encounters, in which geogra-
phically and historically separated people come into contact with each other and 
establish continuous relationships, usually associated with circumstances of coercion, 
radical and obstinate inequality”4. These “contact zones” are both cultural and 
political-ideological: the gesture of appropriation of history tried by Olavo Amado, 
by deconstructing the coloniality of statues of Portuguese navigators covering them 
with other material; the gesture of Nú Barreto that proposes to reinvent pan-Africa-
nism by critically revealing the Disunited States of Africa; the painting by Ângelo 
Lopes that contrasts the Interiors of the Utopia of tourism with the scarcity and 
misery of the space of the habitual inhabitants of these utopian places sought after 
by the world’s economically privileged; or the selfethnography series of Welket 
Bungué and Vanessa Rodrigues, to me, seem to be examples of interlocution 
(sometimes deaf) with the world they inhabit. Although the highly celebrated 
theories of multiple, floating and fluid identities, with which we all agree, tend to 
recognise the diversity only of the identities of the dominant groups that have the 
power to present themselves as “cosmopolitan” and “without borders”, it is neces-
sary to recognise the heterogeneous matrix of the identity constructions of the diffe-
rent communities from which these twelve artists emanate, beginning with their 
decolonial intersubjectivities. Therefore, talking about their countries, as mentioned 
above, does not mean there is any exclusive link to a geocultural space because the 

 

4 (Pratt 1999, 31)
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designation of this project – Atlântica – calls forth the idea of a “rhizomatic and 
fractal structure of the cross-cultural and international formation” that we would 
know as “black Atlantic”5, so one can affirm, in this context, that this visual fabric that 
presents itself here as an artistic show can be interpreted as a cartography and a 
script of the “counterculture of modernity”. It seems that we are, in fact, in a dyna-
mic of a process of post-colonial aggiornamento of identity, culture and political- 
economic ideals. The organising principle of the title – Atlântica – seems to confirm 
this through the evocation of Atlantic migrations (and René Tavares is very explicit 
in his National Migration Series, 2018), of diasporic configurations, of continuous 
displacements and various geographical, temporal, spatial and identity-based returns, 
which allow other interlocutions from various perspectives on the legacies of 
colonialism and migrations, both in the former colonial mother countries and in the 
formerly colonised lands, narrating, representing and endowing the official History6 
with another narrative and conferring on the past another place in the present, 
another meaning.

However, the two processes – (1) going back to the past (2) to attribute new 
meanings to it – are not independent, but intertwine, and can only be understood in 
their interdependence. They are two phenomena of the same process of memory 
disputation, and the contenders seek to make their negotiating front prevail and their 
reflexive arguments visible. In this way, this negotiation (did I call it disputation?) 
contains opportunities, and the “negotiator”, reflective and creative, strives to 
simultaneously understand and make known the two sides of the negotiation process 
in its relationship between the memory of the past (with all the burden that such a 
relationship may have generated) and the construction of a sense of history. This, for 
Avrom Fleishman, is a transcendence that the author prefers to call a “shaping force” 
that acts as much on the agents of the narrative (literary for Avrom, for me, any 
narrative, visual or performative) as it does on the author and the receiver, and the 
presence of which embodies a concept of History and generates historical consciou-
sness7. This is why Roland Barthes insists on the “meaning of history” being the 
foundation of a professional ethic: 

In the historical discourse of our civilisation, the process of meaning 
always aims to “fill” the meaning of History: the historian is the one 
who gathers the facts less than he does significant events and  
reports them, that is, organises them in order to establish a positive-
meaning and fill the void of the pure series.8 

5 (Gilroy 2001, 31).
6 I will use the form History only to designate scientific discourse, historical science 

– and not reality that has happened or been experienced, that is, reality subject to 
chronological unfolding.

7 (Fleishman 1971, 15)
8 (Barthes 1988, 154-155)
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That is why I think of the “dialogue” between Janus (the two-faced Roman god, 
whose faces mean the past and the future, but also the beginnings and the transi-
tions) and Sankofa (one of the adinkras akan, Ghana, ideogram represented symboli-
cally by a mythical bird that flies forward, but most often with its head turned back 
and an egg in its mouth9): on the one hand, the set of artistic works represents, here, 
the disputation of the memory of the past and the negotiation of the memory that 
results in a transculture agency (the artist), in an ambivalent threshold. This process 
speaks of a productive schizophrenia, in the sense of multiplicity of a thousand 
Deleuze-Guattarian plateaus (1997), “in which the multiple passes to the status of 
substantive”10, that is, no longer from the deconstructivist perspective of anti-oedipus 
schizophrenia (1972), of deoedipianising the institutions, in order to allow the 
constitution of new ways of life, but of the reconciliation of one and multiple, leading 
to the maximum opening of the multiplicities of the dualisms of consciousness and 
the unconscious, of the body and soul, of nature and history in their circumstances, 
enabling the generation of other affections, other subjectivities, other bodies – in 
short, other subjects in their multipheities. The works of the twelve artists “exposed” 
here are cultural matrices marked by the ambivalence of any colonial legacy, trans-
forming them into rhizomes, that is, into transterritorialised identities11, but marked 
by the principles of connection, heterogeneity, multiplicity, nonsignificant rupture, 
cartography and decalcomania – as if it were a chaosmo-radicle (and not a cosmos-
-root), because a rhizome

does not begin or conclude, it is always in the middle, between 
things, an inter-being, intermezzo. The tree is affiliation, but the 
rhizome is alliance, alliance only. The tree imposes the verb “to be”, 
but the rhizome has as tissue the conjunction: "and... and... and...”  
In this conjunction there is enough strength to shake and uproot the 
verb ‘to be’. Where are you going? Where do you come from?  
What are you getting at? (Deleuze and Guatari op.cit., 36)

9 (Quan-Baffour. op cit.). On this concept, says Kofi Quan Baffour: “Sankofa is both a 
philosophical thought and a cultural custom of the Akan, the single largest ethnic 
group in Ghana. Sankofa comes from three Akan words -san (return), ko (go) and fa 
(take) which literally means, ‘go back to reclaim’ (…) The forward and backward gaze 
of the Sankofa bird resonates an Akan proverb which states that it is not wrong, 
shameful or too late to go back for something you have previously forgotten (Se wo 
were fi na wosan kofa a yenki) (…) People literally need to take steps backwards to 
reclaim the past so as to understand the present and why and how they have come to 
be where they are and who they are today”. See also: “Elisa Larkin Nascimento, 
Sankofa: significado e intenções.” in Nascimento, Elisa Larkin (org). 2008. Sankofa I:  
A matriz africana do mundo. São Paulo: Selo Negro. Pp. 29-54.

10 (Deleuza and Guattari 2008, 8).
11 In fact, Deleuze and Guattari speak of deterritorialisation and destratification –  

I prefer the term transterritorialisation because these agents have territories, only  
that they are multiple and in all are territorialised – in thousand plateaus, whose 
relationships are devires.
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It is that, as Kofi Poku Quan-Baffour states, in a quote I reuse from the epigraph in 
free translation, it takes people literally needing to take a step back to recover the 
past in order to understand the present and why and how they got where they are 
and who they are today.

In any case, those are useless questions, the two philosophers would conclude. 
Thus, despite the awareness of the longue durée of colonial heritage, it is possible to 
foresee this production from the tensions that continue to interfere in creation and 
artistic reception in relation to the hegemonic vision, thus shaping the image of the 
two faces of Janus who, on the one hand, oscillates perpetually between opposite 
tendencies and, on the other hand, dialogues with the sankofa akan ideogram, 
another figure marked by ambivalence: it is that, like Janus, Sankofa looks back 
indicating that there is wisdom in learning from the past in order to understand the 
present and shape the future – that is, to look to the past to redefine the present and 
propose another solution for the future that, in this present, one guesses to be equal 
to the past.

Artistic criticisms of postcolonial contemporaneity

The exercise of memory projected in these works “exposed” here results in the 
meeting and resizing of their life experiences (Vanessa Rodrigues and Welket 
Bungué, through the “self-representations”, in which the body presents itself as 
metonymies of a community, and the ethnographic representations of Sandim 
Mendes and Herbert Smith, as well), historical (Olavo Amado, with the rewriting of 
the narrative of Portuguese navigators), political-ideological (Nu Barreto, with his 
satirical “series” of the États Désunis d’Afrique), community (Herbert Smith or 
Adbel Queta Tavares), the geocriticism of the space (with Irineu Destourelles or 
Vanessa Fernandes) to project them in the present, whether as a gesture of catharsis, 
or as a gesture of confrontation of the official discourse, or yet of confrontation with 
official History.

And what these artists propose are narratives (visual) belonging to the invisible 
communities, whose place of speech is beyond (below) the abyssal line and, when 
observed from other perspectives, emerge in their visibility. This is also what Mary 
Louise Pratt also speaks of in her proposed contact zone: how to transform marginali-
sed communities into a social, historical, and cultural presence, neutralising their 
invisibility – or rather, the process of invisibility. Therefore, dislodging the place of 
the dominant discourse over the other, which appropriates speech (therefore,  
I prefer to speak about the power of speech), in a co-presence that instigates 
questions such as: 
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How are metropolitan modes of representation received and 
appropriated by the periphery? (...) To what extent would European 
constructions over other subordinate ones have been shaped by the 
latter, through the construction of themselves and their environ-
ment, as they are presented to Europeans?12 (Pratt op. cit., 31) 

Historians of the present, speak to the authors of these Atlantic productions above all 
of the library of daily life often permeated by the colonial or its heritage, metoni-
mized in recurring images of everyday life (those of César Schofield Cardoso are 
very eloquent), in scenarios that open themselves to freedom and liberation, in a 
playful plastic exercise to capture the historicity of man in his existence and experi-
ence (of which the images of Welket Bungué and César Schofield Cardoso seem to 
me, in this context, very eloquent). The representations – and the “life stories” of 
Eric in the Liberated Zone by Herbert Smith are a paradigmatic example; but so are 
the sociotypical representations of Abdel Queta Tavares and which Cristiana Tejo 
titled, significantly, “Body spelling” – not “Body language”, as one might expect 
– they make in/of their work result from a cadenced centrifugal movement, although 
diverse in terms of intent, a movement that agitates human forms and elemental 
forces, passing through objects (painting, drawing, sculpture, photography, installa-
tion) to focus lightly on the imagination. Many receivers may find in the affirmation 
of a function of this production that, as artistic objects, they have not yet come of 
age. I remember, however, Christa Clarke’s statement about the role of visual 
expression in Africa:

Because many tradition-based African artifacts serve a specific 
function, Westerners sometimes have not regarded them as art.  
We need to recognise, however, that the concept of “art for art’s 
sake” is a relatively recent invention of the Western world.  
Prior to the Renaissance, most art traditions around the world were  
considered functional as well as aesthetic. The objects African artists 
create, while useful, also embody aesthetic preferences and may  
be admired for their form and composition.13 (Clarke 2000, 21).

