Antonio Manuel: Occupations/Discoveries

Antonio Manuel’s installation, which lends its title to this exhibition, consists of a series of walls that undulate throughout the gallery space. Like the architecture with which they intervene, the walls are poetic responses to the surrounding space and follow certain structural requirements. Unlike the architectural uniformity, each wall possesses a different surface-finish; some are plastered and painted, others are not. These surfaces have in common an interruption; they are all breached at a particular point. Produced with the aid of a hammer, these orifices allow the passage from one side of the installation to the other. The visitor’s own curiosity entices the discovery of what lies behind each wall. However, the totality of the space is never apprehended. [Fig. 1, Fig. 2]

Occupations/Discoveries is undoubtedly a fitting title, yet it is one that has been appropriated. The installation was initially created in 1998 in the context of an exhibition – from where its title originates - curated by Luiz Camillo Ozório at the Museum of Contemporary Art (MAC) in Niterói in the Brazilian state of Rio de Janeiro. Produced in advance of the celebrations of 500 years since the discovery of Brazil, it involved two separate contributions by Brazilian artists of Portuguese origin, both belonging to the same generation.
   

Raising a complex nexus of cultural and historical references - the subject of this essay – the installation’s initial task was to poetically respond to the act of the ‘discovery’ of Brazil and its subsequent ‘occupation’ by the Portuguese. In one of the exhibition’s associated publications the musician Caetano Veloso argued that:

The Portuguese do not seem to have founded a country exactly; rather, they managed to suggest that they arrived not at a part of America, but at an entirely different entity they named Brazil.

Although written prior to the existence of the work, the installation does indeed subtly evoke Brazil’s distinct identity with respect to the rest of ‘America’. The installation refers to the architectural heritage in Brazil from colonial to modern times. Moreover, the experience of traversing the work raises notions of belongingness and otherness that could be interpreted as recalling the reality of South Americans who became culturally divided by the legacy of colonialism. However, while the Portuguese saw the territory in isolation from the rest of the continent, Brazil’s socio-cultural trajectory evolved beyond a unilateral relation with its coloniser, opening itself to the absorption of native, African, French, British and later North American influences among others. In this sense the perforations in the installation’s walls could be read as a comment on the impossibility of absolute cultural isolation. Brazil’s ambivalent relation with the rest of South America had already been explored by Antonio Manuel in 1969, when at a time of heightened political struggles across the continent, he produced an installation entitled Soy loco por ti (I’m crazy for you, originally in Spanish as opposed to Portuguese, Brazil’s official language). [Fig. 3] In contrast with the viewer’s continuous displacement through the labyrinthine Occupations/Discoveries, Soy loco por ti evoked a sense of dwelling: one lied down on a bed of straw,
 pulled a string and uncovered a map of South America with its national borders effaced by a thick blood-red layer of paint. The work responded to a historical moment when distinct visions of the continent’s possible future clashed: on the one hand, US-backed military coups installed hard-line regimes throughout the region, while the post-Cuban revolutionary spirit, the human rights campaign, and student revolts, constituted the other side of the political spectrum. Each of these extremes considered itself as the rightful arbiter of the national identity. They respectively refuted the foreign as a nationalist stance or as the result of an anti-imperialist position. Although definitely not on the right, Antonio Manuel’s openness to what was considered as being beyond the pale, unbalanced these cultural-political allegiances.

Borders and demarcations are thus profoundly pertinence in his work. The elimination of such demarcations in Soy loco por ti and the act of establishing barriers in order to breach them in Occupations/Discoveries, can be perceived as a common artistic strategy developed over four decades. Although politico-historical contexts have shifted, both deal with the impossibility of totalising visions problematising consensual categories of national identity.

Beyond the context of the nation’s discovery and colonisation, Occupations/Discoveries dialogues with an iconic figure of Brazilian culture. The appropriation of the exhibition’s title provoked in this sense another re-signification. This pertained to the occupation of a pristine space within a museum designed by Oscar Niemeyer. [Fig. 4] Niemeyer, Brazil’s foremost modernist architect, is notorious for monitoring and controlling the posterior use of his buildings. The artist’s work therefore was little short of a violation of that space. Yet it was also more than that, since it was charged with an ambivalence that simultaneously affirmed and negated the space. In short, a re-discovery of the architecture was imposed. As the artist stated:

To work with Niemeyer is both a privilege and a great challenge. The body is seduced towards the outside, to the external surface that clashes with the deep waters of the Atlantic Ocean. Occupations/Discoveries like the flow of the body, are passages strategically open to make visible the curve, the wave, the straight line, the opening and desire.
 

Niterói is located on the Bay of Guanabara, the other side from Rio de Janeiro. There is a socio-cultural divide that marks close cities separated by geography. As is often the case, cultural divides are aggravated by provocations. Cariocas
 claim that the best thing in Niterói is to be able to see Rio de Janeiro on the other side of the bay. 

As the poet Antonio Cícero wrote in the museum book – if the best of Niterói was the view of Rio, now, with MAC, the best of Rio is to be seen from Niterói. This is the great generosity of Niemeyer’s architectonic gesture: to reveal nature through construction, to bring out the best of the constructed through nature.

Niemeyer emphasised the Bay of Guanabara by rendering the outer rim of the museum into a viewing platform for the breathtaking panorama. It was precisely this space that Antonio Manuel occupied, disrupting the continuous view, enticing the visitor to search, to discover it anew by passing through the orifices in the walls into the following sections, and uncovering the next fragment of panorama.

The walls themselves contained a tension between the ‘here’ and ‘there’ that revealed itself according to the direction of passage. On one side plastered and painted white, red or grey, the surfaces suggested that the walls were perhaps a continuation of the architectural space, on the other side, un-plastered and unfinished they emphasised the occupation, the invasion of that space. 

