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You started drawing very early, and back in 1965, at the age of 17, you took part in the first Adolescent’s Salon, entering the institutional circuit. In the following year you took part in the First National Biennial in Bahia, and in the XV International Salon of Modern Art, among others.  What were your concerns and interests when you started drawing?

It all started at work. When I was young, I started working at an advertising agency, where I first got in touch with art. Having access to books and materials such as brushes, gouache and imported papers, I produced my first pieces there, in 1963. In my spare time, I used to stay at the office drawing on paper, initially in graphite because I liked its weight and texture. I started doing drawing exercises, emphasizing the outlines in an intuitive way, always pursuing the idea of a steady, continuous line. This line had a beginning, a starting point, and moved continuously across thousands of papers, in a seemingly endless movement, a kind of obsession with strong graphic and emotional character. 

Afterwards I started attending, as an audit student, some courses at National School of Fine Arts (Rio de Janeiro). There, I met the members of Diálogo, a politicized group that would go universities in order to discuss their works with the students. Still at the School of Fine Arts, I took a course in life drawing, but I didn’t manage to adapt to the academic demands. At that time, I was not interested in the type of studies that were offered there, I was looking for something dynamic, which would help me to develop the graphic and constructive potential I had. 

When I decided to quit work at the advertising agency, already with the intention of earning a living from art, I started attending the National School of Fine Arts on a daily basis. There, I met Jorge Dias, Antonio’s brother, and Raymundo Colares, two of my best friends at that time. From there, I would go to the Museum of Modern Art (MAM - Rio de Janeiro) because I was interested in meeting with Ivan Serpa, who, besides being an important artist, taught a whole generation.

In 1966 I won a prize for drawing at the 23rd Fine Arts Salon in Paraná, with Domínio, a work in wax-crayon on newspaper, which dealt with the issue of religion. In 1967 I took part in the 9th São Paulo Biennial with five works and won an acquisition prize, in cash, for a drawing in Indian ink on newspaper. That was the first time I took part in a Biennial. And then, for thirty years, while the state of exception remained in Brazil, I hadn’t been interested in participating in that event. Recently, when I was invited by Paulo Herkenhoff to take part in the 24th São Paulo Biennial (1998), I mentioned that that would be the second time I would take part in the show after all that time. The installation Fantasma (Phantom) shown at the Biennial was then selected for an exhibition at Jeu de Paume, in Paris, in December 1998.

Why did you initially choose the National School of Fine Arts, whose teachings were considered old-fashioned, instead of going straight to MAM (Rio de Janeiro)? Was there any kind of ideological issue concerning this choice?

I don’t know exactly why. Maybe because of the contacts I already had there, maybe because I had met Jorge Dias and Raymundo Colares, and also because we could have lunch together at the school canteen, which was very cheap, and exchange ideas. Ideologically, we weren’t interested in the teachings. Although the disciplines offered at MAM and its wonderful architecture were far more interesting, we’d rather go to the School of Fine Arts because of the university environment, the girls, politics and friends. We had ideas of changing the world and revolutionizing life. We were very focused on our work and on our aesthetic and existential issues.

The contact I had with Ivan Serpa at MAM was really important. In 1965, I showed him some of my works. He was very strict and criticized them fiercely, but he appreciated one in a series of six drawings in pencil on A4 Paper. I don’t know if it was him who invited me, or if I invited myself to go to his studio. The fact is that I went there once or twice, and then I started going to his house, especially on weekends. Serpa was a very generous person. He opened the doors of his house and offered his books to me. Now and again he would invite me to work there, giving me freedom and materials. There was great empathy between us, despite the age difference. He also liked my works. Some collectors used to go to his house on weekends, and Serpa, with typical generosity, started showing and selling some of my drawings to them. At that time I used to work with gouache on French papers.

What is your background?

I studied some philosophy, a little industrial drawing, aesthetics, I took free courses at MAM, and a private course on Portuguese. It’s been like this so far. I have no formal schooling; it is not part of my trajectory.

Were you the only one who worked at Ivan Serpa’s studio, or did he receive other artists?

Other artists used to go to this studio. Darcílio Lima, Dr. Nise da Silveira’s student, an extraordinary surrealist painter and excellent designer, used to work there every day, he practically lived there. Emil Forman and Luís Ferreira used to go to his studio in the Meier district too.

Most artists of your generation studied with Serpa, but apparently you were one of his closest students. In fact, it is amazing how you, still very young, were close to three people that are now considered essential to Brazilian art, each one in their own area: Hélio Oiticica, as an artist, Ivan Serpa, as a teacher and Mário Pedrosa, as an art critic. Did Serpa have an influence on your work at that time?

I admired him a lot, but I don’t think my work was directly influenced by him. I wasn’t his student, but his friend. One of Serpa’s characteristics which I admired was his willingness to work. He was always ready to spend hours teaching, or working at his studio, or with the artists. He dedicated his whole life to art. 

In fact, when we first met at MAM (Rio de Janeiro) there was fierce criticism. When I showed him some of my works on paper, I remember that he said: “Instead of filling either the left or the right edge of the paper, instead of starting from the edges, why don’t you fill the entire page, using the whole space?” I still think about this idea of spatial arrangement. Nowadays, if I create a form on the right or left edge of the paper, that is exactly what I intend to do. However, being told-off at that moment was important, because you have to agree that Serpa, who had come from neoconcretism and from Grupo de Frente, had an impressive background. I was privileged to have access to his studio, his home, and his family.

I think that both Serpa and Hélio Oiticica felt an immediate identification with my work. The age difference was not a problem at all. In fact, they liked the freedom and 

irreverence of my works. Actually, I came to know Hélio Oiticica through work. Since 1966, I had been working at home with newspapers whose headlines or images interested me, and on which I interfered, emphasizing or cancelling certain aspects. One day, in 1967, on my way to the museum, I went past the Lapa district and saw in the A Luta Democrática newspaper, the following sensationalist headline: “Killed a dog and drank its blood”. There were two photos illustrating it: one of a dishevelled woman and another of an erotic model in a bikini. That headline referred to only one of those two women, while the other was a model. That caught my attention because, since the pictures were laid out side by side, almost in the same proportion, I thought that the erotic model had killed the dog. I bought the newspaper, carried it carefully not to crease it, and at the Museum’s canteen I started working on it with wax-crayon. I drew vampire teeth on the model. Hélio, who was just an acquaintance, went past me, liked the work, and sat down to have a chat. He told me that he was organizing a show called Nova Objetividade Brasileira (MAM, Rio de Janeiro, 1967). He explained the idea of the exhibition and invited me to exhibit that piece as part of a work of his which would be called Tropicália. The exhibition was opened soon after.

In 1969 you took part in the Paris Pre-Biennial exhibition (MAM - Rio de Janeiro), which was closed by the police even before it was open. The work you were showing at the time made explicit reference to the political moment. Could you tell us about those works and the repressive climate of that time?

I had been chosen to be one of the artists representing Brazilian art at the Paris Biennial of 1969, and I made Repressão outra vez - eis o saldo (Repression again – Here’s the Result), in 1968 to take to the biennial. However, before the exhibition at MAM of the works of the selected Brazilian artists could open, a general and some army officers armed with machine guns closed the museum’s gates. Days later, Niomar Muniz Sodré, who I didn't know personally, telephoned and asked me to meet her. She told me that, having heard of the closing of the exhibition, she had asked the MAM’s staff to hide as many works as possible. I was sitting on her sofa when she said, "Look, your paintings are behind you." It was a work for which there was a search warrant out to seize it, and she had hidden it in her office. This episode became a significant moment in my life. Through it, I came to know Niomar, founder of MAM (Rio de Janeiro) and owner of the Correio da Manhã newspaper, a great lady of Brazilian culture, who became my friend. 

She ended up buying Repression Again – here’s the result, which consists of a series of five distinct canvases, painted in red and with a silkscreen image printed onto each. They were done in the Industrial Design College (ESDI, Rio de Janeiro), at a time when it was a hive of political interest. Julio Plaza, who had just arrived from Spain and who worked at the college's workshop, helped me to print them. I had to hide many of the works in the series for fear of the censors, and I ended up losing some of them. The ones which Niomar bought were burnt up in the fire which destroyed her flat. 