This exhibition is an invitation to a decolonisation of the gaze at a time of disputation 
of protagonisms, rather than the place of speech, it is the power of speech (national 
and international disputations) in which the “habitual” objects claim the status of 
subjects to speak of the decolonisation of the times, spaces, looks and agents, redefi-
ning a position in relation to their heritages in the scope of narratives that naturalise/
naturalised their exclusion, overflowing the boundaries of their (ac)knowledge 
(ment) as full participants and their artistic productions in this historical present.
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TO DECOLONISE IS TO 
 D.E.P.R.O.G.R.A.M.M.E. 
Systemic racism, 
body, gender and   diaspora in arts

 
Joacine Katar Moreira*

To take up arms to dominate a people is, above all, to take up weapons to 
destroy or, at least to neutralise, to paralyse its cultural life. For as long as there 

continues to exist a part of these people retaining their own cultural life, foreign 
domination cannot be sure of its perpetuation. At any moment, depending on 

internal and external factors determining the evolution of the society in question, 
cultural resistance (indestructible) may take on new forms (political, economic, 

armed) in order to fully contest foreign domination.
(Cabral 1970, 1)

Place of Speech 
 
I write as a black woman and as a politician. As spirit and matter in (re)construction 
which tries to break with the coloniality I carry from birth. I also write as an a-politi-
cal, unsubscribed, pre-written fact, which sifts the future in the webs of the colonial 
past. I write as intersectional resistance.

* Historian and Member of the Portuguese Parliament.
1 Conference held at the first Memorial dedicated to Dr. Eduardo Mondlane at the 

University of Syracuse (USA) – (East African Studies Program) on February 20, 1970.
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To Decolonise is to Deprogramme

Decolonising is deprogramming the colonial agenda. 

The colonial programme inscribes different forms of violence, symbolic and 
effective, within human relations and between them and the different 
institutions, as well as a secular modus operandi based upon the preservation 
of fictitious hierarchies which uphold white supremacy and European 
culture. The colonial agenda, despite the territorial and political liberation of 
the territories subjugated and colonised by force, dictates, to this day, the 
main dynamics of our societies. Here and over there. Those buffeted by 
colonial violence and those which are the perpetrators of new forms of 
colonial continuity, beyond the monumentalisation of their imperial history.

Thus, the countries of the Global North continue to comply with the colonial 
agenda, from the moment they are held hostage by their imperial history and by the 
need to preserve and transmit it through the concealment of the atrocities committed 
against other peoples and, above all, by the way in which this imperial history has 
formed the basis of their national identity and their identity as a community. 

The colonial agenda is also manifested in the creation of ruthless and often 
coercive institutions, controlled by a political, financial and intellectual elite that 
enforces the conceptions of an exclusionary national identity, which places ethnic/
racial minorities, some religious communities, such as the Islamic, immigrants and 
refugees seeking shelter and new opportunities in life outside the body of the nation. 
All of this combined with the establishment of entities which safeguard human rights 
through international organisations implemented all around the world, with national 
and European Union laws that protect the rights of immigrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers, with public policies of integration and inclusion of immigrants, and with an 
increasing struggle towards equality and non-discrimination, for instance.

In fact, the colonial agenda lasts in time due to a great elasticity between the 
premises of modernity and progress, which has characterised its rhetoric since the 
fifteenth century, and by the values of the Enlightenment and the Scientific Revolu-
tion of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which coexisted with the Enslave-
ment of peoples and human trafficking, and the consequent dehumanisation of entire 
peoples, with harmful practices such as epistemicide, which relativised, erased and 
destroyed existing local knowledge, but also by the abusive exploitation and 
spoliation of the wealth of colonised territories.

In the independent countries, once subjugated by the colonial power, the 
Liberation of their peoples was not total and the seizure of power by a rentier 
political elite that claims for itself the colonial heritage without ever announcing it 
has put the population under new forms of violence. The construction of a west-
ern-like democracy and the enactment of a State based on the rule of law have been 
huge sources of long-lasting political and social tensions, in which the status of 
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seniority, which defines many cultural dynamics, has no place and in which the 
ongoing dispute for power, dictated by political pluralism, has delayed peace and 
social cohesion.

Colonialism, slavery, industrialisation, mass immigration, the international capital-
ist and financial system and some development programmes have been traumatic 
experiences for the countries of the Global South which, generally, have allowed for 
the fulfilment of the colonial agenda to this day, in a succession of structural shakes.

Deprogramming colonial violence involves returning colonial pain and trauma to 
its thinkers, through a historical catharsis that restores the traumas of colonial history 
to European countries, which strategically chose to only commemorate those which 
are considered the great and heroic feats of colonisation. This commemoration 
involves the generally abusive exhibition, in the public space, of monuments and 
statues of an ode to colonialism, considered the Golden Age of European scientific 
and cultural expression. Transmitting colonial history through the omission of the 
History of African and indigenous resistance and concealing or relativising the 
brutality of the colonial enterprise. It also involves the deviation of colonial History 
– which is essentially European – into the History of colonised countries, whose 
history is then divided into “pre-colonial”, “colonial” times and a “postcolonial” era.

Systemic Racism, Body and Gender 
 
It is systemic racism that produces racial anxiety and does so in order to fulfil the 
colonial agenda, bringing together the three main systems of oppression in human 
history: Colonialism, Sexism and Capitalism. These systems of oppression share the 
same intoxicating and destructive energy that upholds male and white institutional 
hegemony and guarantees the maintenance of colonial elites, as well as the exercise 
of power through violence and exploitation.

Racial anxiety is living in a permanent state of expectation of violence, of 
successive and programmed promises of violence inflicted on historically racialised 
bodies. Symbolic and structural violence, which is known, in addition to racialised 
bodies, by bodies historically classified as female, those of LGBTQI+ people and 
non-normative bodies at a given historical moment.

The racialised body has circumscribed the history of attempts at dehumanisation 
initiated by colonisation and reified by structural machismo and capitalism, which 
places the racialised body at the bottom of the pyramid of labour exploitation. In this 
equation, the black woman’s body is a body affected by racism, misogyny and by 
the expectations of violence that the two systems of oppression (re)produce.

It is therefore urgent to deprogramme the black woman’s body from the subser-
vience and exploitation that seeks to render it invisible and silence it through 
non-recognition or through the devaluation of its importance for the construction of 
contemporaneity. It is also urgent to inscribe black women in the spheres of the 
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construction of knowledge and power and to remove them from a place of objectifi-
cation, devoid of possibilities to ascend. To provide the black woman with a political 
and institutional personality while recognising the dynamics and power of the 
spheres of informality through which she has been moving.

To decolonise the body of the black man is to deprogramme it from the physical 
violence premeditated by the colonial enterprise and to oust it from violent masculin-
ities. It is also to initiate a process of re-acknowledgement that restores the bonds 
destroyed by colonial, hypermasculine power, by immigration policies and by 
structural racism. It is to programme historical justice for black women because the 
effectiveness of colonialism consisted in separating them and breaching the black 
men’s commitment to black women. There will be no total decolonisation without the 
fight against misogyny and without breaking the colonial tethers and abolishing their 
extractive logics imposed on women’s bodies and nature itself, by rescuing the 
ancestral heritage and preparing new and free paths to tread.

There is no gender without a body and there is no body without history. In the 
process of total decolonisation, one questions the role of the body in the narratives 
of domination, the role of gender and the imposition of binarism as historical chal-
lenges to human freedom. It is important to speak of normativity as a manufacturer of 
differences and hierarchies, understanding that the bodies of racialised individuals, 
simply by their tonality, are seen as being outside of the norm when compared to the 
standard body, which is white, male and cisgender.  The standardisation of bodies 
legitimises the use of violence on and against bodies which are dissident from the 
colonial logic, which is also the basis of capitalism. Restoring racial anxiety to its 
creators, identifying, naming and positioning oneself against systemic racism that 
leaks vital energy has become essential for total decolonisation.

Decolonising is also a humanitarian imperative, given its impacts on the lives of 
human beings and the imposition of secular sessions of scheduled violence, which 
force black and indigenous people to live and fulfil the programming of racial anxiety 
dictated by Colonialism and Racism, which affects body and mind and everything 
they produce.

Art as an Anti-Colonial Programme

To decolonise one’s Mind and Culture 

The colonial agenda hierarchises peoples, individuals and cultures, all the while 
capturing the knowledge, cultural and artistic production of the societies it subju-
gates in an unconscious, mixed process of recognition-denial, which is characteristic 
of the great violent offenses in History. For, if on the one hand, one is faced with the 
phenomenon of epistemicide, on the other hand, one is able to observe the theft of  
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the culture production of these same communities, which showcases the fallacy  
of colonial rhetoric.

The colonial enterprise specialises in theft, in looting and in spoliation as forms 
of expression of a dominant power that results from collective neuroses of superior-
ity. After the theft, comes the appropriation, as the modus operandi for the mainte-
nance of colonial order, taking for itself all that is valued and undermining the 
possibility that the good can be claimed by its producers. The colonial logic is 
entirely extractive.