The city of Rio is riddled with favelas; precarious illegal dwellings that occupy its numerous hilltops. Although traditionally formed by wooden huts, the favelas have today become more sedentary, being predominantly composed of anarchically structured and un-plastered brick constructions. [Fig. 5] These are territories of socio-economic conflict and violence and are therefore no-go areas for those who do not belong there. It is this disjunction between the planned and the chaotic that the installation brought to the fore. As one commentator put it, the installation contains the extremes of the favela and Brasília. Or as Antonio Manuel states, recalling Lévi-Strauss, it is both raw and the cooked.
 Perhaps this added context is a possible subversion of what Camilo Ozório meant when he concluded:

Thus as Niemeyer’s construction interfered in the landscape to bring out its full beauty, Antonio Manuel interferes in the architecture to give it more clarity.

Occupations/Discoveries establishes a dialogue with the architectural history of Brazil that parallels the artist’s continuous relation with his own youthful radicalism. This relation deserves digression but is initially perceptible by the fact that his current activity as a painter evokes the abstract tendencies present in Brazil during the 1950s while representing a subtle reversal of his 1960s production. [Fig. 6]

The constructivist tradition having re-emerged in Europe under the auspices of post-war reconstruction, was concurrently embraced in Brazil during the late 1940s and ‘50s as symptomatic of a general desire for development and modernisation. Architecture was undoubtedly where this desire manifested itself most powerfully, but in the arts ambitious projects emerged which proved to have lasting repercussions. In Rio de Janeiro, the neoconcrete group radicalised the constructivist tradition by emphasising the phenomenological character of the work of art. Although still considering art as an autonomous field of aesthetic enquiry, neoconcretism opened the possibility for closer engagement with the spectator through the heightened relation that the work possessed with its surrounding space. The movement thus offered a platform from where artists such as Lygia Clark, Hélio Oiticica and Lygia Pape could launch their experimental practice into the socio-cultural domain, proposing an art based upon human interaction. Antonio Manuel having inherited from Ivan Serpa an initial constructivist sensibility, shared with the previous generation - via his friendship with artists such as Oiticica, and Pape together with the art critic Mário Pedrosa - a general experimental approach.
 

If the 1950s represented a period in Brazilian history of unprecedented optimism that would culminate in the construction of Brasília, the 1960s proved to be a tumultuous decade marked by politico-economic crises. In the field of culture, intellectuals and artists began ambitious albeit often romantic projects of popular engagement. These were cut short by a military coup in 1964 but by then a radical new agenda for cultural production had been installed, one which the regime’s programme of censure and repression did not manage to entirely contain despite its increasingly hard-line measures. Antonio Manuel’s emergence within the local art circuit occurred at this moment of repression and contestation. Avoiding any form of partisanship, his individual creative trajectory was thus initiated by an experimental procedure that continuously questioned and problematised the production of culture and the language of art via the expression of the oppressiveness of life under the military regime. This led him of course into various confrontations with the authorities.

In his early work the experience of abstraction informed his manipulation of the newspaper imagery, where content was literally raw. For Antonio Manuel and his contemporaries in the late 1960s, abstraction and the autonomous practice that it entailed no longer sufficed as a premise for production. The condition that the artist faced as both inheritor of a rich aesthetic experience while being constantly confronted with the reality of oppression, was eloquently articulated by the art critic Ronaldo Brito:

To Antonio Manuel’s generation, things became much easier and, at the same time, much harder. […] At the very moment when we were finally ready to fully affirm the autonomy of the modern work of art, autonomy became an eminently suspicious value. In the cultural turbulence of the final years of the neoconcretist cycle, Antonio Manuel inherited both the enormous charge of modern lyrical energy still available to us and its apparent historical irrelevance in the context of the military dictatorship. From the view point of culture, perhaps the cruellest of the dictatorship’s countless lamentable decrees was the one that declared the death of our modern optimism. As so often happens, Brazil’s vaunted vocation for modernity failed the test of reality.
     

Despite the fact that both concrete and neoconcrete movements had lost their impetus by the early to mid-sixties many artists found it important to maintain a line of continuity with the previous generation.
 The impasse that faced them was that although no longer possible to immerse themselves within the certitudes of geometry, they did not wish to reject that formal experience entirely. The reversal that appears in Antonio Manuel’s recent paintings pertains to the fact that since the 1990s they have brought geometrical abstraction to the fore while not entirely abandoning representation either. The ambivalent nature of the oeuvre remains as the represented image now slips through the surface in the same manner in which abstraction permeated the ‘raw reality’ of his work on newspapers during the 1960s. [Fig. 7, Fig. 8]   

Ronaldo Brito refers above to Mário Pedrosa’s notorious suggestion that Brazil is a country condemned to modernity.
 Pedrosa had argued that due to the nation’s short history and lack of long-standing traditions, Brazil’s only option was to embrace modernity. A similar argument is commonly articulated in the negative sense, whereby Brazilian culture is constantly starting afresh never consolidating the experience of the previous generation since it is always absorbing the latest ‘fashion’ from abroad.
 Both positions are in fact helpful in understanding why Oswald de Andrade re-emerged as an important cultural reference during the 1960s. Although published in 1928, his Anthropophagite Manifesto fulfilled artists’ required relation with local history. It served as a point of departure for both their inward sense of purpose and their outward profile and dissemination.
 Such a view of culture as essentially cannibalistic, served to evade nationalist and reactionary arguments, maintain the cultural sector’s openness to the international arena while irreverently avoiding the issue of cultural dependency. This eagerness for appropriation avoided notions of fixity, lineage or tradition, imbuing an often materially precarious production with a sense of radical purpose that in hindsight was also highly tuned with events worldwide.

An attempt to establish both a historical sense of internal continuity and a general openness to external influences appeared brilliantly structured and articulated by Oiticica in the essay 'General Scheme of the New Objectivity' published in the Nova Objetividade Brasileira (New Brazilian Objectivity) exhibition catalogue in 1967.
 