In 1969, when I was fleeing from the repression, I even hid in her house. She phoned to urge me to leave Rio de Janeiro for a while. When I mentioned that I didn't have anywhere to go, she replied: “Then come to my house, think, get organised, because you can't stay out in the open, if you do, you'll be arrested”. And that is what I did. I went to her flat on Avenida Rui Barbosa and stayed there for a week. During this period, I got in touch with a friend from my youth, who was living in Cataguases, and I went there for more than a month. Niomar's warm-heartedness at that time came just at the right moment. We still speak to each other every now and then.

Was that your first experience of the censors? 

No, there had been a previous incident with the flan (flong/stereotype mould) Guevara, which was exhibited at the Brasilia Salon (1967), which was also closed by the police. I left it in one of the student movement's hideouts, and when I went to get it the people had already moved on to somewhere else. That is how that piece disappeared; it hasn’t turned up to this day. 

In 1968, at the Brazilian Biennial in Bahia, I exhibited a silkscreen print on a red 4m canvas. The print dealt with street-fighting between police and students. The Biennial was, as the other shows, closed by the police and the print disappeared. Later I heard, from the French critic Pierre Restany, that it had been burnt. I was never able to verify this, but it hasn't been returned to this day. 

What’s more, I don't remember a time when I felt more afraid than during that Biennial. I had made several silkscreen prints of the flan Guevara a little while before, in order to help political activists who needed money. That was when I saw a headline in the Jornal da Bahia newspaper which read, “Weapons arsenal found in a political hideout”, and beside that headline there was a picture of the silkscreen print. Serious incidents involving the censors started to occur and I was continuing to leave myself exposed, by publicly debating the issue of the closing of the show, and so on. I soon felt as if I was being tailed, to such a degree that I was advised to return to Rio immediately. Vanda Pimentel took me to the bus station. I caught a coach and returned under a cloud of fear. I put a piece of paper, on which I had written my name, telephone number, address and a brief summary of the situation I was in, into a matchbox. I stayed awake for the entire journey, holding the matchbox in my hand. If something happened to me, I planned to let it fall surreptitiously to the ground, in the hope that someone would find it. That box was like a Hot-Urn in my hand.

Many people had ties to the critic Mario Pedrosa during the sixties and seventies, but it seems that you came to have a particularly special relationship with him. How important was Mario to your work? 

Mario Pedrosa was an important person in my life. He taught, and still teaches, me much. He was a real father, a friend, a person of incredible humanity. As he was very generous, to the point of leaving his door open for his friends, I started going to his house, normally in the late afternoon. Mario, sitting in his rocking chair, was always ready to hear and to teach what life had taught him. Back in 67 and 68 I was already learning from him about the situation we are in now, that of a mass consumption society. Mario said that we would start on a process of life becoming banal and corrupt, these being characteristics of imperialist cultures and of dictatorships. 

I think that Mario liked my rebelliousness and the audacity of some of my works, in spite of the fact that he wrote little about them. In 1970, right after I had carried out O Corpo é a Obra (The Body is the Work) at MAM (a performance in which the artist presented his naked body as an art work), I went to Mario's house, because I needed to speak to someone like him. It was important for me to hear what he would say and have the support of a person of his importance and life experience. Hugo Denizart, Alex Varela and a few others were with me. When I arrived there, a friend of Mario's from the Ministry of Education, had already phoned him and told him everything about the event. 

He was strong in his convictions with all his zest and youthful happiness, and he was surprised to see me arriving straight from the event. I ended up spending a long evening there and, as Hugo had a recorder with him, we recorded part of the conversation in which Mario talked a little about my work. That gave the original impulse for the text and his commentaries on The Body is the Work, where he said that what I was doing was an “experimental exercise of freedom”. 

Mario was also amazing a few days later. The architect Mauricio Roberto was the director of MAM (Rio de Janeiro). He was a very open person, a socialist and a friend. Niomar and Mauricio never told me off, on the contrary, they backed me up. One of the administrators at MAM decided, however, to ban me from entering the museum. He even banned me from the footbridge leading into the museum. When I mentioned the incident to Mario, he said without hesitating: “Let's go to MAM tomorrow.” We did go there the following day. He, the composer Guilherme Vaz, Lygia Pape and I found our way barred. Mario immediately stepped past me, lowered the administrator's hand and challenged him: “Who are you to say that he can't come in?” He gave him a real telling off, pulled me by the hand, and together we went into MAM. They had wanted to close its doors on me, but he had opened them. You shouldn't forget that this was during a dictatorship and that The Body is the Work threatened the status quo by creating an expression of freedom and by raising the issue of the body and its implications at that time. I left Rio de Janeiro for some time then, as the Education minister, a military official, had decided to ban my participation in all official salons for a period of two years. I applauded the punishment. 

Were you never arrested? 

No, I wasn't. There was a real danger though, because as I was born in Portugal, I could have been deported, and Portugal at that time was also under a dictatorship. In spite of having been followed sometimes, I was never arrested or harassed. 

The critic and poet Ferreira Gullar, who at that time was working in the Rio office of the O Estado de São Paulo newspaper, knew Mario Pedrosa well and, having heard a little in advance that Mario was to be arrested by the militaries, warned him to leave his house immediately. Hélio Oiticica and I were on the way to Mário’s house, completely oblivious to all this, and when we arrived we came face-to-face with three unknown and stocky men waiting downstairs at the gate of the building. They were looking at us, one was near the lift and two were in the hall. Mary, Mário's wife, told us to come in quickly. She told us what was happening and said that we should leave right away. We thought we would just have to go past those gorillas again. We went out feigning ignorance and went past the policemen, but when we looked back, they were following us. We stopped off in a bar to kill time and thought it would be wise to split up, and nothing worse came of that episode. Mario was already in hiding, waiting for the right moment to go into exile in the Chilean Consulate, where Lygia Pape and I would take him. 

But there were some situations which were, at the very least, amusing. Whenever we went out in Lygia's beetle, a car would tail us, but we were never harassed. So we made a game out of trying to discover who was tailing us through traffic. As Lygia had been arrested before, they were not going to arrest her again. We would make a show of being indignant with them, they would stop and radio for another car to take over from them, and we would try again to find out who was following us. Things like that helped me not to lose my head in the midst of all the dangers of the times.  

You carried out many works in collaboration with other artists. Did you work in collaboration with Ivan Serpa?

He asked me for the silkscreen prints of Guevara because he wanted to work on them, to paint over them. At the same time he gave me some of his prints, which he had made in tribute to Volpi, to work on. We interfered on each others’ work. We also did a work with 3X4 cm pictures. I took Serpa and Lygia Pape to be photographed in an instant photo booth, and Serpa drew a “beast-woman” over these photos. 

I still like to vary the works and the collaborations too. I’ve always been interested in cinema, music, theatre, poetry and in getting in touch and exchanging information with people from different areas. At that time, I was interested in the audacity of cinema. I wanted to see how far we could go combining it with poetry and music. This discussion in a sense interested all of us, however it was compartmentalized, as it is to this day: cinema is cinema, plastic arts are plastic arts, music is music. Torquato Neto was interested in art too. Luckily, I came to know him at Hélio Oiticica’s house, and from then on, we and Luís Otávio Pimentel started meeting every day for a long time. We would meet at MAM at four o’clock in the afternoon, and then head for Baixo Leblon, where we would spend hours chatting, discussing aesthetic issues, elaborating projects or having fun.

Working in collaborative projects implies a certain amount of generosity and openness to other people’s intervention in your own work. These characteristics are not very common in the artistic scene. To what do you attribute this inclination for work in collaboration?

The art market has never been an important issue for me. Nowadays I’m a little bit more concerned about it, because I have two children and I have to make ends meet. Back then, I wanted to live from art, despite the enormous obstacles. But the circumstances were different. Despite being broke, we all had an ideology which ruled us and in a sense gave us identity. I’ve always thought of art as a cultural instance, which can raise the spirit, raise a people, a nation. Rogério Duarte was such a generous person, just like Hélio Oiticica. Nowadays, I’m afraid I have very few contacts and even collaborative projects like those. As I was used to this kind of relationship, it’s been a hard and lonely process of adaptation. In that period, although each one of us had our own work and individuality, there used to be much more interaction and even more freedom to suggest works to each other, naturally.