Amílcar Cabral, independent leader of the liberation movement in Guinea Bissau 
and Cabo Verde, spoke of the importance of a “permanent state of vigilance” for the 
decolonisation of the mind, as well as for the need for a “re-Africanisation of the 
spirit” as the basis for the success of the anti-colonial struggle:

The experience of colonial domination shows that, in the effort to 
perpetuate exploitation, the coloniser not only creates a system to 
repress the cultural life of the colonised people; he also provokes and 
develops the cultural alienation of a part of the population, either by 
so-called assimilation of indigenous people, or by creating a social gap 
between the indigenous elites and the popular masses. As a result of 
this process of dividing or of deepening the divisions in the society,  
it happens that a considerable part of the population, notably the 
urban or peasant ‘petite bourgeoisie’, assimilates the coloniser’s 
mentality, considers itself culturally superior to its own people and 
ignores or looks down upon their cultural values. This situation, 
characteristic of the majority of colonised intellectuals, is consolidated 
by increases in the social privileges of the assimilated or alienated 
group with direct implications for the behaviour of individuals in this 
group in relation to the liberation movement. A reconversion of 
minds – of mental sets – is thus indispensable to the true integration  
of people into the liberation movement. Such reconversion – re- 
Africanisation, in our case – may take place before the struggle,  
but it is completed only during the course of the struggle, through 
daily contact with the popular masses in the communion of sacrifice 
required by the struggle. (…) Vigilance is thus indispensable on  
the cultural as well as the political plane. (Cabral 1970)

He advocates for “the cultural defeat of colonialism” and the elevation of national 
culture as the first condition for the development of the Struggle. An anti-colonial 
struggle that, in Cabral’s words, “goes beyond the achievement of political indepen-
dence to the superior level of complete liberation of the productive forces and the 
construction of economic, social, and cultural progress of the people”. 
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The artists and the different artistic expressions of our time are responsible for 
managing the dynamics of the past, present and future – three fictional points in 
time, I would say – in order to eradicate the colonial programming that defines the 
culture and art produced in the African continent and by its descendants in the 
Diaspora in racial and third-world categorisations. They were also given the concep-
tual and artistic duty to question hegemonic art and culture, regarding which it is 
important to answer:

– What is national identity?
– What is and what can constitute a Nation’s estate?
– How to redirect the centre and periphery from contemporary cultural production?
– How to decolonise Culture and the Arts?
– How to claim the cultural heritage subtracted from the colonised territories?

Whatever the answers to these questions, one understands that decolonising is 
deprogramming the colonial agenda and for that it is essential to reprogramme Black 
Culture against the phallocentric hierarchies of the system and to promote inclusive 
horizontalities of the diversity that has always characterised human experiences.
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Contemporary art 
and the interwoven 
histories of CaboVerde, 
Guinea Bissau and 
São Tomé and Príncipe 

Ana Balona de Oliveira*

Interwoven Histories 
 
What does it mean to jointly analyse contemporary artistic practice from Cabo Verde, 
Guinea Bissau and São Tomé and Príncipe, considering gendered, racial and diasporic 
dynamics against the backdrop of these countries’ histories? Although each of these 
countries’ artistic contexts could, and perhaps even should, be examined in itself, a 
historically accurate analysis does require the acknowledgement that their histories 
have been interconnected in various ways, both within and beyond the logics of the 
nation state. Such connections have been established historically by slavery, colo-
nialism and their enduring legacies; by anti-colonial struggle and post-independence 
nation building; by pan-African and Cold War solidarities and tensions; and by 
post-colonial migrations, globalisation and oligarchic capitalism.

Cabo Verde’s plantation economies were constituted from the fifteenth century 
onwards with enslaved labor coming mainly from hinterland routes and coastal settle-
ments in the Guinean region (notably Cacheu, a growing slave-trade regional centre 
since the sixteenth century). Enslaved men and women, as well as those who were 
able to escape and form maroon-like communities in the Cape Verdean mountains, 
kept their cultural and spiritual traditions alive, while at the same time appropriating 
and transforming the culture of the coloniser. Beyond extractive, exploitative and 
genocidal, colonial violence was epistemic and, indeed, epistemicidal. The survival 
of cultural and spiritual African traditions was made possible by countless acts of 

* FCT Researcher (CEEC 2017), Institute for Art History, Faculty for Social Sciences 
and Humanities, New University of Lisbon (IHA-FCSH-NOVA)
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resistance. Nevertheless, the legacies of slavery and colonialism endure to this day 
at many levels, notably in the archipelago’s discomfort with its Africanness and the 
either subtle or patent ways in which racism and colourism permeate social, econom-
ic, political and cultural life, including the disparate migration policies vis-à-vis white 
European and black African migrants. The coloniser was far from innocent in its 
deliberate policy of turning Cabo Verdeans into a kind of intermediary between 
Europeans and Africans across the Portuguese empire, specifically in Guinea Bissau. 
The Indigenato legislation established a colonial hierarchy that was built along racist 
and colourist lines and included so-called civilisational standards of access to citizen-
ship, such as the proper mastery of Portuguese, etc.1 Between the purportedly 
civilised coloniser and uncivilised indígena (indigenous), there were the assimilados 
(assimilated), mostly (though not exclusively) comprising a native bourgeoisie 
desirous of and instrumentalised by Europe and somewhat contemptuous of Africa2 
– similar to what Homi Bhabha elaborated in relation to colonial India as the “almost 
the same but not quite” of colonial mimicry (1994, 121-131).3 

Racism and colourism have been deeply internalised in Cape Verdean society, 
the racial mix of which was initially constituted by the coloniser’s sexual violence 
over enslaved women’s bodies, culminating in still prevalent stereotypes of light-
er-skin preference. The enduring lusotropicalist fable of the so-called Portuguese 
propensity towards peaceful miscegenation is indeed nothing but a very convenient 
expedient for historical acquittal.4 The tensions arising from the colonial production 
of difference also contaminated social relations within the liberation movements 
themselves, notably within the PAIGC’s liberation struggle and post-independence 
nation building encompassing Cabo Verde and Guinea Bissau – the pan-African 
dream of Amílcar Cabral, seriously undermined by his assassination in Conakry  
 

1 The mastery of Portuguese, among other requirements, was formalised through 
successive legislation comprising the Estatuto do Indigenato, which, until 1961,  
distinguished between indígenas, assimilados and whites. The assimilados were 
considered civilised and so “almost” Portuguese, while the indígenas were seen as 
uncivilised and occupied the bottom of the colonial social hierarchy. On the 
Portuguese so-called civilising mission between the late nineteenth and the early 
twentieth century, see Bandeira Jerónimo 2009. On the Portuguese classification of 
Africans throughout several colonial periods, see Castro Henriques 2019. 

2 Anti-colonial thinkers such as Fanon (2001) and Cabral (2013) elaborated on the  
(dis)alienation of this (post)colonial bourgeoisie.

3 According to Bhabha, the “almost the same but not quite” of colonial mimicry 
harboured an ambivalence that could disrupt and mock colonial discourse’s authority 
(1994, 121-131).

4 Theorised by the Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Freyre, lusotropicalism was appropriat-
ed by the Estado Novo after the Second World War to justify Portugal’s maintenance 
of its African colonies when other European countries started to decolonise.  
It propagated the idea that the Portuguese mixed more with the African populations 
they colonised and were more benevolent towards them than the other European 
colonisers. These ideas are still pervasive in Portuguese society (Castelo 1998; 
Anderson et al. 2019).
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on 20 January 1973, and ultimately destroyed by the 1980 coup in Guinea Bissau.5

As far as São Tomé and Príncipe is concerned, the history of the archipelago has 
been deeply marked by plantation economies based on sugar, in the sixteenth 
century, and coffee and cocoa, from the late nineteenth century onwards, and by 
both slavery and post-abolition forced labor. São Tomean historical resistance harks 
back to the sixteenth-century sugar-based plantation economy. Such resistance took 
up many forms, such as escapes, hinterland quilombos or mocambos, and revolts, 
culminating in the destruction of many sugar plantations and the decline in sugar 
production, which was transferred to Brazil and later replaced by cocoa and coffee. 
A notable example of the archipelago’s history of oppression and resistance is that of 
the Angolares community living in south-eastern São Tomé and Príncipe and speak-
ing their own Creole. Although their history is pervaded by myth, they are likely the 
descendants of enslaved people who escaped from the sugar plantations and formed 
isolated communities in the mountains in the south of the island – quilombos of sorts, 
as they were called in Brazil, commonly called mocambos in São Tomé and Príncipe.6 
One of the country’s most acclaimed national heroes is Amador, an enslaved person 
who led a powerful revolt against sugar-plantation owners in 1595. Although there is 
no evidence that Amador was king of the Angolares, as is often assumed, they 
probably participated in the revolt he commanded.7

Upon the merely formal 1875 abolition (mostly due to international pressure), 
the coloniser resorted to a change in terminology and the legal expedient of a 
contract that served only to mask the perpetuation of enslaved labor in the archipela-
go’s roças (coffee and cocoa farms): enslaved people were replaced by serviçais 
(servants), who were subsequently called contratados (contracted).8 In the frame-
work of São Tomeans’ refusal of such contracts, the coloniser imported forced labor 
from other colonial territories, mostly Cabo Verde, but also Angola and  
Mozambique. Always pressured by the coloniser, the São Tomeans’ ongoing refusal 
did culminate in the Batepá Massacre on 3 February 1953, a decisive moment 

5 Cabral was the leader of the PAIGC (Partido Africano para a Independência da 
Guinea  e Cabo Verde) until his assassination in Conakry, Guinea-Conakry, on  
20 January 1973. The PAIGC was the liberation movement fighting against Portuguese 
colonialism in Guinea Bissau and Cabo Verde and became the socialist ruling party 
after independence (unilaterally declared in September 1973). There have been 
suspicions of Portuguese involvement in Cabral’s murder. The 1980 military coup led 
by Nino Vieira marked the end of the PAIGC joint governing of Guinea Bissau and 
Cabo Verde.

6 On São Tomean quilombolas and their descendants, the Angolares, see Seibert 2004. 
Quilombo and mocambo are both of Angolan origin: the former comes from 
Kimbundo; the latter, from Umbundo.