During the 1960s a series of exhibitions took place at the Museum of Modern Art (MAM) in Rio de Janeiro: Opinião 65, Opinião 66 and Nova Objetividade Brasileira. They can be seen not only as interrelated but as a consequence of the new generation’s different aesthetic and theoretical agendas. Moreover, these were exhibitions that were indirectly associated with the political situation in Brazil as they were held between the military coup of 1964 and the regime’s hard-line installed following the infamous Institutional Act Number 5 (AI5) of 1968.

By the mid-sixties artists such as Waldemar Cordeiro and Hélio Oiticica had respectively radicalised their concrete and neoconcrete practices creating surprising composites such as the Popcreto series and the Parangolés. The former merged concrete art with the imagery of mass communications, the latter translated the expressive character of colour present in his neoconcrete work into participatory proposals. This manoeuvre was fuelled by Oiticica’s newly acquired interest in the culture of carnival and its relation to life in the favelas. These ‘older artists’ were joined by a new generation whose response encompassed international movements such as Pop Art and local socio-political issues. In addition to capturing the diverse intellectual and creative processes of the time the exhibition Nova Objetividade Brasileira was particularly important for its association with the subsequent Tropicalist movement.
 Oiticica’s Tropicália installation subsequently became recognised as defining an attitude towards culture that affected the fields of music, cinema, literature and fine art. His catalogue essay brought together the premises behind what he understood as progressive art at that moment, and its six main items serve as an appropriate descriptor for the context in which Antonio Manuel began his trajectory as an artist. The items listed were:

1 - A general Constructive Will; 2 - a tendency towards the object as easel painting is negated and surpassed; 3- spectator participation (corporal, tactile, visual, semantic, etc.); 4 - a positioning in relation to political, social and ethical problems; 5 - a tendency towards collective propositions and consequently the abolition of ‘isms’ characteristic of art of the first half of the century (a tendency which could be associated with Mário Pedrosa’s concept of postmodern art); 6 - the resurfacing and new formulations of the concept of anti-art.

This outline of experimental practice was not a manifesto in the sense of establishing a priori categories for production but a catalogue of artistic strategies present in Brazil and an expression of their historical coherence with other 20th century movements.
 

It is therefore pertinent that the list begins with the constructivist legacy of concrete and neoconcrete art and ends with reference to a neo-dada questioning of art’s raison d’être. These are in fact the extremes of Antonio Manuel’s practice. The artist progressed from formal interventions over newsprint to performative responses to the political and institutional crisis of the moment. The work’s relation to ‘reality’ therefore evolved from that which is mediated into actual lived experiences. [Fig. 9] 

The 1960s was a period in which the mass media and culture at large invaded the field of art. This phenomenon was perceived by Mário Pedrosa as early as 1966 as being symptomatic of a postmodern era.
 For Pedrosa this ‘new cycle’ related to culture as opposed to the autonomous field of art. Central to this distinction was the emergence of Pop Art and its reference to printed matter. Through artists such as Antonio Manuel, the presence of the mass media shifted from being a tool for the dissemination of ideas to becoming objectified within the actual artistic practice. Therefore, while the previous generation relied upon the pages of the weekend supplement of the Jornal do Brasil to articulate and formalise their theories
, in addition to being a platform for avant-garde poetry, Antonio Manuel used the newspapers and tabloids as raw material for his work. 
 

It is worth remembering that the neoconcrete artists Amilcar de Castro and Reynaldo Jardim had previously revolutionised the layout of the Jornal do Brasil simplifying it and emphasising the graphic quality of the actual columns.
 Antonio Manuel would have been aware of this since he considered the newspaper as a graphically constructed site. His procedure involved the act of concealing and uncovering sections of the page, and thus emphasising its layout. 

Notorious amongst his work of the 1960s are the Flans (Flongs, or Stereotype Moldes). [Fig. 10] These were produced using high and low relief matrices for the printing process of newspaper pages, over which the artist applied paint. The actual process of production involved a semi-clandestine access to the newspaper’s printing workshop, leading eventually to interference in certain runs of the newspaper itself. This was the case of his Clandestinas (Clandestines) series of 1973, where he altered the news and images of front pages and allowed these limited runs to follow their usual circulation. [Fig. 11] This shift in the use of the newspaper from mere support to actual interventions within production and distribution finds a relation with Cildo Meireles’ Insertions into Ideological Circuits. [Fig. 12] In the latter, established circuits of commodity and ideological exchange were appropriated for the circulation of art. In 1973 having had an exhibition cancelled by the Museum of Modern Art in advance of presumed government censureship, Antonio Manuel produced a work entitled ‘Exhibition from 0 to 24 hours’. [Fig. 13] This took imagery intended for the exhibition and printed it on the pages of a newspaper supplement. In a rather perverse twist of fate, the newspaper’s editors agreed to publish the whole six-page supplement as an act of defiance following the dismissal of Reynaldo Jardim.
 Sixty thousand copies were published and sold in newspaper stands. 

Antonio Manuel’s earlier work on newspaper finds some correspondence with other artists who exhibited in Nova Objetividade Brasileira. Rubens Gerchman  for instance, drew upon the Brazilian popular mass-produced culture disseminated by the tabloids. Football players and fans, beauty contest line-ups, mug-shots are part of the Gerchman’s imagery. 