The fotonovela, A Arma Fálica (The Phallic Weapon), which I produced and directed in 1970, having Hélio Oiticica as main character, was part of this spirit. The idea and the script were mine. We had only twenty four poses to do the whole work. Any kind of mistake or picture out of focus, in case there were any, would have to be incorporated in the work. Hélio had just arrived from London when I told him: “I’ve had this idea, shall we do it? So, let’s go to the Mauá Square tomorrow, there is a boat there, you are going to get off that boat, and so on.” Lygia Pape lent us her brown beetle and so we went there and did that fotonovela. At that time it was supposed to be published in the Pasquim, but it ended up being published only in 1995, twenty five years later, in a Rio Arte publication, with graphic design by Luciano Figueiredo.

You started producing in the sixties and seventies, a period of great repression in this country, with adversities in many areas such as the political and the economical. Do you think that adversity in a sense stimulated or predisposed the artists to create?

I don’t know, but whenever I read Lygia Clark’s letters to Hélio Oiticica, I’m sorry to see that she was in need in Paris, and that artists of her importance faced so many hardships. Despite coming from a rich family, she might not have had the courage to ask for money, because she had already sold some of her flats. Oiticica didn’t have any money either. It’s hard for an artist not to be able to carry out projects because of lack of funds. I don’t know if this is motivating. Such condition might bring about nonconformism and union. Political and economical problems didn’t stop the artists from creating. That was a fertile period, with great works in all areas, and lack of money was not an obstacle. Lygia Clark was facing difficulties, but at the same time she was experimenting with sensorial works. Hélio did the Bólides, works made of earth and other materials he found. He would go to Alfândega Street, buy cheap fabrics in order to make the Parangolés, but he would never stop creating. Many artists had to produce works with the materials they managed to obtain. I worked with newspapers and flans (flongs/stereotype moulds) because they were close at hand and available. Basically, it only cost me emotions and intellect.

There is the idea that the repression of the dictatorship motivated controversial works. Actually, there was a feeling of nonconformism, but I think that without the dictatorship we would have advanced. Certainly, we wouldn’t be in the position of having to transpose these twenty four years that were lost, in order to raise our level of cultural information and social welfare. I think that the period of dictatorship was a setback, a tremendous reverse. The result was an amazing experience of life, of relationships, of knowledge. But if we had advanced, we would be much better in terms of democracy and quality of life in this country now. In fact, repression itself gave the works a political connotation. For example, the work with the photo of Guevara increased in value because it was seized and had to be hidden. The works that would be exhibited at the Paris Biennial (Repression again – here’s the result), have increased in value not only for aesthetic reasons, but also because of their short history, which begins with their creation at the ESDI until the exhibition at MAM. The agents of dictatorship themselves gave the works political connotation, many times even without the knowledge of the artist.

How did you absorb the concrete and neoconcrete inheritance in the period when you were in contact with Ivan Serpa and Hélio Oiticica?

The idea of a Brazilian essential character has always interested me and is very important in my work. Believing that it was necessary to search for a Brazilian art, I discovered the anthropophagic movement. In 1966, I came into contact with the works of Oswald de Andrade, Tarsila do Amaral and Anita Malfatti. Oswaldo Goeldi was an important artist in my background too. His expressionism and poetics, as well as his shaky, bold and sometimes poisoned lines, are simply wonderful. 

I consider concretism and neoconcretism seminal movements too. The concrete movement was very important for me, especially the poets Décio Pignatari, Haroldo and Augusto de Campos, and, in Rio, Ferreira Gullar. Ivan Serpa’s concrete series was really impressive too. What’s more, one of his concrete paintings was the first abstract work to receive a prize in the 1st São Paulo International Biennial, in 1951.

Thanks to Raymundo Colares’ interest in the neoconcrete movement, we started discussing it in our daily meetings. We would also try to see the works: Lygia Pape’s prints, Hélio Oiticica’s Metaesquemas, Aloísio Carvão’s Cubo Laranja (Orange Cube), Fereira Gullar’s poems. Colares trajectory was very singular, despite his small production. Born in the countryside of Minas Gerais, he captured the hectic pace of the metropolis with Ônibus (Bus). He was a brilliant artist, who put himself directly into those bus stripes and sudden breakings which he painted, in a process of movement, loneliness and construction.

Concerning international movements, I was impressed with Pop art when I saw the works of artists such as Andy Warhol, Rauschenberg, Roy Lichtenstein, at the São Paulo International Biennial, in 1967. I was also in touch with some expressionist groups such as Cobra and Fluxus. All these things are part of my cultural aesthetic repertoire. I was really moved by the work of the North-American painter Edward Hopper. Shocking and strong, it impressed due to its apprehension of space with second and third planes, the perspective, the crimson colour, the lights of New York, the bleakness, the human condition of the figures and the extreme loneliness. Its materiality had something that transcended, but at the same time also revealed a concrete structure and thought.

I started to elaborate this information in an attempt to create a parallel thought, always taking into consideration my search for fusion of Latin, Central America, and so on. I thought that, at a given time, I would be able to synthesize all these things in my work. At that moment, I was using newspapers as support and material. Amilcar de Castro, another neoconcrete artist that interested me a lot, used to work as a graphic designer at the Jornal do Brasil newspaper. I started noticing the concrete and neoconcrete structure of that newspaper, which included the transformation of real life into images and verbs.

I only knew Mondrian’s work through reproductions in books. In the eighties, I had the opportunity to see many of his paintings and I was pleasantly surprised to find out that they are badly finished; with badly executed strokes, and staples showing on the sides. He wasn’t concerned about this. That is, that constructive rigour had its reverse. This aspect of his work made me like it even more. When I started working, around 1966, the circuit repressed and discouraged anyone who used horizontals and verticals. Especially because the neoconcrete movement had already finished, and some of its participants used to carry out sensorial experiences. The idea of rigour in Mondrian’s work had become repressive for us, the rigidity of his vertical and horizontal lines was almost a limit. Only later I realized that working with that didn’t mean to copy or to be influenced by him. And what if it did? Neither parallels, nor verticals are his private property. They are everywhere, nevertheless they’ve certainly been reaffirmed by his creative genius.

The Ulm School and the Bauhaus, about which I had some information, were important for me too. What interested me in the Bauhaus were the ideas of an international aesthetic and the unification of all arts, from architecture to everyday objects and social welfare. The relation of these ideas to neoconcretism as well as my relationship with people from this group strengthened my work. Later, working with flans and newspapers, I started emphasizing rectangular and square forms on them, although the figures were still present. I started working with both planes: figure and abstraction. I could either cancel the images, leaving the graphic parts visible, that is, the lines, or cancel the lines leaving the images visible. My work was going through this process, though without the geometric rigour of the concrete and neoconcrete movements.

At that moment, didn’t you question painting?

No. In a sense I love art as a whole. I’ve never wanted to privilege a specific genre: painting, sculpture, design, engraving, or installation, because I am actually a creator, and creation is what interests me. I try to turn art into a thought, and then express it with dedication and sincerity. Something that characterizes my work is freedom of thought. It is not about style or support. It is about language, about strengthening the body with feelings and energy. Whenever I worked with gouache I considered it painting, as I worked with the language of colours, constructing with them. The idea and issues of painting are, for me, like an evolutionary process of art and knowledge.

In the late sixties, I tried to work with oil, but I didn’t like it, I thought it was difficult. The brush was stiff, the paint had a strong odour, and I had no patience to wait until the paint dried. What’s more, it was necessary to mix linseed oil with turpentine. I couldn’t stand that chemistry and its odour. 

In 1980 I discovered acrylic paint, which was a novelty in Brazil at that time, and I decided to try it. I feel in love with its strong and vivid colours, and I started testing it on small pieces of cloth. My family is Portuguese, and I was born in Portugal. There, my mother used to make a raw and coarse linen fabric. It was made by hand, in the river. I always wanted to paint on pieces of that linen, samples that she kept. And finally, one day she gave me some of them. Right after my first stroke on that linen, I noticed that the wet colours were so vivid. I wouldn’t apply any primer on the canvas, because I was interested in the texture of the fabric itself. The nature of the material appears alive, incorporated to the painting. If I applied a layer of gesso first, the canvas would lose this feature. The paint was extremely watery and would penetrate the linen, dyeing it; the water defining the consistency of the colours. Paulo Roberto Leal, who 1983 used to work at GB Art Gallery, saw this series of paintings on unframed raw canvas, which I named Panos (Cloths), and invited me to exhibit them.