7 On the Angolares as descendants of quilombolas, the 1595 slave revolt led by 
Amador, and their lusotropicalist denial by the geographer Francisco Tenreiro,  
see Seibert 2012.

8 On the continuities between slavery and forced labor, see Bandeira Jerónimo and 
Monteiro 2019; Castro Henriques 2019. On forced labor until 1962, see Monteiro 
2018. For an architectural history of the roças, see Pape and Rebelo de Andrade 2013.
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towards anti-colonial organisation,9 and a collective trauma to this day.10 Forced 
labour lasted legally until the 1960s,11 and very likely illegally until independence in 
1975, and the scale of this imperial labour-force transfer has had a strong impact 
across the empire, particularly in São Tomé and Príncipe and Cabo Verde. The 
surviving former forced labourers (namely the many Cabo Verdeans who were 
unable to return home) and their descendants comprise contemporary São Tomean 
society, with the inherited colonial hierarchy that keeps them at the bottom, having 
far from disappeared in the post-colonial period.12 All along, however, the racist and 
colourist nature of the Indigenato laws ascribed the status of indígena to the Ango-
lan and Mozambican labour force, while poor Cabo Verdeans more commonly 
retained that of assimilados. 

Decolonial Art and Heritage 
 
In Olavo Amado’s (São Tomé and Príncipe, 1979) sartorial intervention for the camera 
in the photographic series (Re)Descobertos (2013) (meaning [Re]Discovered), 
colonial statues appear in a fairly preserved condition (unlike more ruined appearanc-
es in contemporary art).13 However, the artist’s gesture of dressing them up in colorful 
African-cloth garments necessarily and humorously disrupts any heroic grandeur they 
could evoke, notably for their eminent placement at the entrance of São Tomé and 
Príncipe’s National Museum, at the São Sebastião fortress. Amado critically acknowl-
edges, while at the same time mocking, the prominent visibility ascribed to the statues 
by their location. His intervention makes them even more conspicuous, but in a 
non-celebratory and humorous fashion: it reverses the colonial relationship of “dis-
coverer versus discovered” by turning the Portuguese into the (re)discovered, as the 
title suggests. Also, they emerge as re-appropriated and Africanised by São Tomeans, 
and so much more in line with the histories of struggle and resistance told by the 
National Museum’s display. Finally, the work’s title warns against not only the untruth 
of the so-called discoveries, but also the dangers of ongoing patterns of coloniality 
and the neo-colonialism at work in capitalist forms of European “rediscovery”.

9 The CLSTP (Comité de Libertação de São Tomé and Príncipe)  was founded in exile 
in Gabon in 1960, and became the MLSTP (Movimento de Libertação de São Tomé 
and Príncipe) in 1972.

10 On the spectres and memories of Batepá, see Nascimento Rodrigues 2018.
11 On forced labour until 1962, see Monteiro 2018.
12 On this colonial hierarchy and its legacies, see Seibert 2015.
13 The three statues represent the Portuguese Pêro Escobar, João de Santarém and João 

de Paiva. The first two are known as the first Portuguese to arrive in the archipelago 
– the so-called discoverers – and the third was one of its first colonisers. More ruined 
appearances of colonial statues and other leftovers in contemporary art can be found 
in photographic and video works by Kiluanji Kia Henda, Alfredo Jaar and Jo Ractliffe, 
regarding the São Miguel fortress in Luanda, and Filipa César, regarding the fort of 
Cacheu (Balona de Oliveira 2015; 2016; 2019).
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In line with the resistance historically inscribed in the Creoles and other forms of 
cultural creolisation (Glissant 1990) and hybridity (Bhabha 1994), René Tavares (São 
Tomé and Príncipe, 1983) has reflected through painting, drawing and photography 
on the African reinventions of European traditions at work in the Tchiloli theatre, 
dance and music performances of São Tomé and Príncipe, notably in his series 
Tchiloli Family (2011) and Tchiloli Unlimited (2019) (Tavares 2020), among others.14 
The Tchiloli (meaning “theatre” or “tragedy” in São Tomean Creole)15 retrieves medi-
eval stories around Charlemagne, following a 1540 text by the blind Madeiran 
playwright Baltazar Dias: “The Tragedy of the Marquis of Mantua and the Emperor 
Charlemagne” (A Tragédia do Marquês de Mântua e do Imperador Carlos Magno) 
(Valverde 2000; Seibert 2009; Barros 2010).16 It tells the story of the murder of 
Valdevinos (the nephew of the Marquis of Mantua) by Dom Carloto (the son of and 
heir to the Emperor Charlemagne), who, despite being Valdevinos’s best friend, was 
in love with his wife Sibila. The story ends with the emperor ordering the execution 
of his own son, as a justice-restoring punishment for his crime.

The introduction of Dias’s play in São Tomé and Príncipe was contentious, with 
some scholars proposing that it was taken to the archipelago by São Tomeans 
travelling from Lisbon, in the form of its nineteenth-century adaptation as found in 
Almeida Garrett’s Romanceiro and other sources (Seibert 2009; Valverde 2000). 
However, and despite the lack of archival evidence, other scholars seem to accept 
that Dias’s play might have been introduced around the time of its writing by sug-
ar-plantation owners and other travellers from Madeira – an account initially propa-
gated in the 1960s by Portuguese intellectuals indebted to lusotropicalism (Seibert 
2009). Whichever the case, it seems that an appealing factor for the strong penetra-
tion and local reinvention of this text by São Tomeans might have been its thematic 
focus on issues of legal justice and equality and its evidence of retribution for the 
transgressions committed by those in power, at a time (depending on which version 
one follows) of either slavery in the sugar plantations or forced labor in the cocoa- 
and coffee-producing roças. Despite the lusotropicalist interpretations of the Tchiloli 
as an instance of the so-called harmonious cultural encounter between the Portu-
guese and the São Tomeans, this practice seems to have emerged as a cultural 
expression of resistance against colonialism.

Having worked previously around the plastic qualities of theatre through painting 
and drawing, Tavares’s interest for the Tchiloli grew over the years out of a concern 
with São Tomé and Príncipe’s cultural identity, history and heritage – a creole African 
identity arising from a long and complex history of resistance to Portuguese colonial-

14 While the Tchiloli is most common in São Tomé, in Príncipe it is the Auto de Floripes. 
On the latter, see Lemos Martins and Palinhos 2013.

15 According to some, Tchiloli derives etymologically from the Portuguese tiroliro (fife), 
the transverse flute used in the play (Seibert 2009). 

16 Dias’s text was presumably written in 1540 but published only in 1665 in Lisbon 
(Valverde 2000).



198

© Hangar

ism, slavery and forced labour, embedded in richly inventive forms of material and 
immaterial cultural heritage, such as the Tchiloli.17 Despite the European source, 
Tchiloli performances are deeply informed by various story-telling, acting, dancing, 
musical and spiritual African traditions. The cultural creolisation and hy bridity at work 
in the Tchiloli should not be mistaken, therefore, for fraternal acculturation.18 

As many post-independence name changes make evident, language is inextrica-
ble from power.19 In fact, the Portuguese language as heritage and influence in 
Portuguese-speaking African countries has played a major problematic role not only 
in the post-colonial project of lusofonia,20 but mostly as a so-called civilising tool 
during colonialism: its top-down spread, more institutional than real, involved many 
forms of symbolic and epistemic violence. The mastery of Portuguese was imposed 
as evidence of civilisation, being one of the conditions for African subjects to access 
a never fully equal citizenship. Thus, the many Creoles that were created in Cabo 
Verde, Guinea Bissau and São Tomé and Príncipe, alongside the many national 
languages that survived in Angola, Mozambique and Guinea Bissau, are the living 
proof of resistance. Although the post-independence governments opted for Portu-
guese as the official language in their unifying nation-building efforts and in order to 
avoid ethnic divisions, Portuguese has become plural, hybridised and provincialised 
(Chakrabarty 2008), and more of an institutional than quotidian language. However, 
the decolonial tasks of countering the notion that Portugal’s version would be the 
original and correct, as opposed to all the subsidiary and distorted others, and of 
revaluing African languages and Creoles remain unfinished. Significantly, in Cabo 
Verde, the turning of Creole into the country’s official language, followed by Portu-
guese as the second, has been on several governments’ agenda.21 

For his part, Irineu Destourelles (Cabo Verde, 1974) has critically examined the 
coloniality that continues to pervade psychic and social lives in Cabo Verde by 
devising a hybrid language that is a sort of anti-Creole for video. In New Words for 
Mindelo’s Urban Creole (2014), besides resisting the potentially fetishistic traps of 

17 The application of the Tchiloli to UNESCO’s immaterial world heritage was  
announced in 2009 and, most recently, in 2018 (Lopes 2018).

18 On Tavares’s Tchiloli-related work, see also Nolasco 2020.
19 The colonial nomenclature for some African countries, cities, and streets was widely 

changed upon independence, and often replaced with relevant names from the 
liberation struggle as well as socialist and pan-African figures.

20 Lusofonia generally refers to the group of Portuguese-speaking countries – Portugal 
and its former colonies – and operates institutionally through the Community of 
Portuguese Language Countries (CPLP), an international organisation founded in 
1996 that works along the lines of the Commonwealth and the Francophonie. On criti-
cal perspectives around lusofonia, see Cahen 1997; Margarido 2000; Barros 2009; 
Barros Varela and Costa 2009; Barros Varela 2014.