This juxtaposition of the ordinary and the grotesque was an important element in Antonio Manuel’s early production. It was in fact the result of Oiticica’s interest in one of Antonio Manuel’s early works on tabloid front pages that led to his participation in Nova Objetividade Brasileira. This took place within the space allocated for Oiticica’s Tropicália installation. In this work by Antonio Manuel, the headline ‘killed a dog and drank the blood’ was accompanied by two images, one of a grotesque face, the other an erotically charged image of a model sporting a bikini. [Fig. 14] It was not clear which one was the culprit of such a barbaric act, and it was this ambiguity that drew Antonio Manuel’s attention.
 Oiticica would later argue that: 

[…] within Brazilian experimentation this game [Cosmococa] of ‘Neville and I’ is akin to Antonio Manuel’s KILLED THE DOG AND DRANK THE BLOOD: within Tropicália (april ‘67) I included Antonio Manuel’s show-table displaying the ‘flans’ including the above mentioned piece […]: in Antonio Manuel’s flans we do not detect a supra-realist robustness: contrariwise they are a pseudo-technique a pun on plagiarism: nor were they a sentimental poem on the experienced realities of the tropics: they were the story-newspaper emptied of daily news: the IMAGE-grip is dislocated and a more fundamental element emerges […] 
         

The portrayal of ‘common people’ had been a widespread theme in Brazilian modern art and its re-emergence in the 1960s could be considered as a project of demythication of prevailing associations with the ethnic composition of the nation. Antonio Manuel’s infatuation with the ordinariness of the human condition can be remarked in his early expressive drawing technique that recalls, in its repetitiveness, and its simple outlines, Dubuffet’s faux-naive paintings. [Fig. 15] These drawings developed into the Flan series where the work becomes inextricably associated with the newspaper’s content and process of production. As a result, visual interferences within the newspaper layout became increasingly economical as whole sections were allowed to become legible or visible, with particular emphasis being given to news items covering the violence perpetrated by the state on ordinary people. [Fig. 16]

Shortly after Nova Objetividade Brasileira, Antonio Manuel participated in Apocalipopótese, an open air ‘happening’ at the Aterro do Flamengo landfill area that took place in 1968 on the eve of AI5.
 The event, named as a consideration of the hypothesis of apocalypse, gathered a diverse group of artists including, Oiticica, Rogerio Duarte, Lygia Pape, dancers from the favela of Mangueira samba school, among others.
 

Prior to the event, organisational meetings were held at Oiticica’s house where Antonio Manuel and Rogério Duarte discussed a possible collaboration. They proposed building a structure entitled Cabine do Amor (Love-hut) where the viewer would enter and through gaps in the wooden structure, see images of bodies projected within another compartment. A fascination with the relation between inside and outside and an engagement with the viewer as active participant within the work become at this moment key issues for Antonio Manuel. According to the artist, the actual structure had already been constructed by Oiticica but Duarte’s other commitments disrupted the project.
 Antonio Manuel developed an alternative project that involved around 20 wooden boxes of simple construction each containing images, newspaper cut-outs, poems and slogans.
 As the boxes were sealed, their content could only be revealed through a destructive act. The artist was interested in the revelation of their content by the public but admits being surprised by the violence demonstrated towards these boxes.
 They were named Urnas-Quentes, which translate literally into English as Hot-Ballot-Boxes. However, as the art critic Guy Brett argued:

In English the word ‘urn’ no longer has any connection with ballot-box. The association with ashes, with death and the coldness of cemeteries, is still there and therefore the title hot-urns has a contradictory impact.
  

The name Hot-Urns suggested that their content was still ‘hot’, being of the moment, and that these urns were repositories for mourning the loss of democratic rights.
 Moreover, being ‘hot’ also suggests that they contained illicit or prohibited material: a common sentiment to those experiencing the paranoia that the regime installed, where at any moment one could be stopped and searched for subversive or illegal material. [Fig. 17]

With Hot-Urns a number of new elements are introduced within Antonio Manuel’s practice. The issue of violence shifts from being a representation of reality mediated via the newspaper to an actual participatory element in the work, bringing the work far closer to the experience of the post-neoconcrete artists.
 As Guy Brett argues, there is an affinity that connects Antonio Manuel with the experience of other artists who developed in their practice a dialectic of revealing and concealing such as Oiticica, Clark, Piero Manzoni, as well as Ferreira Gullar with his neoconcrete poems.
 Indeed, this common affinity is expressed by Antonio Manuel when he recollects how he enjoyed entering Oiticica’s Bed Bólide
 in which one was aware of everything that happened around while remaining concealed from the sight of those outside.
 The appreciation of the other’s work was mutual, as Oiticica collaborated once more with Antonio Manuel in the production of the Parangolé P22, Cape 18, Nirvana of 1968, which incorporated imagery contained within a Hot-Urn.
 [Fig. 18] 
Although initially intended to be opened in the heat of the moment, Antonio Manuel later produced a Hot-Urn that he sealed, registering the act in 1975 when he legally decreed that it would remain ‘hermetically closed’ until an unspecified day.
 [Fig. 19] Although he is still ambivalent whether he will open the box or not, this year marks the 30th anniversary of that degree.
 He has therefore agreed to produce a new Urn to be exhibited in Nicosia. Its content being retrieved locally will be revealed during the exhibition. The relevance of producing such a site specific Urn can be retrieved in a statement by the artist. Answering the question of whether he thought today’s public would respond to the Urns as they did in the 1960s, Antonio Manuel argued:

I believe so, since prior to the Urn itself, there is the fact of desire and curiosity. The violence and the sexuality that emerged in relation to the object are perhaps timeless.
 

Similarly, the evocation of curiosity and interdiction, sexual desire and violence combined with a participatory element, appears in his series Repressão outra vez – eis o saldo (Repression once more – here’s the result) also produced in 1968. [Fig. 20] This work was composed of wall panels printed in black and red containing images of the regime’s repression taken from newspapers. These were then concealed behind a black sheet, which only revealed the image when the viewer pulled a string attached to a pulley.  

It was in fact Repressão outra vez that had been selected as part of the Brazilian representation for the Paris Biennial of 1969. A preview exhibition was organised at the Museum of Modern Art in Rio. However, before it opened to the public it was censured and cancelled. Antonio Manuel’s work was hidden to avoid recrimination.
 It is indeed ironic that the military authorities would find offensive a work that appropriated images that had already circulated in the public domain and which the artist then concealed under a black veil. 

Oiticica who was in London due to his exhibition at the Whitechapel Gallery in 1969, wrote to Antonio Manuel in order to attempt to resolve the situation regarding the release and transportation of the work to Paris:

My dear Antonio […] I liked very much your letters. […] They gave me a good idea of what is happening over there.