Wouldn’t the fact that the canvas is not previously prepared to receive paint, affect the quality of the work in the future? Are you concerned about the preservation of your works?

I’ve discussed it with several restorers and we’ve come to the conclusion that working directly on raw canvas doesn’t affect its quality. In fact, the traditional primer might even flake off. At first, my canvases were dyed little by little, lightly washed until they got impregnated with coloured water. The first layers were, let’s say, a controlled dyeing process. Nowadays, as my canvases contain more materials, sometimes I apply them a wash first. Damp linen works almost like a sponge, it absorbs everything, gets impregnated and the paint doesn’t flake off. I use a larger amount of paint in order to obtain a thicker layer. This procedure might be related to the homemade process of dyeing clothes. The fact that a white shirt suddenly turned blue was almost like magic for me.

Two other experiences that also had a strong influence on my work: the watery colours and the lack of perspective of the Egyptian paintings, which I saw for the first time at the Louvre Museum, and the colours of Portuguese wall tiles.

Concerning the issue of materiality, I like to see works of thirty years ago in good state of preservation. I want my works to remain in a perfect state for as much time as possible. I am careful, and I think that I learned this by observing Ivan Serpa working. He was constantly seeking quality in his lines and materials.

Do you have an idea in mind before you start a new work? What is your starting point?

I start with a thought. Sometimes the title is the poetic theme of the work. Desejo Azul (Blue Desire), for instance… the word and the colour blue are transformed into construction and desire. The very concept of a word might be linked to the title, for example, the concept of sky blue, Atlantic Ocean blue. The colour of the Atlantic is the deepest blue I’ve ever seen, and this colour is in my paintings. There are also references to the past. Memories sometimes appear in my canvases. 

My painting transits through this universe at the same time that it seeks order, balance and harmony of space. The need for this order might come from constructivism, because the idea of constructing, making, realizing is present in my work. 

Still on the issue of constructing and elaborating your work, concerning the flans, what criteria did you use to choose them? How did you develop them? Did you have access to the original flans or did you construct your own flans? Were the space and the aesthetic of these matrixes evident to you?

They are a result of the evolution of my own work. At first, I used to work directly on the newspaper, however the sheet would become fragile when submitted to this process. Nevertheless its fragility interested me as well. Right after that, I asked the Jornal do Brasil newspaper to reprint, on Fabriano paper, a past issue. That was possible because they used to keep the stereotypes. I worked with Indian ink on this print. The process was still the same: to cancel some news and images, and highlight or add new ones. After that I started working with the flans.

The flan (flong/stereotype mould), a cardboard matrix in high and bas-relief, was used in newspapers’ printing process. They were moulds of the lead plates which were used in the rotary press. After the newspapers were printed with these lead plates, the flans were disposed of. In the early hours of the morning, before they were disposed of, I would collect them and select the ones which interested me. Nowadays the printing system has changed, it’s computerized.

As I was allowed a certain freedom at the newspaper’s printing office, I wanted to be even more daring. I started producing my own flans, creating headlines and images. I would write articles at home, go to the office, and type the text as if I were a newspaper’s employee. There were from three to ten employees working with me. Sometimes the graphic designer had to find a way to fit my “news”. We would even discuss the proportion of the letters so that the text would fit into the page. The thrill of it was that it looked exactly like the original, the only difference being the poetic elements added by me. I even included the O Dia newspaper’s logotype in some of my newspapers. Part of its edition was sold at the newsstands, where people would buy it thinking they were taking the original one, because they were simply identical. 

This was a way of subverting the system and introducing artistic elements.

I produced a series of ten issues, with a circulation of two or three hundred copies. One of them was a tribute to Ivan Serpa. At his seventh day mass, the priest said that he was in heaven teaching God how to paint. I took this utopian idea and created a headline: “Painter teaches God how to paint.” And it was published. I made another one, with Hélio Oiticica, with the following headline: “Vampires attack at Viera Souto Avenue.” I created flans in tribute to artists whom I like such as Marcel Duchamp, Malevich and Mondrian. I would write curious headlines, like: “Duchamp psycografado: Wanted Rose Selavy”, or “Modrian was a virgin”; the idea of virginity related to the sense of formal purity in his paintings. They were free and poetic creations. The last flan which I produced was a classified Poem. The paper was divided into eight columns, as usual, each one containing a word of the poem: body / graph / eight columns / massified / full space / redundant / full / stop. 

I’ve got a series of about twenty flans which deals with the student movement of 1968. In addition to its aesthetic implications, I consider it an important record of the street violence. These records have both aesthetic and historical connotation.

How did you manage to enjoy such freedom at a time of sheer censorship?

I had a wonderful friend, called Ivan Chagas Freitas, who liked art and had been Ivan Serpa’s and Fayga Ostrower’s student at MAM (Rio de Janeiro). He gave me the opportunity to work at his family’s newspaper and develop my work.

You carried out this experience, which was subversive, because you aimed at making your art circulate without being suppressed by the censors. Nevertheless, you were never engaged in pamphlet art. Didn’t this attitude interest you?

Not at all. I was concerned with confronting the art system and institutions such as museums and art galleries, which promoted repression or cultural censorship, banning the pieces they judged not to have aesthetic value. The artists had a kind of self-censorship. The idea was to create a parallel language free from the corruption of the institutions, which didn’t meet our needs nor give space to our works. At MAM, there was a different spirit and so I started going there. 

The Body is the Work, together with my nudity, was a confrontation with these institutions. At first, when I proposed my participation as an artwork, my intention was to question the criteria adopted for the selection and judgement of the works. I tried to remain there during the judgement of the works that were exhibited at the Salon. As an artwork, I had the right to stay there in order to be judged. But they didn’t allow me to stay. We had an argument which came to a deadlock. Finally, they asked me to leave and then decided to reject me as an artwork. 

I used to think that the aesthetic material at that time, that is, painting or sculpture, didn’t have the vehemence required to represent that effervescent moment. The work ended up somehow being executed at the opening of the Salon, in spite of the jury and the museum.

The Body is the Work was an extremely radical act. With it you reached a limit. Did you find yourself at a dead end then? Was there external pressure for you to keep this radical behaviour?

What happened there was that, appearing nude, as a kind of magnet, I was also showing a tradition of the Brazilian culture. That was a period of intense experience of diversity and aesthetic discussions. By performing that act, I might have created a limit for myself, which I reached by not trusting in the force of the aesthetic material at that time. It was an act of deprivation. It was a way of opposing the established political, aesthetic and social systems. 

Thus, I focused on the issue of the body and its senses.  I started doing yoga because I thought I should develop my body through meditation, breath and physical exercises. Then I started rethinking the sensorial, an idea which in a sense was already present. At that time I developed an installation, The Cock of the Golden Eggs (1972), which consisted of a nest set on seashells and dunes of sand. The cock, as the title suggests, is an animal which, in addition to its vitality and upright posture, wakes up early and crows, heralding the day.

As I developed awareness of my body and senses, I started to open up to new possibilities. The sense of smell, touch, the body, the projection of ideas and the abstract line, invisible in space, interested me a lot. This process culminated with the sculptures Frutos do espaço (Fruits of Space) (1980), exhibited at Catacumba Park (Rio de Janeiro). As far as I can see, they are related to the work The Body is the Work and to ideas such as projection and spirit. These works are lines in space to be filled by the viewer’s imagination. They are as abstract as possible, because they are hollowed out. They are an evolution of the body and of the imaginary. They are not fantasies but experiences and projections of the imaginary and of desire. The idea was to show them in public spaces, no longer in institutional spaces. 

In the early seventies you had some experiences with filmmaking. What films did you make? Why did you choose this language?

In 1972 I made my first film, “By Antonio”, in 16 mm, with approximately three minutes length. It was an experience of deprivation, of non-identification of identity. In the foreground, hands are shown tearing up several documents and records, which are then burnt up. In the background, the camera focuses on the ashes being flushed down the toiled. I like this film for its constructive and mathematical issues. The planes are practically identical: while one tears and burns up the documents, the other flushes them down.