21 Creole is the maternal language, while Portuguese is the official language, although 
article 9 of the Cape Verdean Constitution declares that the state should promote the 
conditions for the former to become official on an equal footing with the Portuguese 
(DSP 2010, 28). See, for example, Céu e Silva 2017. For a more in-depth analysis, see 
Veiga 2009.
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representing bodies and landscapes by using text instead, he ironically presents a 
new glossary made up of a mix of references from Greek mythology and names 
from Portuguese colonial history, which seems to have been emptied of African 
influences. These neologisms (made up of old words) appear consecutively as white 
dictionary entries on a single black screen, the rhythm of their sequential emergence 
being signalled by a repetitive sound. Their definitions describe contemporary 
phenomena, which, although apparently recent, actually testify to the class-, race- 
and gender-based enduring legacies (under new guises) of slavery and colonialism 
in the post-socialist, neo-liberal, globalised and touristic present. The entries refer to 
situations of colonial amnesia and Eurocentric alienation (such as “dysnomia, v. to let 
a colonial building become derelict; to avoid analysing and understanding colonial 
events”; “amechanon, n. a fanatic supporter of a European football team”); racism 
and colourism (“arminisme, v. to want to have a child with a person with lighter skin, 
preferably a Caucasoid”); kleptocracy and corruption (“adefage, v. to appropriate 
governmental funds to set up a private construction company”; “apatesme, v. to 
receive money from a drug baron to finance political or economic projects”); the 
over-sexualisation and sexual exploitation of black bodies by white tourists and 
“expats” (“agriuse, n. a child sex tourist”); among other aspects.22 

Destourelles’s ironic and critical invention of these new words arose from his 
awareness that the coloniality they describe often remains silenced and unaddressed 
in the Creole-speaking Cape Verdean daily life, particularly in Mindelo (where he 
has lived), the capital of the island of São Vicente and commonly referred to as the 
country’s cultural city.23 Comparatively to the archipelago’s other islands, São Vicen-
te’s permanent colonial settlement took place much later (only in the nineteenth 
century); and, having been more of a commercial (ship supply) than agricultural 
nature is generally perceived as having been marked less by the centuries-old 
importing of enslaved labor from West Africa (that occurred in islands such as 
Santiago, the first to be colonised in the fifteenth century) than by a so-called cosmo-
politan mix of traders and seafarers, particularly the British. Of course, the complex 
inter-island migratory history complicates this narrative. In any case, distinct coloni-
sation patterns seem to have resulted in a contemporary condition in which relation-
ships to the colonial past and African heritage differ across Cabo Verde’s islands, with 
Mindelo’s inhabitants often being perceived as, and critiqued for, being more 
Eurocentric. Although the title of Destourelles’s work underscores Mindelo’s social 
and psychic realities through language, the work as a whole speaks critically of the 
country’s post-colonial and post-socialist condition of enduring coloniality.24

22 See the video’s text.
23 Irineu Destourelles was born in the island of Santo Antão.
24 On Cabo Verde’s colonial history and its contemporary legacies, see Barros Varela 

2014; Cabral 2015; Lima and Robalo 2018. On Cabo Verde’s discomfort with its 
anti-colonial history from the 1990s onwards, see Cardina and Nascimento Rodrigues 
2020. On Destourelles’s work, see also Nolasco and Destourelles 2016.
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Women Artists, Diaspora and Intersectional Feminism  
 
As far as the presence and visibility of women artists in Cabo Verde, Guinea Bissau 
and São Tomé and Príncipe are concerned, all three artistic contexts have been 
markedly male for patriarchal reasons of a systemic nature which, notwithstanding 
their specificities, are not exclusive to such contexts. With a lack of higher educa-
tion and professional opportunities in contemporary art, and the social and economic 
pressure towards earning a living and, especially for women, family life and mother-
hood, many young women artists ultimately give up an artistic career in these and 
other contexts. That is to say, although considerable obstacles in accessing artistic 
professionalisation and internationalisation are felt by men and women alike, patriar-
chal ones weigh mostly on women. Nevertheless, certain diasporic and migratory 
dynamics have contributed to a somewhat recent (and still insufficient) presence 
and visibility of Cape Verdean, Guinean and São Tomean women artists in their 
counties and abroad. In contexts such as France, Macau, Germany, Portugal and 
Netherlands, the women artists featured in this volume – Vanessa Fernandes 
(Guinea Bissau, 1978), Melissa Rodrigues (Cabo Verde, 1985) and Sandim Mendes 
(Netherlands, 1986) (as well as others) – have accessed artistic higher education and 
local and international circuits. These have stimulated the use of diverse media such 
as film, video, photography, performance and installation, and conceptual, re-
search-based and politicised forms of artistic production. At the same time, many of 
these diasporic artists often return to their (or their parents’) countries on the 
African continent, while travelling in the Global South within and beyond so-called 
Lusophone geographies.

In varying ways, Fernandes, Rodrigues and Mendes address issues pertaining to 
identity and belonging, notably between Europe and Africa, as well as colonial and 
anti-colonial histories and their legacies. They resort to various archives: public and 
private; written and oral; material, visual, auditory and performative; comprising 
collective, familial and personal memories and experiences. Their works often 
include the performance of their own bodily subjectivity, whereby their own bodies 
emerge as living archives inscribed with ancestral and quotidian histories of oppres-
sion and resistance. Documents are frequent sources for fiction, which often stands 
for non-existent records; the archive emerges as an evocative repository for the 
imagination, which in turn historicises archival absence (Hartman 2019); pasts 
provide entry points into futures, themselves revealing past, present and future 
otherwise. In any case, such creative liberties are meant to intensify the critical 
potency of gestures that are political as much as they are poetic. Some of these 
women artists are more explicitly indebted than others to the theoretical and political 
traditions of black, intersectional and decolonial feminisms,25 notably Rodrigues, who 

25 On black, intersectional and decolonial feminisms, see hooks 2015; Davis 1983; Hill 
Collins 2009; Crenshaw 1989; Vergès 2019.
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also works as an anti-racist and feminist activist and educator. Nonetheless, all are 
clearly driven by a feminist standpoint, insofar as their works examine the ways in 
which the intersections of race, gender, class and sexuality have been historically 
produced and reproduced by capitalist, racist and patriarchal structures of exclusion 
and invisibility most powerfully impacting black and other racialised women (cis and 
transgender).

Against the backdrop of a diasporic and post-colonial Europe, Fernandes 
exposes familial racism in the context of inter-racial relations in Mikambaru (2016) 
and the patriarchal tradition of female genital mutilation in Si Destinu (Her Destiny) 
(2015). Taama ani N’Fa Douwa (Walking with N´Fa Douwa) (2011) touches on 
issues pertaining to West African ancestry, cultural heritage and transgenerational 
community life;26 while Tradição e Imaginação (Tradition and Imagination) (2018) 
evokes – through orality and ritual, built and natural landscape, and dance and the 
performing body – the memory of slavery in Benin (especially in the city of Ouidah, 
where the Portuguese partook in the traffic of enslaved people) and how centu-
ries-old spiritual practices survived colonial epistemicide. 

Often performing in their own work, Rodrigues and Mendes posit a politics of the 
black (female) body, whereby racial and gendered stereotypes are deconstructed. In 
the lecture-performance From Submissive to Political – The Place of the Black Body 
in Visual Culture (2017), Rodrigues shows how racism has pervaded Eurocentric 
visual and material culture to this day, including painting, engraving, photography, 
cinema, the press, television, advertising, branding, books and decorative objects. 
She departs from her own personal experience and includes some of her video work, 
such as Cabelo (Hair) (2017, with Colectivo Chá das Pretas and Miguel F.) and 
Mediterranêo (Mediterranean) (2019, with Miguel F.), alongside works by other 
racialised women,27 whereby the title’s emancipatory, decolonial move from “submis-
sive” to “political” is instantiated. Cabelo targets the racism at play in the exoticisation 
and sexualisation of black women, showing, through black sisterhood, how hair 
partakes of a broader political journey of de-alienation and decolonisation. Mediterrâ-
neo denounces the violent continuities between colonial exhibitions and post-colo-
nial displays celebrating the Portuguese empire and its so-called discoveries,28 as well 
as past Atlantic passages and present Mediterranean crossings. Indebted to the black 
critical traditions of Afrofuturism, Coronas in the Sky, Not a Manifesto! An Essay on 
Afrofuturism and Liberation (2020) connects past and present asphyxiating violence, 
exposing the deadly ways in which racial capitalism, climate crisis and the pandemic 
have impacted black lives, while asserting black resistance, healing and futurity.

26 It was filmed in Sangbarala, a small village of musicians near Kouroussa, in Guin-
ea-Conakry.

27 They include Daniela Ortiz, Andreia Coutinho, Grada Kilomba, Zanele Muholi, Lorna 
Simpson, Rosana Paulino, Victoria Santa Cruz, etc.

28 They are the First Portuguese Colonial Exhibition (Porto, 1934), the Portuguese World 
Exhibition (Lisbon, 1940), and the interactive museum and thematic park World of 
Discoveries (Porto, from 2014).
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For her part, Mendes addresses the complexities of diasporic identity and 
belonging. Born in the Netherlands with Cape Verdean ancestry, she critiques 
Eurocentric constructions of so-called otherness (racial, ethnic, gendered, sexual, 
cultural, etc.) from a perspective that is both historical and personal. Aware of the 
ways in which slavery, colonialism, racial capitalism and European modernity violent-
ly produced ongoing hierarchies of difference, including epistemic, Mendes relates 
to her Cape Verdean inherited background by retrieving – and (in the absence of 
visual archives) performatively re-enacting for the camera – ancestral and familial 
knowledges, memories and experiences. She transgendered into her paternal and 
maternal grandfathers in Rapazinho (Little Boy) (2009), Rapasinhos (Little Boys) 
(2010) and Januari (2009) and morphed into her young mother in Genoveva (2009) 
and maternal grandmother in Lucinda (2009). With her own memories and body and 
from a familial future of sorts (her own generation), she produced the past visual 
record of her family that no archive kept, while signaling a non-binary gender fluidity 
and disrupting stereotypes of femininity and masculinity. Her performative imperson-
ation of Amílcar Cabral in Amílcar (2011) extended such gendered disruption to the 
collective arena of anti-colonial history and memory. Nourished by intersectional and 
decolonial feminism, such anti-colonial history and memory (harking back to resis-
tance to colonial occupation, slavery and forced labor) must be remembered and 
rekindled as an emancipatory archive for the anti-capitalist and anti-racist struggles of 
our times. May our future be one where more black women artists hold such a 
rekindling flame.
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Olavo Amado
p. 21 – 26

(Re) descobertas, 2013 
Public Installation at  
7a Biennale São Tomé  
and Príncipe
© Olavo Amado