I was in Paris: Jean Clay, director of Rhobo, wants to publish on the cover as a Brazilian symbol, one of your Flans […] The problem with Hot-Urns is however more complex. How can you represent Brazil, if actually in Brazil you are prohibited? […] are you sure they are not going to censure the whole thing? If they do, we are here to shout: but do not in anyway concede; perhaps it would be a good policy to send the Urns closed without explanation for whom they are addressed and upon arrival the information sent by myself will already be there. This would make it easier to escape censureship than with the Flans, with their visible content; I have slides of the main ones so I could invent a situation in which they are projected as a permanent aspect of the exhibit. Think about it and tell me.

Oiticica’s attempts to recuperate the situation were in vain as the Brazilian participation at the Paris Biennial was eventually cancelled by the regime.  

Such a willingness to find a resolution emphasises the fact that the role played by friendship among artists has yet to receive appropriate art historical recognition.
 Between the 1960s and ‘70s there existed a continuously shifting and highly complex nexus of artistic exchanges, shared values and collaborations. For instance, while anthropophagite references had united various artistic practices during the 1960s, we witness the French art critic Pierre Restany in 1975 associating Antonio Manuel’s work with the idea of cultural and social marginality.
 This transition was symptomatic of profound changes within the cultural arena. The emergence of the figure of the marginal was concurrent, and in some cases preceded the hardening of the military regime. While the early 1960s was marked by artists’ interest in images of ordinary Brazilians, by the end of the decade many found such gestures impossible to maintain. As artists and intellectuals became susceptible to police persecution and torture, it is possible to suggest that the advent of repression diminished the division between the privileged artistic community and the general population. This heightened complicity led the image of the marginal, the criminal or the victim of police brutality, to become incorporated within the visual repertoire of contemporary art practices. The representation of Brazilianess via the portrayal of ordinary people was thus subverted by the act of positioning the marginal as a heroic figure.
 There are various examples of the diversity of these responses: Oiticica’s homage to his friend the outlaw Cara de Cavalo (Horse Face), who was murdered by the police during a shootout; Artur Barrio’s Trouxas, bloodied bundles that were left on the streets creating confusion amongst onlookers as to whether they were actually human remains; Cildo Meireles’ Tiradentes: Totem ao Prisioneiro Politico which associated the martyr of Brazilian independence with the contemporaneous contestation against the regime through a horrifically violent performance
; Antonio Dias’ visceral version of Pop Art, which merged sexually charged imagery with violence and military references; and Anna Bella Geiger’s transition from lyrical abstraction, to expressive bodily representations, finally emerging in the 1970s with a conceptual output that responded in many ways to life under the regime. Perhaps the most radical gesture was that of Carlos Zilio who abandoned art altogether to become involved in the armed resistance.

Having significantly contributed to the association of marginality with the representation of the national character, Antonio Manuel’s involvement with film during the 1970s further developed such concepts. In Semi-Ótica of 1972, the initial shot focuses on a house in the favela of Borel, where the national flag had been painted across its entire façade. [Fig. 21] A window opens causing a dark orifice to appear through the flag. Beyond the darkness, mug-shots appear of those detained or murdered by the police. Each shot is followed by a caption with the person’s name or nickname and an associated colour. These colours are not ethnic descriptors but form part of a sequence that eventually completes the chromatic range of the national flag: green, yellow, blue, black, white. Perhaps it would be more appropriate to describe them as being almost those of the flag, as they are all accompanied by the prefix ‘semi’. On the one hand, this raises the issue of the nation’s miscegenation, whereby the artist seems to imply that racial (and indeed artistic
) purity is nothing but a myth. On the other hand, it suggests a condition of semi-citizenship, that which characterises the marginalized sectors of Brazil’s population. 

In relation to North American underground cinema, Oiticica stated that such a concept in Brazil was impossible since under the prevailing circumstances one was already underground.
 Marginality therefore did not limit itself as subject matter but informed the actual context of production.
 Indeed, for Ronaldo Brito, Antonio Manuel’s own position as an artist entailed a twofold manoeuvre: 

The huge disproportion between the vitalist drive of Antonio Manuel’s work – which took to heart Mário Pedrosa’s definition of postmodern art as ‘the experimental exercise of freedom’ – and the prevailing atmosphere of repression and censorship became a tragic fatality and, as such, its basic countermotivation: his work was robbed of its lyrical energy just as he discovered that therein lay the nervous centre of his creative restlessness.
 

Brito is referring to Mário Pedrosa’s evaluation of artist’s performance at the Museum of Modern Art in Rio. Niterói had not been the first time Antonio Manuel had desecrated the space of a museum. In 1970, he presented his own body as a work of art and submitted himself for the fine arts salon held at the Museum of Modern Art in Rio de Janeiro. The act was a deliberate provocation since according to the salon’s regulation the artist was not allowed to be present during the deliberations of the jury. His proposal was therefore rejected. Nevertheless, during the opening reception he undressed and ‘exhibited’ himself claiming that ‘the body is the work’. [Fig. 22] Pedrosa described such an act as ‘an experimental exercise of freedom’ arguing that Antonio Manuel by: 

presenting [himself] as a work of art [he] showed that the salon regulations had no importance whatsoever. Since the fact of not being accepted, of not fitting into the regulations, suggested that life is larger than regulations. […] [Antonio Manuel] presented an irresistible, and irrepressible work - an act – and that no one can impose its exclusion. There is no regulation that does no permit the work being done, the act being performed. [Antonio Manuel] did away with all the regulations of the salon, with all the bureaucracy of art.
 

If the utopian concept of immersing art into life is today rarely sustained, with Antonio Manuel, art still maintains a dialogue with the ‘real’. It is the already mediated ‘reality’ of the mass media that is poetically articulated in the work.
 This is a manoeuvre that marked the artist’s interest in the act that concurrently enunciates and conceals. It appears as a dialogue between outside and inside that is also accompanied by violence, be it imminent, present or past. This is a character of life in a city in which extreme social differences are placed side by side, whose very topology enables the eruption of violence at any moment.