In 1973, I wrote the script and directed the short Loucura e Cultura (Madness and Culture), in 35 mm, which won prizes at the II Jornal do Brasil Short Film Festival and from Instituto Nacional do Cinema. The idea came from a debate that took place at MAM (Rio de Janeiro), in 1968, about the distinction between madness and culture. Did you know that Ivan Serpa helped to produce it? Artists like Lygia Pape, Hélio Oiticica, Luiz Carlos Saldanha, Rogério Duarte and Caetano Veloso acted in this film. Each one of them is shown in frontal, profile and back poses, as if it were a mugshot. The voices don’t match with the images. When Lygia appears, for example, it is Rogério Duarte who speaks; when Hélio appears, it is Lygia who speaks, and so on. In this structure: frontal, profile and back, there are fragments of the debate. I played the Marseillaise as a musical background on purpose, because at that time it was forbidden to use the Brazilian national anthem in any kind of artwork. The anthem ended up increasing the dramatic quality of the film. The structure is constructive: each plane is literally measured. At first, I intended to dedicate one minute for each pose, but then I realized that it would be too long. I ended up making this film per meter, measuring it by tape.

In 1975, I made a 35 mm film, called Semi-ótica (Semi-optic). I found a house in Morro do Borel, with only one door and one window, and where the Brazilian national flag had been painted accross the front. The window, which opened to the inside, formed a black hole inside the circle and lozenge of the flag. The camera focuses into this hole and then shows a sequence of bandits arrested or killed. In short, the violence of the Death Squad during that period. It is a non-verbal, dramatic, seven minute movie, which won a prize at the V Brazilian Short Film Festival, in Salvador, Bahia. The song was composed by Guilherme Vaz.

I produced a total of four or five films (besides the ones already mentioned, he made Arte Hoje (Art Today), 16 mm, 1976, and Uma Parada (A parade), 16 mm, 1977). The cinema is a parallel work which has always interested me for its constructive aspect, that is, the idea of measured planes. I like cinema as movement and also the challenge of working with a camera. However, although I like the language of cinema, I wouldn’t get involved in expensive and complicated productions anymore. I am interested in working with experimental cinema in collaboration with only two or three people. If I had financial conditions, I would probably pursue it. 

At that time several artists had experimented with cinema. 

I know a couple of experiences in this area. Raymundo Colares made some super-8, low budget films, but not many anyway. Some of his experiences are under restoration. Hélio Oiticica carried out some experiences too. Lygia Pape’s work is probably the most incisive of them. Lygia and I would use the language of cinema as a way of expression. The video appeared back then, however it was more often used to register works than as a language.

You’ve just said that the spoken and written words are present in your paintings. Likewise the concept of the word might link you to the title of the piece. And the titles are usually important clues to the comprehension of the meaning of your works. Do you have the habit of writing?

Yes and no. When I produce works I take notes, which I use as a guide. I also use words in some of my works. In the same year of The Body is the Work (1970), for instance, another piece emerged from it: the box Corpobra (Bodywork). On the front there was my photo naked, censored by the word Corpobra, which is also a poem. When you pull a string, this photo goes down and disappears into the straw, and another photo replaces it, now without censorship. And then, if you pull the string again, the picture is sealed. I consider this piece almost a poem.

I also made the newspaper De 0 a 24 horas (From 0 to 24 hours) (published in a six-page supplement of the O Jornal newspaper, in 15th July, 1973, with a circulation of sixty thousand copies sold at the newsstands). That same year, a solo show which would occupy the whole third floor of MAM (Rio de Janeiro) was cancelled at the last minute due to political problems. They banned each one of my seven proposals. 
They decided that only one piece would be shown, O Bode (The Goat), a living goat which would stay at the centre of a large red circle, contrasting with its black hair. I related it to body-art [a word play with bode-art]. It was shown almost as a magnet, because the goat, in quimbanda, has the connotation of an element which absorbs negativity. It is an animal which embodied the bad vibes that were around at that time. But they ended up cancelling the show because, in a paternalist way once more, they decided that The Goat wouldn’t represent my work. 

So I decided to turn that show into a graphic exhibition. I proposed Washington Novaes, who used to work at the O Jornal newspaper, to publish in their newspaper’s cultural supplement the exhibition that had been cancelled at MAM. Washington liked the idea and discussed it with the directors, who decided to give three out of the six pages of the supplement. I argued that I needed all the pages and they ended up agreeing to dedicate the six pages of their Sunday supplement to it. On Saturday they announced it on the front page and on the next day they published the exhibition under the headline: “Antonio Manuel’s Exhibition: From 0 to 24 hours”, with images and a text, among others, which Decio Pignatari had written for the show at MAM. Being a national edition, it was sold throughout the country. This work was executed within a context of confrontation with the institutions and it presupposed public spaces, which was what interested me.

This idea already had an anthropophagic attitude, a word that is so fashionable nowadays. That’s because I published in the Exhibition from 0 to 24 hours pages that had been created for the O Dia newspaper. The critic Jayme Maurício, in a review for the O Correio da Manhã newspaper, commented on the audacity of the O Jornal newspaper in publishing photos of a competitor. At that time my work was strongly marked by a public attitude. I came into contact with non-corrupted segments and started researching different kinds of language such as cinema, newspapers, the streets, the galleries.

It is interesting to observe the audacity of this newspaper, a highly controlled media at that time, confronting an institution such as MAM, which had refused and censored your works. At the exhibition Apocalipopótese, an open-air exhibition in Aterro do Flamengo, in 1968, you exhibited your Urnas Quentes (Hot Urns/Hot Ballot Boxes). With this work the viewer was encouraged to use violence to have access to the work or part of the work.

Apocalipopótese was my first participation in an experience within an urban public space. This word was invented by Rogério Duarte. It is a mixture of apocalypse with hypothesis. This concept was created by him and Hélio Oiticica. It consisted in the development of a collective idea of art at Aterro do Flamengo public space. Lygia Pape, Sami Mattar, Jackson Ribeiro, Roberto Lanari, the group Poema-Processo, Hélio, Rogério, and Torquato Neto took part in it. John Cage showed up incognito, and we only recognized him later in the pictures. 

Our first idea was to build a cabin, the Love Cabin, which I would produce in collaboration with Rogério Duarte. Hélio offered to build it, a closed 3X4m cabin, and that’s what he did. My idea was to project bodies and texts which would be seen when you looked inside the cabin, through small openings on its four sides. We would project the images, shadows of models’ bodies, inside the cabin. 

However, after we had planned and designed the work, Rogério had to travel. I saw myself on my own with that cabin and, since it was a collaborative project, I abandoned the idea and created the Hot Urns. This work’s production was interesting. There were about twenty different boxes, hermetically closed and sealed, which had to be broken if one wanted to find out their code. I would interfere in each one, putting inside them texts related to political, social, aesthetic situations, along with images related to violence cut out from newspapers and photographic archives. I would also write texts directly on the inside walls of the wooden box. The boxes were made at the sculptor Jackson Ribeiro’s studio, in Lapa, where we used to meet once or twice a week.

At the Aterro, the Urns were executed at the same time as Hélio’s Parangolés, Lygia Pape’s Ovos (Eggs), Jackson Ribeiro’s sculptures, and Rogerio Duarte’s brilliant performance with trained dogs, among others. In a sense, dancers from the Mangueira samba school encouraged the violation the urns. They improvised a samba about the Urns which said that those who managed to open them would find a surprise or even money inside. And then they were smashed up by the viewers, with hammers. There was great violence and voracity concerning this work. The work was completed with this action, this gesture.

Were you surprised by the audience’s violence and voracity or were these attitudes already expected?

The audience's voracity surprised me. Desire and curiosity were already implicit in the work, I was expecting these reactions. At that moment I wanted to encourage discovery through the act of opening the boxes, and that is exactly what happened. Those were times of intense political censorship and we didn’t have space to show our work. I wanted people to relieve some of their tension by interacting with the work, to the point of developing a symbiosis between their bodies and the work. That would be explicit by the act of opening, breaking, and discovering something inside it which would have, at first, an aesthetic connotation. However, I couldn’t predict the extent of this voracity. It really was a great collective event.