Nú Barreto
p. 35 – 40 

p. 35  
Djudanu (Help Us), 2019
Acrylic, ceramic pen, pencil 
and collage on paper
140 x 206 cm
© Nú Barreto

p. 36
Que reste-t-il?, 2019
Ceramic pen, pencil  
and collage on paper
85 x 122,3 x 6 cm
© Nú Barreto

p. 36  
Art Absolument!, 2019
Ceramic pen, pencil  
and collage on paper
95 x 135 x 5 cm
© Nú Barreto

p. 37
Solitude (1), 2019
Ceramic pen and collag 
e on paper
70 x 100 cm 
© Nú Barreto 

p. 37  
Solitude (2), 2019
Ceramic pen and collage  
on paper
85 x 114,5 x 5 cm
© Nú Barreto

p. 38
Vandalisme Coloré (from 
the series États Désunis 
d’Afrique), 2018 
Coloured pins and acrylic on 
canvas, mounted on wood
131 x 194 x 10 cm 
© Nú Barreto 

p. 39 
Ossements (from the series 
États Désunis d'Afrique), 2018 
Bones, thread and acrylic on 
canvas mounted on wood
200 x 318 x 5 cm
© Nú Barreto

p. 40
La Source (from the series 
États Désunis d'Afrique), 2018
Books by African authors, 
black rope and acrylic on 
canvas mounted on wood
300 x 306 x 10 cm
© Nú Barreto 

Welket Bungué
p. 49 – 54

p. 49, 50
Arriaga, 2019
Video still, 24
Produced by Arranca and 
Kussa Productions
© Welket Bungué

p. 51, 52
Run If You Can, Dance If You 
Dare, 2019
Video still, 7 4́9
Produced by 
KussaProductions
© Welket Bungué

p. 53
Metalheart, 2020
Video still, 7´
Produced by Kussa 
Productions
© Welket Bungué
 
p. 54
Mensagem, 2017
Video still, 7 4́4
Produced by Kussa 
Productions
© Welket Bungué 

César Schofield 
Cardoso
p. 61 – 66  
 
 

p. 61, 63 
Reluctant spaces (from the 
series Reluctant Spaces), 2019
Variable dimensions
© César Schofield Cardoso

p. 64
Eternal Cycle, Rust, 2017
Video still, 2́ 34
© César Schofield Cardoso

p. 65  
Surrounding Sea, Rust, 2017
Video still, 5́ 23
© César Schofield 
Cardoso 

p. 66  
Beton, 2017
Beton #1
Video still, 4́ 40
© César Schofield Cardoso

Irineu Destourelles
p. 75 – 80

p. 75  
New Words for Mindelo's 
Urban Creole, 2014
HD, 10 2́6, B and W, sound 
© Irineu Destourelles

p. 76, 77 
Several Ways of Falling 
Ordered Differently, 2019
HD, 4´8, B and W, silent 
© Irineu Destourelles  
and Calouste Gulbenkian 
Foundation

p. 78, 79
One Hundred and Two  
Houses on Fire, 2019
HD, 9 4́3, B and W, silent 
© Irineu Destourelles 
and Calouste Gulbenkian 
Foundation 
 
p. 80 
Supernatural Forces,  
Mental Health and Detail  
from Indoors, 2019
HD, 11´18, B and W, silent 
© Irineu Destourelles

 
Vanessa Fernandes
p. 87 – 92
 
p. 87
Taama Taama ani N’Fa  
Douw, 2011
Video Still, 15́ 47
© Vanessa Fernandes
 
p. 88, 89
Tradição e imaginação, 2020
Video Still, 4́
© Vanessa Fernandes
 
p. 90  
Si distinu, 2015
Video Still, 21́ 39
TALUMA filmes
© Vanessa Fernandes  
and Rampa
 
p. 91 
Taama Taama ani N’Fa 
Douw, 2011
Video Still, 15́ 47
© Vanessa Fernandes  
and Rampa

p. 92
Stand here, 2019
Video Still, 4́
© Vanessa Fernandes  
and Hangar  

Ângelo Lopes
p. 99 – 104

Interiores da Utopia, 2017
150 x 100 cm
© Ângelo Lopes 

Sandim Mendes
p. 111 – 116 

p. 111 
Rapasinho, 2009
Gelatin silver print
50 x 40 cm
© Sandim Mendes 
 
p. 112, 113 
Pão, pão, queijo, queijo, 2010

Im
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Gelatin silver print
 60 x 200 cm 
© Sandim Mendes

p. 114, 115
E so mi, 2018
Lino cut, cyanotype  
print, acrylic
240 x 150 cm
© Sandim Mendes and Studio 
Goedewaagen Fotografie
 
p. 116 
Lucinda, 2009
Gelatin silver print
12,5 x 17,5 cm
© Sandim Mendes

Melissa Rodrigues
p. 125 – 130
 
p. 125
Mediterrâneo, 2019
Vídeo 3́ 10, color, sound stereo
(Intervention on the archival 
film Nau Portugal, 1940, 
Leitão de Barros)
© Melissa Rodrigues  
and Miguel F

p. 126
Mediterrâneo, 2019
Melissa Rodrigues and Miguel F 
Video 3́ 10, colour, sound stereo
(Intervention on the archival 
film A Exposição do Mundo 
Português, 1940,  
F. Carneiro Mendes)
© Melissa Rodrigues  
and Miguel F

p. 127
Mediterrâneo, 2019
Melissa Rodrigues and Miguel F
Video 3́ 10, colour,  
sound stereo 
(Intervention on the archival 
film Primeira Exposição 
Colonial Portuguesa, 1935, 
Aníbal Contreiras)
© Melissa Rodrigues  
and Miguel F 
 
 

p. 128, 129 
CORONAS IN THE SKY,  
Not a Manifesto! An Essay  
on Afrofuturism and 
Liberation, 2020
Video - Performance 14́ 19, 
colour, sound stereo 
© Melissa Rodrigues and 
ZK/U Berlin

p. 130 
From Submissive to Political  
– The Place of Black Bodies  
in Visual Culture, 2017-2020
Performance
Conference – Performance 
© Melissa Rodrigues and 
Nuno Coelho

Herberto Smith
p. 139 – 144

p. 139
William (from the series Zona 
Libertada), 2017
Inkjet printing, Variable 
dimensions
© Herberto Smith

p. 140
Erick and friends (from the 
series Zona Libertada), 2017
Inkjet printing
60 x 40 cm
© Herberto Smith 

p. 141, 142 
Erick Gomes, 2017
Inkjet printing
60 x 40 cm
© Herberto Smith
 
p. 143 
Nery (from the series Zona 
Libertada), 2017 
Inkjet printing,  
Variable dimensions
© Herberto Smith 
 
p. 144 
Djony (from the series Zona 
Libertada), 2017
Inkjet printing
40 x 60 cm
© Herberto Smith

Abdel Queta Tavares
p. 155 – 160  
 
p. 155 
Lado (from the serie  
Nha Fala), 2017
Inkjet printing,  
Variable dimension
© Abdel Queta Tavares

p. 156
Sisters, 2019
Inkjet printing,  
Variable dimension
© Abdel Queta Tavares

p. 157 
Cadija, 2019
Inkjet printing,  
Variable dimension
© Abdel Queta Tavares
 
p. 158 
Janete, 2019
Inkjet printing,  
Variable dimension
© Abdel Queta Tavares 

p. 158  
Bashir (from the series  
Nha Fala), 2017
Inkjet printing, 
Variable dimension
© Abdel Queta Tavares

p. 159
Yolanda, 2017
Inkjet printing,  
Variable dimension
© Abdel Queta Tavares

p. 159
Julieta (from the series  
Nha Fala), 2018
Inkjet printing,  
Variable dimension
© Abdel Queta Tavares. 
Underdogs Gallery  
and César Reis

p.160
Nha Fala (exhibition  
view), 2019
© Underdogs Gallery 
and César Reis

René Tavares
p. 167 – 172 
 
p. 167 
Nigga’s sur l’herbe (from the 
series Especie man), 2016
Oil on canvas
200 x 165 cm
© René Tavares

p. 168
“Pitu” player believes he  
can bring Valdevinos life  
(from the series Migrações  
e coisas), 2019
Mixed media on canvas
165 x 180 cm
© René Tavares 

p. 169 
African Eden Garden, 2018
Mixed media on canvas
130 x 130 cm
© René Tavares
 
p. 170 
The last migrants of the 
Atlantic (from the series 
Migrações e coisas), 2019
Mixed media on cavas
150 x 175 cm
© René Tavares

p. 171 
Air Migration Privé, 2019
Mixed media on cavas
150 x 175 cm
© René Tavares

p. 171
The last migrant of the 
Atlantic (from the series 
National Migration), 2018
Mixed media paper
165 x 180 cm
© René Tavares

p. 172
From Congo to be hero  
in USA, 2018
Mixed media on paper
255 x 150 cm
© René Tavares
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participated in various national and international 
solo and group exhibitions. TENT Rotterdam, 
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is a performer, art educator and curator. She 
holds a BA in Anthropology from UNL/FCSH 
and a MA in Performance from FBAUP. She 
joined the Performative Arts and Accompanied 
Intensive Training (F.I.A.) in Centro em Movi-
mento (C.E.M) in Lisbon. In 2017 she co-created 
the performance Cabelo with the Chá das Pretas 
Collective. In the same year, she conceived a 
lecture performance with the title De Submisso 
a Político – O Lugar do Corpo Negro na Cultura 
Visual. In collaboration with the visual artist 
Miguel F, in 2019, she co-created the video 
installation MEDITERRÂNEO. In 2020, in the 
context of an artistic residency at ZK/U Berlin, 
and as part of the European Magic Carpets 
Project, she performed the video performance 
CORONAS IN THE SKY, Not a Manifesto! An 
Essay on Afrofuturism and Liberation. Since 
2020 she has been a member of the curatorial 
team of the programmes Um Elefante no Palácio 
de Cristal and Anuário 2020 at Galeria Municipal 
do Porto. She is a member of the Associação 
Cultural Rampa, the InterStruct Collective and 
the Núcleo Anti-Racista do Porto.