It is possible to speculate that Antonio Manuel’s current creative strategies re-signify the issue of violence within the contemporary context. His recent installations disturb and unbalance the viewer. The poetics of space cohabit in this manner the political sphere through a powerful relation with the human body. This ambivalence is perhaps most evident in Fantasma (Ghost) where the gallery is filled with suspended charcoal and two torch-lights while a photographic image is hung at the very end of the space. [Fig. 23, Fig. 24] The image depicts a person under a white sheet at a press conference with several microphones placed before him. Although the artist is keen to emphasise the relation that the installation has with the movement of its viewers, the work also responds to a massacre perpetrated by the police in a favela. The photograph is of a witness to the events that led to the tragedy, who hides behind a sheet, loosing his identity in order to avoid recrimination. Those entering the installation are required to make their way through the ‘floating’ charcoal in order to discover the image that is placed at the end of the room. The trajectory often leaves its (black) marks inscribed on the visitor’s clothes. The installation therefore entices and threatens. Violence although implicit, is transcribed in the actual experience of the work.  

This provocative approach towards the viewer re-emerges in a more recent work entitled Susseção de Fatos (A succession of Facts) of 2003. [Fig. 25] The installation consists of a large gallery space covered with ceramic roof tiles. Scattered throughout the space are various containers with pigment, olive oil, and water. The latter receives an intermittent flow of water drops, which escape through a perforation in a suspended bucket. The sound produced reverberates throughout the gallery. The installation was recently shown in Paris where viewers initially did not dare to tread on the tiles.
 They nevertheless attempted to stretch themselves as far as possible in order to discover what secrets those strange containers held. The first spectator to breach the threshold received at first a general recriminating gaze. As this gradually subsided others joined him. The experience of walking over such a surface was one of unbalance, the unusual inclination of the tiles made gauging the horizontal plane very difficult. The expected brittleness of the material underfoot led to the impression of walking on eggshells. Entering the space, one felt as if an interdiction had been ignored, and that particular care was required in order to avoid leaving evidence of one’s passage. As the structure’s solidity became evident, a sense of euphoria took place. The ‘facts’ to which so much curiosity had been invested eventually became mere pretexts for prolonging the experience. 

Similarly, there are diverse experiential currents present in Occupations/Discoveries. [Fig. 26] Beyond the characteristic enticement and threat, the dialectic of inside and outside, and the spectre of violence, the installation is formed of a structure at once divisive and reconciliatory. Despite allowing itself at times to be confused with the surrounding architecture, its structure eventually reveals itself to be an occupation. The reconciliatory nature of the installation is intuitive and unfinished, and never disguised. The liberating product of a violent blow, its humble passages uncover the divisive artifice of the walls. These two currents are thus placed in a relationship of tension. They rely upon each other, indeed one emphasises the other. The ensemble confers a fragmentation of the gallery space while also allowing its revelation. Each section of space receives a new architectural identity formed by the delineation of the wall and the quality of its surface-finish. Enticed to discover these new spaces, the viewer traverses the installation through the precarious passages opened in each wall, visiting one environment at a time. This transient experience involves a state of belonging and exile, since to discover a territory, is to abandon another. This is a relationship that finds resonance in Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space, where:

Outside and inside are both intimate – they are always ready to be reversed, to exchange their hostility. If there exists a borderline surface between such an inside and outside, this surface is painful on both sides.
 

The question of what relevance this work may have outside its own national context has in fact unapologetically informed the curatorial process of this exhibition. Such a transnational approach seems at first to contradict the artist’s direct references to events relating to the history of Brazil. However, the exhibition adopts the premise that once the work is outside its national context it can be seen to transcend such specificity and thus evoke issues that haunt the human condition. 

Underlying the fact that Antonio Manuel considers each edition of Occupations/Discoveries as a new site-specific work, is the artist’s own strategies of displacement, concealment and enunciation. The work’s original geo-cultural relations offers the possibility for recontextualising it within the more extreme divisions present within the city of Nicosia. For a divided city such as Nicosia, its own wall becomes a quasi-geographical feature, which for many years was more insurmountable than a stretch of water or a mountain range. In this new setting, the work’s title becomes a reflection on a traumatic past and the current efforts for reconciliation. 

The relevance of Occupations/Discoveries in Nicosia seems only too obvious while the very fact of it being a recontextualisation assures the work’s poetic value while avoiding literal interpretations. As part of the inaugural exhibition at Pharos Centre for Contemporary Art, the installation also maintains its confrontational nature, as the act of revealing a brand new space is interrupted by the fragmentation that the installation imposes. 

Michael Asbury, September 2005

� The official celebrations took place in the year 2000. The other artist was Artur Barrio whose experimental practice together with that of Antonio Manuel and Cildo Meireles, represents one of the most radical artistic postures of the late 1960s and early ‘70s in Brazil. 


� Quoted by Ozório, Luiz Camilo. Ocupações/Descobrimentos, exhibition folder, MAC Niterói, 1998, unpaginated. To accompany the exhibition a folder and two booklets were produced and packaged within a box. An exhibition catalogue solely dedicated to Antonio Manuel’s contribution was subsequently published in 2002.


� Originally the bed was covered in leaves that dried and rotted with the passing of time.


� In: Antonio Manuel: Ocupações Descobrimentos, exhibition catalogue, Niterói: Museu de Arte Contemporârea 2002, pp.18-19.


� Carioca is originally the name of a river that cut across the city of Rio de Janeiro. The river has long been absorbed by the urban fabric and the name is now associated with that which belongs the city: its people and customs.


� Camilo Ozório, Luiz. Antonio Manuel: Ocupações Descobrimentos, exhibition catalogue, op. cit. 2002, p.8. 