Hélio Oiticica was impressed by one of these Urns. Inside it, there was an image of a skeletal figure, a thin boy from Biafra or something similar. Therefore he invited me to create Parangolé Nirvana in collaboration with him. Hélio created the structure and I executed the image, studying the space and diagram of this Parangolé. It was a work made of white tulle, with the image which was inside the Hot Urn. Today, it is part of the HO Project. It is a collaboration which I am proud of.

For me, the Hot Urn is a timeless, living material. Even though the first Urns had been created in 1968, afterwards I made others, such as the one from 1975, for an exhibition at PUC-Rio. This Urn would be sent to Portugal, where it would be violated, or not, and then returned. But it wasn’t even sent, because the students didn’t manage to send it. By that time an announcement was published in the newspaper concerning the possibility of this experience being carried out. This idea had many implications. That same year I made another hermetically closed Urn, which was registered at a notary’s office with the specification that it would remain closed for 30 years. I’ve kept it to this day, but at the moment it is on display at the Global Conceptualism Exhibition, at the Queens Museum, in New York. This is the first time that this urn left Brazil. For me it was a victory to be able to send it without having problems with the customs, as I had had before.

In 1976, I was invited, along with Cildo Meireles and Hélio Oiticica, who used to live in New York then, to take part in the Venice International Biennial, in the International Pavilion. Obviously, as we were still under the military regime, we were neither the Brazilian officially invited representatives nor did we receive any kind of support from the Brazilian government. At first, I intended to send fifteen Hot Urns, but the airline would only agree to dispatch them if they were opened before. If they were opened, the work would be violated and lose its meaning, it would be completed while still here in Brazil.  I tried different airlines, but I didn’t manage to send them. I had to think of a new work quickly. So, I created a work with 40X30cm photos, selected from the archives of the O Dia newspaper. These photos were attached to a thin black string, which is similar to the one I used in the work Phantom. They were pictures of marginals and bandits, set upright in the shape of a maze where it was necessary to circulate with caution. This work emerged from the Hot Urns. As far as I can see, the Hot Urn is a language, it can go anywhere in the world. It is an object which has to be violated so that one can see what is inside and find out its code. That is why I think they can always be made. I might make other Hot Urns, with new images, at any time. The one I made in 1975, registered at the notary’s office, is inviolable. It can only be opened, or not, in 2005. I haven’t decided whether I will open it or not. 

In the late sixties and throughout the seventies, art proposed public participation and invited the viewer to become the artist’s collaborator. You said that you might make new Hot Urns at any time. Do you believe that the public would react in the same way now?

I think so, because the Urn presupposes desire and curiosity. The sexuality and violence towards the object might remain the same at any time. 

At that time I was concerned with the viewer’s interaction with the work. I used to believe in this kind of communication, that is, the viewer’s expression through physical participation. The work with black cloths, Repression again – here’s the result, from 1968, which was going to be sent to the Paris Biennial, also invited participation. The viewer had to use hands and body in order to discover the work. When you pull a string, the cloth goes up, showing an image of something which had to be unveiled. In 1969 I made Soy Loco Por Ti (I am Crazy for You), a work made up of a map of Latin America and a large grass bed for the public’s delight. When it was exhibited, at MAM (Rio de Janeiro), there was an effective interaction with this piece, people would really lie on the bed, pull the string, and so on.

The installation Phantom has the same sense of participation. The viewer is invited to enter and sense the space. The three dimensionality of this work involves the viewer, who has to walk around the space almost dancing, to avoid being touched or marked by the pieces of charcoal. Torches set at the back of the room attract the viewer to the photo of the Phantom, a hooded person, surrounded on all sides by microphones and tape recorders. The work was ready when I saw, in the Jornal do Brasil newspaper, this photo of a witness of a slaughter who had lost his identity and could no longer appear in public. That had such an impact on me that I included that picture in the Phantom.

The first layout of this piece was installed in Brasília, at the exhibition Um olhar sobre Joseph Beuys (Gazing over Joseph Beuys, MAM - Brasília, 1993). From there it was exhibited at Instituto Brasil-Estados Unidos Gallery (IBEU, Rio de Janeiro, 1994), where it acquired a strong and wide dimension. I also installed it in Germany (Configura 2 - Dialog der Kulturen, Fischmarkt Gallery, Erfurt), at Hélio Oiticica Art Centre, at the São Paulo International Biennial, in 1998, and finally at Jeu de Paume in Paris. At the Biennial, I tried to fill the space near the ceiling with the smallest charcoal pieces. The first layer was made up of small pieces, the second of medium and large ones, in alternate layers. This layout emphasized the work’s three-dimensionality, something that I thought I had not achieved in previous constructions.  
Each reconstruction of this work brings up new issues, and that is exactly what interests me, because it is not about a random and finished artwork. Despite the fact that the charcoal pieces are hanging, each one of them obeys a synchronicity, a relation. The Phantom is totally constructed. There is dance, rhythm, order and cosmogony in it. 

Something pretty interesting happened when I installed it for the last time, at Jeu de Paume. Curiously, I was not able to find, in Paris or nearby, the charcoal necessary for the execution of the work. After a meeting with the directors of the museum, on a Friday night, I phoned João Fernandes, from the Serralves Museum, in Porto, and asked him to help me to find the material, because I didn’t have much time left to install the work. João, seeing the gravity of the situation, was very thoughtful. He found in Vila Facaia - a village in Lisbon - the material that I needed for the work. Marisa Abate, who was with me in Paris, was also concerned about the work, so she went to Rome and brought me some charcoal, while I was on my way to Portugal. Thus, the Phantom was made with material from Brazil, Portugal and Italy.

Although I no longer emphasize the viewer’s participation in my work, the involvement, both physical and visual, still happens to this day. I want art to involve both the senses and the emotions. The installation Ocupações e descobrimentos (Occupations/Discoveries), exhibited at the Museum of Contemporary Art (MAC, Niterói, 1998) has this involvement. I made a series of holes in walls especially built for the show. They created a space, a magnetic field, which attracted the viewer, forcing them to break down the barriers and go through the next, then the next, and so on.

The space of MAC (Niterói) poses a challenge to the artist, because the eyes and the whole body are attracted to the outside, to the Atlantic Ocean, the Sugar Loaf and Corcovado. My purpose was to make something that attracted people’s eyes to the inside, hence the magnetic field created by the holes in the walls. This work fuses with the wonderful building by Oscar Niemeyer. I studied the space and its proportions very carefully. I made maquettes to define where I would make the holes and openings, and where I would build wavy and curved walls so that they fused with museum’s walls. Due to the circularity of the space, after walking through the first wall, the viewer would obviously want to cross the other ones too. The first walls were built with the same material and finishing used by Niemeyer to build the walls of the museum. The painting of the subsequent walls is reminiscent of colonial houses. Some of these walls were painted in a darker tone at the bottom and lighter at the top. When the streets were of earth, the rain created mud, which left marks on the walls. This reasoning refers to the theme of the exhibition Occupations/Discoveries, held in commemoration of the fifth hundred anniversary of discovery of Brazil.

The trajectory, in one direction, suggests colonial houses, their colours and textures. In the opposite direction, plain brick walls, without any mortar, depict another Brazilian reality. I wanted to show the raw and the cooked, in allusion to Lévi-Strauss. Someone mentioned that they were Brasília and shanty towns. In short, this trajectory includes the well-finished, the work in progress - this brilliant work by Niemeyer – as well as walls, blocking the way and opening it at the same time. There wasn’t the slightest possibility of “sitting on the fence” there. This piece is ambiguous in these two senses. It was hard work, but still very pleasing.

You took part in the Compass Salon (MAM, Rio de Janeiro, 1969) with three works: Soy Loco por ti, Selva e Exaltação, panels covered with black cloths inside cabins. Apparently this show was not intended to be revolutionary, but it ended up becoming very important at that moment. Could you please talk about this Salon?