 
Herberto Smith (1974). Born in Guinea Bissau 
and raised in São Tomé and Príncipe, he 
currently lives and works in Lisbon, Portugal. 
He is a photographer and cultural activist 

involved in educational and mentorship 
programmes. Working mainly in documentary 
and environmental portraiture, his works tell 
the stories of the people he meets, bringing 
depth and insight to human experiences. 
Focused on the African diaspora community 
in Lisbon, particularly that of its youth, Smith’s 
photographs capture fragments of everyday life 
and explore issues of identity, racial perceptions 
and socioeconomic inequalities. His approach 
takes on a collaborative component, where the 
outcome does not intend to represent reality, 
but captures moments of mutual sharing that 
encapsulate moods, sensibilities, and aspirations.

Abdel Queta Tavares (1992), born in Guinea 
Bissau, is a photographer, creative director and 
stylist. At the age of 14 he moved with his 
family to Lisbon, where he remained for the 
next 10 years. It was there that his creative side 
began to flourish, beginning with the purchase 
of a simple camera, taking self-portraits at home 
and eventually leading to a deep passion for 
photography. Tavares has created portraits of 
the people that are around his environment and 
collaborated with many artists to explore 
different ways of looking at his reality. He has 
exhibited at the festival Iminente (2021) and 
Underdogs gallery (2019). He has also worked 
with Theatre Griot in Lisbon.

René Tavares (1983) was born in São Tomé and 
Príncipe, and he currently lives and works 
between São Tomé and Lisbon, Portugal. After 
completing his art degree at the National Fine 
Art School of Dakar, Senegal, Tavares was 
funded by the École de Beaux Arts in Rennes, 
France, to continue his visual art studies in 
Rennes, where he later also pursued a photogra-
phy course. Working as a multidisciplinary artist, 
Tavares’s work explores the permeability of the 
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frontiers of history and memory through visual 
languages and techniques that reflect on the real 
experience of dislocation in various postcolonial 
zones and the “imaginary community”. In 2011, 
he completed his MSc in Art at the University of 
Lisbon. He has exhibited in São Tomé, Lisbon, 
Paris, Brussels, Amsterdam, Luanda, Johannes-
burg and New York and participated in the 2008 
group exhibition Africa Now in Washington 
D.C., organised by the World Bank; the Archi-
tecture Biennial of Venice; and in the 2015 
international exhibition Lumières d’Afrique at 
Palais Chaillot, Paris. In 2018, he was nominated 
for Africa’s Most Influential New Artistic Talent 
at the FNB Joburg Art Fair, Johannesburg.



 217

© Hangar

Azu Nwagbogu (1975), born in Nigeria, he 
is a Founder and Director of African Artist's 
Foundation (AAF), a non-profit organisation 
based in Lagos, Nigeria. Nwagbogu was also 
elected as Interim Director/Head Curator of the 
Zeitz Museum of Contemporary Art, in South 
Africa, from June 2018 to August 2019. He 
serves as Founder and Director of Lagos Photo 
Festival, an annual international arts festival 
of photography held in Lagos. Moreover, 
Nwagbogu is the creator of Art Base Africa, 
a virtual space to discover and learn about 
contemporary African Art. He served as a juror 
for the Dutch Doc. POPCAP Photography 
Award (2016), New York Times Portfolio 
Review (2017-2018), W. Eugene Smith Award 
(2018), Photo España (2018), Foam Paul Huf 
Award (2019), Wellcome Photography Prize 
(2019), and he is a regular juror for organisations 
such as Lensculture and Magnum.

 
Mónica de Miranda (1976), born in Porto, 
with an Angolan background, is an artist 
and researcher, and her work is based on 
themes of urban archaeology and personal 
geographies, adopting an interdisciplinary 
approach that incorporates drawing, installation, 
photography, film and sound, in its expanded 
forms and on the boundaries between fiction 
and documentary. She holds a Visual Arts 
Degree from the Camberwell College of Arts, 
a master’s degree in Art and Education from 
the Institute of Education London and a PhD in 
Visual Art from the University of Middlesex. 
She is currently a FCT Researcher at the Centre 
of Comparative Studies at the University of 
Lisbon, where she carries out her project Pos-
archive politics of memory, place and identity. 
She is the founder of the artistic residences 
project Triangle Network in Portugal and in 
2014 she founded Hangar, Centre for Artistic 

Research in Lisbon. She began exhibiting 
regularly and internationally in 2004 and has 
exhibited internationally in Biennale del Sur 
(2021), Houston Fotofest (2020), Casablanca 
Biennale (2018), Biennale Lubumbashi (2019), 
Dakar Biennale (2016), Addis Photo Fest (2016), 
Bamako Encounters (2016), and the 13th Venice 
Biennale of Architecture (2012). Her work is 
held by many private and public collections 
such as Calouste Gulbenkian, MAAT, MNAC 
and PLMJ. She has also participated in various 
residencies at institutions such as Tate Britain, the 
French Institute, the British Council/Iniva and 
Instituto Camões.

Ana Cristina Pereira (1969) was born in Luanda. 
She is a member of Antiracist Nucleus of Porto 
(NARP); she holds a PhD. in Cultural Studies 
from the University of Minho, with the thesis 
“Otherness and identity in cinematographic 
fiction in Portugal and Mozambique”. She has 
a master’s degree in Educational Sciences 
from the University of Aveiro and a degree in 
Theatre from the Higher School of Theatre and 
Cinema of Lisbon and Music and Performing 
Arts of Porto. Her main research interests are 
alterity(ies)/identity(ies), social memory, race, 
and gender, in a postcolonial and decolonial 
perspective. She is a post-doctoral researcher 
at CES (University of Coimbra) as a member of 
the project (DE)OTHERING, and an associate 
researcher at CECS (University of Minho) as a 
member of the project Cultures Past and Present. 
She was also a researcher of the project On the 
side-lines of Portuguese cinema: a study on 
Afro-descendant cinema produced in Portugal.

 
Inês Beleza Barreiros (1978) is a cultural and 
art historian interested in the migration of 
images across time and space and the ways 
in which the coloniality of seeing sustains the 
coloniality of knowledge. She is an editor at La 
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Rampa – Art, Life and Beyond – and has been 
working on documentary films that explore 
the relation of cinema with other arts, namely 
painting, architecture and landscaping. She holds 
a PhD in Media, Culture and Communication 
(specialisation in memory studies and visual 
culture) from New York University, a Master in 
Contemporary Art History from FCSH – New 
University of Lisbon and a BA in History and Art 
History from FLUL – University of Lisbon. She 
is the author of several articles, which include 
Sob o olhar de Deuses sem vergonha: cultura 
visual e paisagens contemporâneas (2009) 
and Colonial Specters: a visual archaeology 
(forthcoming).

Raquel Schefer (1981) is a researcher, filmmak-
er, film curator, and lecturer at Sorbonne 
Nouvelle – Paris 3 University. She holds a PhD in 
Film Studies from Sorbonne Nouvelle – Paris 3 
University, a Master in Documentary Cinema 
from the University of Cinema of Buenos Aires, 
and a degree in Communication Sciences from 
NOVA University of Lisbon. She published the 
book Self-Portrait in Documentary in 2008, in 
Argentina, as well as several book chapters and 
articles. She has taught at Grenoble Alpes 
University, Paris Est University, Rennes 2 
University, the University of Cinema of Buenos 
Aires, and the University of Communication in 
Mexico City. She was a Visiting Scholar at the 
University of California, Los Angeles. She is 
currently a post-doctoral FCT fellow at the CEC/
University of Lisbon, the IHC/NOVA University 
of Lisbon, and the University of the Western 
Cape. She is a co-editor of the quarterly of 
theory and history of cinema La Furia Umana.

 
Ana Nolasco (1969) holds a PhD and Master 
of Aesthetics and Philosophy of Art from the 
School of Arts and Humanities, University of 
Lisbon, and is a tutor in Art and Aesthetics 

at the Higher Institute of Education and 
Science, Lisbon. She is currently developing a 
postdoctoral project entitled Innovation, Art and 
Design: Emerging Creative Archipelagos; The 
Influences of Contemporary Creative Processes 
on Lusophone Atlantic islands, Africa and 
Portugal. Nolasco has published articles in The 
Journal of Modern Craft (UK), Island Studies 
Journal (Canada), Shima (Australia), African arts 
(US), and Nka: Journal of Contemporary African 
Art (US), among others. She has contributed 
essays and other publications to Creating 
Kinship Together: Collaborative practises in Art 
and Design (Universität Tübingen, 2020), The 
Poetic of the Fragment, René Tavares (2020), 
and Social Art – Echoes of Machim (Springer, 
2019), among others.

Álvaro Luís Lima (1988) is an assistant Professor 
of Art History at the University of Florida, with 
research interests in psychoanalysis, queer 
theory as well as modern and contemporary art 
from Africa. He completed his PhD in Art 
History and Archaeology at Columbia Universi-
ty and is currently working on a book about art 
during Mozambique’s transition from socialism to 
a multi-party democracy.

 
Michelle Sales (1981) is a researcher, professor 
and independent curator. Associate Professor at 
the School of Fine Arts of the Federal University 
of Rio de Janeiro (2010), Coordinator of the 
research network Post-Colonial and Peripheral 
Cinemas in Brazil and in Portugal. Postdoctoral 
researcher in Contemporary Studies from the 
University of Coimbra (2018-2020), Researcher 
at the Centre for Interdisciplinary Studies of 
the 20th Century at the University of Coimbra 
(2008-2020), manager of the research project  
À Margem do Cinema Português (2020), funded 
by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation. She is 
a guest professor at the Graduate Programme 
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in Communication at the State University of 
Rio de Janeiro (2021-). She works in the areas: 
postcolonial studies, decolonial and anti-colonial 
studies, intersectional feminism, ethnic-racial 
relations and gender.