� Antonio Manuel, Entrevista a Lúcia Carneiro e Ileana Pradilla. Série Palavra do Artista, Rio de Janeiro, Lacerda Editores, 1999, p.57. The interview has been translated in this publication.


� Camilo Ozório, Luiz. Antonio Manuel: Ocupações Descobrimentos, exhibition catalogue, op. cit., p.10.


� Ivan Serpa had won the young painter prize for his geometric-base work during the first São Paulo Biennial in 1951. Subsequently he taught two generations of artists at the open art workshops held at the Museum of Modern Art in Rio de Janeiro. Amongst his students were the Oiticica brothers Hélio and César who attended his classes from 1954. During the 1960s Antonio Manuel developed a close friendship with Serpa frequenting his studio and receiving advice and encouragement from the older artist.


� Brito, Ronaldo. Antonio Manuel, exhibition catalogue, Rio de Janeiro, Centro de Arte Hélio Oiticica 1997, p.66. 


� Antonio Manuel’s contemporary, the artist Cildo Meireles, expressed this notion quite succinctly: ‘It is important to state where you are coming from, and yes I did begin to work as an artist at a time in which Oiticica and Clark were amongst the generation that had preceded my own, yet if we are to speak of influences then, in my particular case, we must speak of Duchamp. Cildo Meireles interview with the writer, Rio de Janeiro, April 2000.


� Pedrosa, Mário. Reflexões em torno da nova capital. Brasil, Arquitetura Contemporânea, n◦ 10, 1957. Reprinted in: Amaral, Aracy (ed.). Mário Pedrosa: Dos Murais de Portinari aos Espaços de Brasília. Série Debates 170. São Paulo: Editora Perspectiva. pp.303-16. (The statement can be found on p.304).


� This argument is analysed in: Schwarz, Roberto. Nacionalismo por Subtração, in: Zaher, Jorge (ed.). Tradição/Contradição, Rio de Janeiro FUNARTE, 1987, pp.91-110. The text is also available in English as: Brazilian Culture: Nationalism by Elimination. In: Gledson, John (ed.). Roberto Schwarz: Misplaced Ideas. London: Verso 1992 pp.1-18.


� A contemporary of Antonio Manuel, Cildo Meireles has stated that: ‘It is important to state where you are coming from, and yes I did begin to work as an artist at a time in which Oiticica and Clark were amongst the generation that had preceded my own, yet if we are to speak of influences then, in my particular case, we must speak of Duchamp.’ Meireles in conversation with the writer, Rio de Janeiro, April, 2000.


� For a comparative discussion see: Asbury, Michael. ‘Neoconcretism and Minimalism: On Ferreira Gullar’s Theory of the Non-Object’, in: Mercer, Kobena (ed.) Cosmopolitan Modernisms. InIVA and MIT Press: London, Massachusetts, 2005, pp.168-189.  


� Oiticica, Hélio. ‘Esquema Geral da Nova Objetividade’, in: Nova Objetividade Brasileira, exhibition catalogue, Museu de Arte Moderna Rio de Janeiro, 1967. Reprinted and translated in: Hélio Oiticica, exhibition catalogue, Rotterdam: Witte De With Centre for Contemporary Art 1992, pp.110-120.


� The musician Caetano Veloso was one of the prominent figures of the Tropicália movement. 


� Oiticica, Hélio, in: Hélio Oiticica, exhibition catalogue, Witte De With, op.cit., p.110.


� Originally published in Correio da Manhã, 26 June 1966, the text was reprinted in: Amaral, Aracy, ed. (1981) Mário Pedrosa: Dos Murais de Portinari aos Espaços de Brasília. Série Debates 170. São Paulo: Editora Perspectiva, pp.205-209. It was also reprinted in: Figueiredo, L., Pape, L. & Salomão, W. eds. (1986) Hélio Oiticica: Aspiro ao Grande Labirinto. Rio de Janeiro: Rocco, pp.9-13. An English version translated and annotated by the writer is available in: Open Systems: Art in the World c. 1970, exhibition catalogue, Tate Modern, Tate Publishers 2005, pp. 182-183.


� See: Asbury, Michael. ‘Neoconcretism and Minimalism: On Ferreira Gullar’s Theory of the Non-Object’, in: Mercer, Kobena (ed.) Cosmopolitan Modernisms. InIVA and MIT Press: London, Massachusetts, 2005, pp.168-189.


� Admittedly this is a process that was initiated by neoconcrete poetry that increasingly incorporated the actual materiality of the newspaper.


� Some examples of these pages are available in: Asbury, Michael. ‘Neoconcretism and Minimalism: On Ferreira Gullar’s Theory of the Non-Object’. op. cit.


� As already mentioned, prior to neoconcretism Jardim together with Amilcar de Catro had transformed the graphic layout of the Jornal do Brasil. Antonio Manuel, interviewed by Sheila Cabo and Rradial (Alexandre Vogler, Luís Andrade and Ronald Duarte), in: Concinnitas, n.5, Rio de Janeiro: UERJ, ART, 2003, p. 58.


� Antonio Manuel, Entrevista a Lúcia Carneiro e Ileana Pradilla, op. cit., pp.13-14.


� Oiticica, Hélio, Block-Experiments in Cosmococa – programme in progress. Neville de Almeida –Hélio Oiticica: CC1 to CC5; Thomas Valentin-Hélio Oiticica: CC6; Hélio Oiticica: proposed to Guy Brett in London: CC7; Hélio Oiticica: CC8; Hélio Oiticica: proposed to Carlos Vergara in Rio de Janeiro: CC9. New York 1973, originally in English, reprinted in: Hélio Oiticica, exhibition catalogue, Witte De With, op. cit, pp.174-187.


� The Aterro do Flamengo is the landfill area designed by Burle Max and which houses Rio’s Museum of Modern Art.


� There are in fact reports suggesting that John Cage attended the event incognito. 


� Antonio Manuel conversation with the writer, Rio de Janeiro 14 August 2005.