I have my own reading of that Salon. As I mentioned before, generals armed with machine guns closed the exhibition about to take place at MAM (Rio de Janeiro), where the pieces that had been selected for the Biennial in Paris were to be shown. Back then the censors had been closing a series of shows, like the Brasília Salon (1967) and the National Biennial in Bahia (1968).  These incidents culminated in a movement, led by Mario Pedrosa, of international boycott to the São Paulo Biennial, which would take place that same year. Mário had political problems because of this, as well as for denouncing the practice of torture in Brazil. Ninety seven percent of the Brazilian artists joined the boycott, and none of the countries that were invited sent representation. Due to the climate of exception and violence in this country at the time, even the United States refused to send representation. In 1969, an effervescent period in the field of art in the world, the Biennial had to be cancelled despite all the efforts of the government.

The Compass Salon appeared at this moment, taking place at MAM (Rio de Janeiro), sponsored by an advertising agency. The artists, whose works were ready for the São Paulo Biennial, sent their pieces to that Salon. Therefore, as far as I can see, the event was strengthened, bringing together radical languages and a diversity of materials. 

For me, this exhibition was, at the very least, tragicomic. Someone had said to the advertising agency’s director that my works could cause trouble for the Salon, in case they were accepted by the jury. Therefore, the jury was forced to ban them. Although the works had political connotation, they had nothing that could cause the Salon to be closed. Many other artists participated with works which were more politically controversial than mine. Artur Bárrio’s, Cildo Meireles’ and Cláudio Paiva’s works were very incisive too. As I was very uneasy about the situation in Brazil, I started thinking of going to Paris or to London, where Hélio Oiticica had been living. The agency arranged a meeting with me to discuss whether my works could be exhibited or not. I proposed to give them up in exchange for a round trip ticket to Paris and London, plus two thousand dollars. On the next day, the agency’s director held meeting at MAM to show my works to a group of people. Among them was a general and a priest. They thought there was nothing wrong with the works. These were the authorities back then. What they supposedly claimed, concerning my work, was that the black cloth covering the panels referred to the anarchist flag, and the red tone under them to the communist flag. In short, their reading was subjective and abstract. 
The pressure led the critic Jayme Maurício to leave the jury. My works were defended by the brilliant Mário Schenberg, who was a member of the jury, and they ended up being exposed and winning a prize from a bank from Rio Grande do Sul. The exhibition lasted two months, so the grass bed started to get rotten and exhale a bad odour, which, for me, made sense: it was Latin America itself exhaling its decomposition. As the organic material was deteriorating, the bank paid the prize, but gave up the work, which I kept to this day.

For the exhibition at Hélio Oiticica Art Centre (Rio de Janeiro, 1997), I reconstructed the bed with straw, which also reveals a cosy and delightful atmosphere. It can either be made of straw or grass, it doesn’t matter. What really matters is that the work keeps its initial idea of discovery.

Does it bother you to reconstruct past works?

Yes it does, in the sense that it makes me look back and reflect about the struggle and the extra-art situations which I experienced in order to give existence to my work, to show it; besides the emotional implications of each work. I’d rather create a new work than reconstruct a past one. 

Those times were crazy! It is totally absurd and crazy to suppose that a black cloth could refer to an anarchist flag. There was a sense of fear in people, and consequently, pre-censorship. Nevertheless, in order to carry on with my work, many times I managed to find solutions and create new opportunities, even under seemingly impossible circumstances. The Exhibition from 0 to 24 hours is an example of that. As the exhibition at MAM (Rio de Janeiro) had been cancelled, it was immediately exposed at a mass media, and became available at the newsstands. 

Did you ever censor yourself for fear of the climate of those times? Did you consider the possibility of not executing some work for this reason?

I had moments of fear, but self-censorship never stopped me from working. Especially because we were engaged in a kind of guerrilla action against censorship. I was going through a process of struggle, of personal and existential affirmation. The confrontations with institutional spaces were huge and serious, yet they served as working material. We had already gone through the public and collective experience of Apocalipopótese. Then, art could continue following that course. If I had censored myself at that moment, I wouldn’t have carried out The Body is The Work, for it is precisely an act of freedom.

Curiously, there was a contrasting attitude towards the reception of your work in the sixties. You would often win prizes in official salons and shows, but at the same time you had a series of incidents with the censors. How did these two spheres relate at the time?

When I was young I won some prizes. I must confess that they were useful. At least I could buy material to work. Art reverts to art. Moreover, these prizes had an official connotation: they were public money, and I paid taxes, so how could I refuse them?

For instance, a general awarded me a prize at the First Young Painter’s Salon, held at Quitandinha Hotel, in Petrópolis. I, who used to draw scowling, angry militaries! I have always dealt with these two spheres. This conflict was not only mine, it was typical of those times.

Raymundo Colares, my best friend back then, was the one who received most prizes. His work, which is very deep, though it doesn’t seem so at first sight, has political connotations. He used to be awarded all the travel prizes, including the National Salon of Modern Art award, in 1970 (MAM – Rio de Janeiro). The day before, he had broken the Museum’s windows with a huge stone, saying that art was dead, but he was alive. And he was arrested. Both myself and Zena, a friend of mine who used to work at MAM’s film archive, went to the police department, bringing a photo of Colares receiving a prize from the hands of the American ambassador Charles Eibrick. We were humiliated, but we managed to release him. 

The critic Ronaldo Brito, in the text of the catalogue of the exhibition held at the Hélio Oiticica Art Centre, refers to two distinct moments in your career: first, an artist of remarkable figure and public action, and then, maybe now, a reclusive artist in the solitude of his studio. Do you agree?

The text you mentioned, Fluido Labirinto, is the first monograph ever written on my work. Ronaldo is an extremely intelligent and witty critic, a poet to whom, in 1992, I dedicated the painting 4n do singular. This is the title of one of his poems and of his last book. 

In fact, there are two moments in my career, one of public action and another intimist. These two moments walk side by side, alive. The studio is a platform, laboratory and production. Back then there was the newspaper’s printing office to work, or even MAM, and now I have my own work place. These are different times. Therefore, maybe it is interesting to look at Ronaldo’s text in context. I had moments of incisive public action because there has always been an element of noncomformism in my production. Some of my proposals and works were harshly criticized and publicly treated as if they were banal. This led me to reflect upon the relation between work and media, individual and media. The Body is the Work, for instance, was exposed to harsh criticism. After that I started doing yoga, not as a mystical practice, but as work. I felt the need to develop my senses, and consequently, expand or amplify my body. However, the seclusion of the studio, for me, is synonymous with freedom. The studio doesn’t limit the work, on the contrary, this space is a fundamental exercise of curiosity, freedom and creation. 

Before installing Phantom at IBEU’s Gallery (1994), where it was exhibited for the first time in full size, I installed it in my studio, using nearly the whole space. I needed to see the work’s actual construction. The same happened with the work Occupations/Discoveries: after making several sketches and maquettes, I decided to break one of the walls of my studio. I made a hole in it in order to study. When you advance, you simultaneously retreat for reflection. It is natural. And my work moves in both directions.

Do you think that your exposure as an artist and a public figure is restricted to a period or you might still perform public action within your own work?

I can’t predict it. I don’t make work plans in the sense of acting here or there. Things happen naturally and spring from the circumstances of life. I don’t try to find a connection between different works. Each one speaks for itself and possibly with the others. I work with freedom, this is my principle. There is automatically a number behind each work, there is a mathematics inside them. Each one of them has a correspondence. From installations to flans, to most recent paintings, all of them seek and follow an order. However, it occurs in an intellectual and internal way. 

I understand art as knowledge, as moving forward, advancing. It has the capacity of involving people and raising their spirits. Following this principle, it is possible to make a painting, as well as an installation, or a drawing, with the same charge of light, emotion and senses.

In the exhibition at the Hélio Oiticica Art Centre we dared to show paintings, flans and the installation Phantom. There was no loss. I felt like increasing the scale of my canvases and so started out a new stage in my career. My mind expanded too. It is not easy to face a blank canvas and fill it or impregnate it, as you wish, with colours, ideas and thoughts. This is a challenge, like working with three-dimensionality. The rest is irrational prejudice.

Could describe your creative process from idea to finished work? 

I start with an idea, a feeling, and many times the suggestion of a thought.  At present I’ve been thinking about the word Letter. I want to produce a work with this title. Every time I imagine this work, I think about its space, colours, graphs and form. I also try to remember the letters I’ve received and the ones I have to send. Then I associate them to people or to the colour of someone’s clothes. These associations absorb me completely. First of all, it is necessary to define a scale for the Letter, because it can only be produced after the scale size and full size have been defined. As this is established, a concrete platform is created – the scale and the idea are linked. This is one of my work processes. There are others.