Paula Nascimento (1981) is an architect and 
independent curator holding degrees from the 
Architectural Association School of Architecture 
and London Southbank University. She is a 
founder of Beyond Entropy Africa – a research 
studio that focuses on the fields of architecture, 
urbanism, visual arts and geopolitics – and of the 
cultural collective Colectivo Pés Descalços. 
Nascimento was co-curator, together with 
Stefano Rabolli Pansera, of Beyond Entropy 
Angola at the 13th Venice Biennale of Architec-
ture (2012); Luanda Encyclopaedic City at the 
55th Venice Art Biennale (2013); and the 
permanent collection of the Zeitz MOCAA, 
Cape Town. As an independent curator, she has 
participated in various international projects, and 
her texts have been published in several 
magazines and newspapers. She is on the jury of 
the New Photography Award, and lectures at 
several academic institutions. Nascimento is 
currently part of the project African Mobilities: 
This is not a Refugee Camp (Wits University 
Jhb, Munich, 2018) as a regional collaborator. 
She was awarded the Golden Lion Award for 
Best National Participation in 2013 at the Venice 
Biennale, the ArcVision Women for Expo 
Special Award (2015), the Angola 35th Arts and 
Culture Award (2013 and 2016) and the African 
Architecture Award (2017).

 
Mariana Aboim (1985) is a PhD researcher 
at the Royal College of Art, London, where 
she tutors Fine Art, Photography, Lifestyle 
Transformation Design (Bachelors). She 
also teaches the Hacking programmes at the 
Willem de Kooning Academy, Rotterdam, the 

Netherlands. Aboim’s research practice focuses 
on regenerating what one’s body senses without 
making sense of it, that is, understanding what 
is offered at a conscious or nonconscious level. 
Using a recorded [spoken] word component, 
she explores cross grammar-language interplays 
that underline a sensorial relation to the 
immediacy of logic provoked by and through 
semantic configurations as well as photographic 
investigation and replay by following images 
that have been instigating pre-adulthood 
memories and remembering[s] that tie (and are 
triggered by) experiences of street protests 
and questions of embodiment. She directed 
the 2019 International Conference There’s No 
Going Back! on activating strategies for ethical 
relational change within fine art education 
(Willem de Kooning Academy, Rotterdam) 
and exhibited her video work And Now? at 
Entanglement (The Opera, Royal College of Art, 
London, 2019).

Raquel Lima (1983) is a poet, performer, 
art-educator and currently a PhD Candidate in 
Post-Colonialisms and Global Citizenship from 
the Centre for Social Studies at the University  
of Coimbra. Her research interest focuses on 
Orature, Slavery and Afrodiasporic movements. 
She holds a BA in Artistic Studies – Performative 
Arts from the School of Arts and Humanities  
of the University of Lisbon, where she is now 
collaborating with the research project Post- 
Archive: Politics of Memory, Place and Identity. 
As a spoken word artist, she travelled to over a 
dozen countries in Europe, South America and 
Africa, and she published her first poetry book 
in 2019, entitled Ingenuidade Inocência  
Ignorância (BOCA/Animal Sentimental).

 
Valdívia Delgado Tolentino (1984). She studied 
Fashion Design at the Faculty of Architecture 
– University of Lisbon, with a scholarship 
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awarded by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation 
between 2002-2007. She has equally been the 
recipient of grants from the Erasmus Programme 
to attend the School of Design – Politecnico di 
Milano (2005/06), and the Leonardo Da Vinci 
Program to do an internship in Paris (2008). In 
2010, she started a Master of Arts in Museum 
and Curatorial Studies, at the Faculty of Fine 
Arts – University of Porto. While attending the 
Graduate programme, she began collaborating 
with fellow MA students Luís Pinto Nunes and 
Luís Albuquerque Pinho. Together they curated 
the project H Ó S P E D E – Ensaio curatorial 
(Porto, 2012); participated in residencies at the 
Maumaus Independent Arts Study Program and 
the Curators’ Lab – European Capital of Culture 
Guimarães 2012; conceived the exhibitions 
It was only a moment for you and Louro e 
Bambú – segundo acto, figuração do exótico 
at the Centre for Art and Architecture Affairs 
(Guimarães, 2015); among other collective 
experiences. In 2013, Valdívia completed the 
MA degree by presenting the dissertation 
To Create in the Desert of the Islands: Cape 
Verdean Creoleness in Creolization, a post-
colonial reflection upon Cape Verdean Identity 
and whether the perception of a people’s artistic 
praxis might be conditioned by matters of 
Alterity. In 2016, the virtual exhibit called You 
are Nothing or Everything to Her, the result of 
her collaboration with the artist Candice Lin, was 
published online by the Centre for Comparative 
Studies of the University of Lisbon.

 
Cristiana Tejo (1976) holds a PhD in Sociology 
from the Federal University of Pernambuco 
and is an independent curator. She is an 
integrated member of the Art History Institute 
of Universidade Nova de Lisboa and co-founder 
of the project and space NowHere (experiments 
and artistic exchanges) based in Lisbon, and co-
curator of Residência Belojardim (Pernambuco). 

She coordinated the public programmes of  
the Joaquim Nabuco Foundation (2009 – 2011) 
and was the visual arts curator at the same 
institution (2002-2006). She was director  
of the Aloísio Magalhães Museum of Modern  
Art (2007-2009), curator of Rumos Artes Visuais 
at Itaú Cultural (2005-2006) and curator of the 
Paulo Bruscky`s Special Room at the X Bienal  
de Havana. She co-curated the 32nd Panorama 
of Brazilian Art at MAM – SP. She published  
the books Paulo Bruscky – Art in all senses 
(2009) and Panorama of Emerging Thought 
(2011), co-organised the Visual Artist Guide 
– Insertion and Internationalization (UNESCO, 
2018) and organized Paulo Bruscky – Art and 
Multimedia (2014).

Luísa Santos (1980) has a PhD in Culture Studies 
from the Humboldt and Viadrina School of 
Governance, in Berlin, and a M.A. in Curating 
Contemporary Art by the Royal College of Art, 
London. Luísa Santos has been an independent 
curator since 2008 and a Researcher and Assis-
tant Professor, in Culture Studies/Artistic 
Studies, since 2016, at the Faculty of Human 
Sciences of the Universidade Católica Portugue-
sa. She has been research fellow at The Europe-
an School of Governance (EUSG), in Berlin, 
since 2019. In 2013 she conducted research in 
curatorial practices at the Konstfack, in Stock-
holm. She is the artistic director of the 4Cs: from 
Conflict to Conviviality through Creativity and 
Culture, a cooperation project co-funded by 
Creative Europe, and the co-director of the 
nanogaleria, an independent curatorial endeav-
our. Her main areas of research are contempo-
rary art and social systems.

 
Inocência Mata has a PhD in Letters (Literary 
Studies) from the University of Lisbon and 
post-doctoral studies in Postcolonial Studies 
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(Postcolonial Studies, Identity, Ethnicity, 
and Globalization, University of California, 
Berkeley). She is a professor at the School of 
Arts and Humanities of the University of Lisbon 
(FLUL) in Literature, Arts and Culture (LAC), 
senior researcher of the Centre for Comparative 
Studies (CEC), and currently Director of the 
PhD Programme in Portuguese as a Foreign 
and Second Language at FLUL. She has been 
Visiting Professor and Lecturer in various 
universities in Europe, America, Africa and 
Asia, and has widely published in the area of 
Postcolonial Studies, African Studies (Literatures 
and Cultures), Cultural and Intercultural Studies; 
and Race Ethnicity, and TransAtlantic Relations. 
Some of her selected works include Discursos 
Memorialistas Africanos e a Construção 
da História (2018), O Papel do Cidadão em 
Tempos de (Des)Encantos (2018), A Literatura 
Africana e a Crítica Pós-colonial: Reconversões 
(2007/2013), A Rainha Nzinga Mbandi: 
História, Memória e Mito (2012), while her latest 
co-authored books are Trajetórias Culturais 
e Literárias das Ilhas do Equador: Estudos 
sobre São Tomé e Príncipe (2018), Literatura-
Mundo: Perspectivas em Português. Mundos 
em Português (2017), and Pós-Colonial e Pós-
Colonialismo: Propriedades e Apropriações de 
Sentido (2016).

Ana Balona de Oliveira (1980) is FCT Research-
er (CEEC 2017) at the Institute for Art History, 
New University of Lisbon, where she co-coordi-
nates the cluster Transnational Perspectives on 
Contemporary Art, and Collaborating Researcher 
at the Centre for Comparative Studies, Universi-
ty of Lisbon. She has lectured in Portugal and the 
United Kingdom, where she received her PhD 
(Courtauld Institute of Art, University of London, 
2012). Her research focuses on colonial, anti- and 
post-colonial narratives, migration and globalisa-
tion in contemporary art from ‘Lusophone’ 

countries and beyond in an intersectional and 
decolonial feminist perspective. She has pub-
lished articles in Nka, Third Text, African Arts; 
co-edited Diálogos with Ruy Duarte de Carvalho 
(2019), Atlantica: Contemporary Art from 
Angola and its Diaspora (2018), and contributed 
to Atlantica: Contemporary Art from Mozam-
bique and its Diaspora (2020), Revolution 3.0: 
Iconographies of Radical Change (2019), (Re)
Imagining African Independence (2017), Recent 
Histories: Contemporary African Photography 
and Video Art (2017), Red Africa: Affective 
Communities and the Cold War (2016), Edson 
Chagas: Found Not Taken (2015). She curated 
solo and group exhibitions, notably by António 
Ole, Edson Chagas and Ângela Ferreira.

Joacine Katar Moreira (1983) is a historian,  
political activist, intersectional feminist and 
anti-racist. She has been a member of the 
Portuguese Parliament since 2019, where she  
is a member of the Committee on Constitutional 
Affairs, Rights, Freedoms and Guarantees and 
the Committee on the Environment, Energy and 
Territorial Planning. She holds a degree in 
Modern and Contemporary History – Manage-
ment and Animation of Cultural Assets, a 
master’s degree in Development Studies, and  
a PhD in African Studies at ISCTE-University 
Institute of Lisbon. Her approach is naturally 
interdisciplinary, and her areas of interest and 
research are gender issues, particularly violent 
masculinities; development; colonial history and 
racism; politics and social and civic movements. 
Katar Moreira actively participates in the public 
and academic debates on Gender, Colonialism, 
Slavery and Racism.
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