� The artist recalls constructing 20 or 25 of these boxes at Jackson Ribeiro’s studio in the Lapa neighbourhood of Rio. Antonio Manuel conversation with the author, Rio de Janeiro 14 August 2005. Ribeiro had been responsible for introducing Oiticica to Mangueira during a project to construct carnival floats. It was from the experience at Mangueira that works such as the Parangolé would emerge.     


� Antonio Manuel, Entrevista a Lúcia Carneiro e Ileana Pradilla, op. cit., p.49


� Brett, Guy. I don’t want to represent, I want to Act, in: Antonio Manuel, exhibition catalogue, Fundação de Serralves, Porto, 2000, p.24.


� Brett quotes Cynthia Canejo in arguing that the etymological disconnection between Ballot-Box and Urn means that the English translation misses the ‘suggestion that the information inside was “current and needed to be opened while hot”. Ibid. Canejo, Cynthia. ‘Antonio Manuel: A Dialectical Response to Brazilian Developments in Modern Art”, Master of Arts Dissertation in Art History at the University of California in Santa Barbara, 1998.


� Camilo Ozório argues that Antonio Manuel’s Hot-Urns could be considered as a precedent the violation of the walls in Ocupations/Discoveries. Their content being revealed through the act of violence, is equated with the experience of breaching the walls through the passage opened by the artist. The curator also raises the connection that Occupations/Discoveries has with Oiticica’s Penetrables. Ozório, Luiz Camilo, in: Antonio Manuel: Ocupações Descobrimentos, exhibition catalogue, op. cit., p.6.


� The latter was a critic and poet who until 1961 was the main spokesman for the neoconcrete movement.


� Hélio Oiticica, Bed Bólide 1, Suprasensorial, 1968.


� Conversation with the writer, Rio de Janeiro, 13th August 2005. 


� Antonio Manuel possesses a letter written by Oiticica where it is stated that in the unlikely event of the work being sold, the proceedings should be divided equally between each artist.


� The artist has joked about the fact that for a lawyer to state that something would happen ‘one day’ is totally absurd. Antonio Manuel, interviewed by Sheila Cabo and Rradial (Alexandre Vogler, Luís Andrade and Ronald Duarte), in: Concinnitas, n.5, op. cit., p.53. 


� Thirty years has become the figure that the artist has circulated in relation to when he would open the box. It was not, however, specified in the legal document. Antonio Manuel, interviewed by Sheila Cabo and Rradial (Alexandre Vogler, Luís Andrade and Ronald Duarte), in: Concinnitas, n.5, op. cit., p.53.


� Antonio Manuel, Entrevista a Lúcia Carneiro e Ileana Pradilla, op. cit. pp.52-53.


� ibid. pp.14-15


� Hélio Oiticica, Letter to Antonio Manuel, London 17 june l969. In the original: ‘Antonio meu querido....Gostei muito das suas cartas. ... Pude,  com elas sentir bastante o que acontece ai.


Estive em Paris: o Jean Clay, diretor da Rhobo, quer publicar na capa, como simbolo brasileiro, um de seus flans..........  O problema das Urnas-Quentes já é mais profundo.  Mas, como representar o Brasil, se no próprio Brasil você é proibido? ....você esta certo que não vão censurar a coisa? Se o fizerem, estaremos aqui para gritar;  mas,  nada de concessões;  talves seja boa politica mandar as urnas  fechadas sem explicar para que são,  e chegando lá tem a informação,  dada por mim, mais facil de escapar à censura do que os flans, visíveis;  tendo  eu os slides aqui dos flans principais, posso inventar de projetá-los permanentemente como parte da coisa.  Pense e me diga.’


� An excellent book of letters between Lygia Clark and Hélio Oiticica has already been published yet the diversity of the artistic community and their interrelation also deserves attention. See: Figueiredo, Luciano. Lygia Clark Hélio Oiticica: Cartas 1964-74, Editora UFRJ, Rio de Janeiro 1996 (2nd edition 1998).  


� Restany, Pierre, L’Art Bresilien dans les Sables Mouvants, in: Domus 544, March, 1975, p.17.


� Hélio Oiticica’s banner Seja Marginal Seja Heroi (Be a Marginal be a Hero) literary states this fact.


� See: Herkenhoff, P., Mosquera, G. & Cameron, D. (1999) Cildo Meireles. London: Phaidon Press, pp.62-65.


� Hélio Oiticica claimed that Purity is a Myth in one of the penetrables (PN2) constituting his Tropicália environment. 


� Oiticica, Hélio. Transcript of Hélio-Tape interview with Julio Bressane, New York (Glauber Rocha’s flat, 28 May 1971), Archives of N-IMAGEM, School of Communication UFRJ.  


� Antonio Manuel’s short films were produced with the leftovers (time and equipment) of cinema novo productions. As Oiticica famously started in his Parangolé P16 Cape 12 of 1964, ‘from adversity we live’.  


� Brito, Ronaldo. Antonio Manuel, exhibition catalogue, op. cit. p.67. 


� In: Manuel, M., Morais, F., Oiticica, H., Pedrosa, M., Brito, R., Antonio Manuel, Rio de Janeiro: FUNARTE, Instituto Nacional de Artes Plasticas, 1984 unpaginated.  


� In 1973 Antonio Manuel had intended to present a goat as a work of art. The intention was to provoke a newspaper headline ‘deu bode no MAM’ which means trouble at the Museum of Modern Art, yet translated literally means a goat at MAM. As already mentioned the exhibition was cancelled leading to his work ‘0 to 24 hours’. 


� L’Art Contemporain Brésilien dans sa Diversité. Carreau du Temple, Paris, 23 July 2005.


� Bachelard, Gaston. The Poetics of Space, Boston Massachusetts: Beacon Press 1994, pp. 217-18. First published as La poétique de l’espace, Presses Universitaires de France 1958. First English translation, The Orion Press, 1964.