Before I produced the sculptures Fruits of Space, I had made a sketch of an object which consisted of just one line. Travelling by car to São Paulo, I saw a metal billboard which immediately attracted my attention; not the image on it, but its metallic structure stuck in the ground. That had something to do with what I intended to produce. On my way back I had the same feeling. Then the work started to take shape. This is a poetic state. Allowing for these ideas to merge and take another shape is something spiritual. This spiritual element took shape, which I related to the lines of a newspaper diagram. The image and the landscape of the Fruits of Space are basically the newspaper. The sculptures are hollowed out so that they do not clash with Morro da Catacumba’s landscape. I think that this place is still impregnated with the vestiges of the old shanty town that once existed there. I wanted to make something transparent, so that those who looked at it could see beyond the forms and discover some vestiges there. My proposal was that each viewer filled the frames with their own imaginary. Although they hollowed out, I’ve never dissociated them from images. 

I like when I’m offered spaces like this to work because it is always a challenge. It was wonderful to produce the Fruits of Space at Catacumba Park. I wanted to create the most intense light possible. I obtained from the army and Funarte two warplane searchlights, whose lights swept the sky at the park. I also managed to get all the lights to be turned down at the park and part of Lagoa Rodrigo de Freitas. It rained heavily during the presentation, and the result was an incredibly poetic work: the rain, the darkness, the Fruits of Space stuck in the ground, and the bright light of the searchlights sweeping the sky at Lagoa Rodrigo de Freitas and projecting the sculptures onto the sky. 

An artwork is always a synthesis of ideas, thoughts, titles and poetry. It is the elaboration of associations with profundity or depth. In short, it is an experience. That is why the works become so impregnated with things, people, facts and desires. The forms follow an evolutionary process, that is, forms shifting into other forms. When something doesn’t work out on the canvas, for instance, I cancel it. Nevertheless, it will never be completely erased, because that space is already impregnated with marks. Many times, what was cancelled appears on the background, as if it were the reverse. It is extraordinary! Although invisible, the element that was eliminated remains there.

I develop my works little by little, always keeping the sense of what the work is about in mind. It is more difficult and complicated, yet satisfactory and pleasurable. I’m not interested in amplifying an idea, but in elaborating it, experiencing it in various fields. It is a laboratory, for it goes through an evolutionary process, in which some passages are cancelled while others are added. I hardly ever make studies before I start working.

Since the eighties, you’ve been painting basically with primary colours, black and white. Why did you choose these colours and a reduced palette? 

For me, colour is construction, light. It is form and language. The way colour is associated to language and to other colours is a different matter. While I am working, I ask myself if it wouldn’t be easier if I carried out a little study before, but I’d rather face the challenges. Since I am very demanding concerning my work, I tend to complicate things first and only then simplify. In fact, I start elaborating the forms. The colours are not so intricate, because I let them intermingle in a harmonious and poetic way. Even though the result is never the same because I can’t repeat my own work. I rarely start from zero. There were times when I spent a whole week staring at a blank canvas, almost catatonic, until I started, because the beginning is associated with space. While I’m working on a piece, I don’t start a new one. I don’t throw any canvases away either. I’m persistent. My painting follows its own process. It is not about mass production, and I’m not concerned with massifying my work. It has its own time and place. At least I hope so.

While I am working, the piece speaks to me. It is a symbiosis, because I don’t show the work before a dialogue between us is established. The painting will only be ready when this dialogue is over, when everything has been said. In fact, there is a change of fabric, of something corporeal. I think that this happens not only with the canvases but with all works, regardless of support. This is why I agree with the idea that each work is strengthened with the same intensity of creation. As far as I’m concerned, one work shouldn’t be considered less important than another, just because it was made on canvas, on paper, or because it’s an installation or whatever.

What is your artistic background? What were your choices?

As most artists of my generation, I started off painting, which, for me, has a mark, a presence. First, I saw the impressionists. Then I saw Klee, Mondrian, Malevich, Van Gogh, Monet, Rembrandt, Velasquez and many others. And Pollock with his explosion! It was a great discovery for me, in the seventies, in the sense of creation and constructive possibility, to find out that his works were carried out with a syringe, with which he injected paint in the canvases. Last but not least, our Brazilian artists, who I love.

During the sixties and seventies, some artists had a negative view of the art market. There was fear that the artist as well as their creativity would be swallowed by the market. The gallery was also considered an elitist space, since it was not accessible to the public. What was your view of these issues at that time? What is it now?

I inherited a little of the concrete and neoconcrete attitude, in which art, in order to keep its purity, shouldn’t be on the market. But I would sell some of my works, because I wanted to make a living from art, and that was what I could to do. This was a bit of a conflict. The first time I sold a piece, which made me very happy, was at the Adolescents’ Salon (1965). I sold it to someone from the O Globo newspaper, the sponsor of the Salon. Since I didn’t know exactly how much to charge for it, I asked him to set a price. That sale was a way of replacing my material, at least. Since freedom has always been my basic principle, at the same time that I was glad to sell my works, I felt uneasy. I feared that the market would take control and start to direct my production. These doubts were mere suppositions at the time, because I would hardly sell anything.

My professional life started after my first solo show, organized and curated by Diógenes Paixão, at the Goeldi Gallery (Rio de Janeiro, 1967), situated at General Osório Square. The fact that I sold nearly half of my works gave me an idea of the market. I ended up establishing a professional relationship after the exhibitions at Petite Galerie, with Franco Terranova, and finally with Raquel Arnaud, in São Paulo. At the moment, I’ve been selling my works and investing the profit in art. I will carry on with the same freedom and the same work process. I don’t create for the market, but basically for myself. If the market wants my work, that’s great! I don’t know exactly how to differentiate the work from the artist.

It would be wonderful if the market were more stable. I think that artists of my generation could be in better conditions and maybe producing more. But there is still a colonialist view, as if Brazil had to prove that it has creative talents. There is great struggle and Brazilian art is always in search of self-assurance. There is always an attempt to associate any work that is made here with a foreign artist. The bad thing is that some idiots in Brazil adopt this attitude too. As we are in the Third World, there is still this type of colonialism. But, thank God, this is becoming a thing of the past. There is a different view of Brazilian art in foreign countries now.

Do you have any frustration for something that you haven’t accomplished?

It is not exactly a frustration, but there is a work, called Deserto (Desert), that I still haven’t been able to carry out. It was conceived about four years ago. It emerged from a dramatic experience I had in the Brazilian hot sands, where I was mugged and shot twice. At that time I didn’t have the support necessary to carry out the project. 

For me, the desert has political and aesthetic connotation, of void, of fullness, of memory; it has blood and water. The work is based on the poetic idea that a grain of sand might contain tremendous amount of stored information, ancestral memories. It is a plan, an installation in progress. It takes place everyday. A desert keeps refeeding itself, being photographed and recorded, and is constantly growing. 

You belong to a generation that believed in the power of art to transform the structure of the world. Where does art belong? Does it still hold the same connotation of transformation?

There is a theory which says that art doesn’t belong anywhere. I think that art can be anywhere. It is one the most privileged of human expressions, as it offers the possibility of creation of real and human values which are free from restrictions, control or a system. Art doesn’t belong anywhere. It also is a place. Art is energy which feeds the spirit and, as long as it has this effect, it will be around. As Mário Pedrosa would say, it aims at taking people out of the mass media context. Ezra Pound said: “a nation which underrates its artists loses its identity, loses its expression.” Art is a fundamental place.

Although you have lived in Brazil ever since you were a child, your education must have been based in the Portuguese culture. In what aspects, the fact that you are Portuguese influences your mind and artistic trajectory? 

It is a dispute, a love affair and a separation. I came to Brazil at the age of five. I remember the Portuguese land and I’ve brought a poetic inside. It is affection, because my parents are Portuguese. I’ve been certainly influenced by Portugal, but I am Brazilian. My cultural and aesthetic backgrounds were acquired in Brazil, and my whole work has been conceived here, including my best pieces: my two children, Beatriz and Mário.

