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[Untitled] (2017)
Graphite on paper

29,7 x 21 cm
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[Untitled] (2017)
Colored pencil on paper

59,4 x 42 cm

For many years, this fading photograph has been 
sitting silently in my studio. It shows the view I 
saw from my home in Lobito, until I was circa 
four years old, before leaving—on August 6th, 
1975—to Lisbon, and never see it again. One 
evening, sat at that fence looking across the bay, 
my brothers and I saw, with great amazement, 
intermittent lights deep into the darkened 
horizon, the hinterland, there, where the Sun 
rose. My mother told us, with great quietude, 
that a feast with fireworks was being thrown. 
Only in my teens I started to estimate the extent 
of the event. The war had arrived, and those 
were artillery fire shoots. 
The photograph was taken by my father one year 
after we were gone. Everything seems silenced, 
as if only the vegetation was free to make its 
way. Just a few friends and him remained— 
measuring possibilities in hope for changes in the 
state of affairs—but not for long. 
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Forty decades later, on January 2017, after being 
invited to present my work in Belgium, central 
Africa resurfaced as an opportunity to separate 
that past from what it became in History.
Until then, I had been concerned with other 
matters, and, for a decade, mostly dedicated in 
developing a large group of red drawings which, 
at a first glance, could have been the proper color 
tone to address the occasion. But the call was 
different, as well as in a different threshold, more 
familiar, yet unknown. 
I decided to start the journey in Lampedusa, in 
search for a ‘transparency’—that is, a medium 
where I could approach with one color only 
all the complexity and density at play. The 
transparent waters of the Tyrrhenian Sea where 
I pass time each year, and those turquoise of 
the Mediterranean around Isola dei conigli—
which became news in 2013, due to the ongoing 
migrant tragedy—were at the base of my choice. 
Initially I felt I could sense there the missing 
link between present times and that Sub-Saharan 
Africa I lived on in my infancy. 
In the three weeks I spent at the ‘Door of 
Europe’, I made only a small drawing. It pictures 
a yacht lost in a flat sea, untouched by winds or 
any sense of orientation. 

Dead Calm (2017)
Colored pencil on paper

14,7 x 21 cm
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Two Painters in a Transit Camp 
(Luc Tuymans and Kerry James Marshall) (2017)

Colored pencil on paper
59,4 x 42 cm
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The Kiss (2018)
Graphite on paper

76,5 x 57,5 cm
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The Birth of Drawing (2017)
Colored pencil on paper

59,4 x 42 cm
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From Hand to Hand (2017)
Colored pencil on paper

15 x 14,7 cm

Mufumbiro Mountains at the National Museum 
(2017)

Colored pencil on paper
14,9 x 21 cm
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The Lighthouse (2017)
Colored pencil on paper

57,4 x 42 cm
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[Untitled] (2017)
Graphite on paper

29,7 x 21 cm
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Open Letter 
(young George Washington Williams

as Patrice Lumumba) (2017)
Colored pencil on paper 

59,4 x 42 cm
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9.40pm-9.43pm (2017)
Colored pencil on paper 

21 x 29,6 cm

The Big Wave Rider (2017)
Colored pencil on paper 

21 x 29,7 cm

“The riot coincided with the sudden and very brief 
appearance of an unusual quality of time, in 
which everything that happened, with extreme 
rapidity, seemed to take place forever.” [in 
Furio Jesi, Lettura del “Bateau ivre” di Rimbaud 
(Macerata: 1996), p. 24; translation mine]
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The Dream of the Ancestor (2017)
Colored pencil on paper

59,4 x 42 cm
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The Hurricane (2017)
Graphite on paper

29,7 x 21 cm
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In “Black Orpheus,” Jean-Paul 
Sartre’s seminal preface to the 
Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et 
malgache de langue française, edited by 
Leopold Sédar-Senghor, the spectre 
of justice rises as dark underground 
shadows call for the right to carve their 
dispossession in the collective memory. 
Sartre invokes the poetry of Orpheus 
and the figure of falling darkness to 
address the blackness, the exhausted 
color of diaspora, of colonization, of 
invisibility. He speaks of an element 
of discontinuity when addressing 
the double exile of past and present, 
for what Fred Moten denounces as 
‘fugitivity’: Or, in Moten’s words, 
“owning the underprivilege of being 
sentenced to this gift of constant 
escaping.”1 

A scene of obliteration requires first 
determination, the general process of 
classifying form by any given name. 
But formalization – the ultimate 
ground for civilizational narrative, or, 
in other words, history - is rehearsed 
in accounts of ethical statements that 

operate as a determining force.2 A 
radical encounter with memory is thus 
an encounter with the determinacy 
that has historically occluded the 
violence of expropriation, colonial 
domination as settlement and 
displacement and of property as 
enslavement. Dispossessed across 
past and present narrative tenses, 
the elapsed, the disremembered, the 
enslaved exist as objects of history and 
of a seemingly irreparable past. 

Memory operates beyond the 
historical canon. What unfolds into 
apprehension in this movement is 
the capacity for humans to feel the 
materiality of time beyond their own 
existence. Pedro A.H. Paixão conceives 
the past in a plane of experience, the 
past as narrative tense for that which 
remains open and overflows into 
present and future. Continuously 
emerging, the past, symbolic at all 
levels, has the potential to unearth 
erstwhile inequities solving  them, 
in memory form, in the collective 
consciousness.3 

Tabou or the (Im)possibility of Conclusion
by Sofia Lemos

Now the stars appear and the Night dreams
Leaning on that hill of clouds, dressed in its long, milky pagne.

The roofs of the huts shine tenderly. What are they saying
So secretly to the stars? Inside, the fire dies out

In the closeness of sour and sweet smells.
Léopold Sédar Senghor, Night in Sine (1998) [1990]
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1     Fred Moten, “Black Optimism/Black 
Operation”, lecture held at the University of 
Chicago (October 19, 2007). Online.

2     Denise Ferreira da Silva, “On Matter 
Beyond the Equation of Value”, in e-flux 
journal #79 (February, 2017). Online. 

3     Pedro A.H. Paixão, O Pensamento como 
Espaço de Criação: Estudos das Noções de 
«Disciplina», «Medium» e «Prática» na Relação 
entre a Filosofia e o Desenho [unpublished 
Ph.D. Dissertation] (Porto: Faculdade de 
Letras da Universidade do Porto, 2013),       
pp. 125-135. 

4     Jean-Paul Sartre, “Black Orpheus”, in 
Anthologie de la nouvelle poésie nègre et 
malgache de langue français (Paris: P.U.F., 
1948), p. 13.

5     Ibidem, p. 14. 

Patrice Lumumba, during the Belgo-Congolese 
Round Table Conference held in Brussels. 

Photographed by Harry Pot on January 26, 1960.
[Nationaal Archief Fotocollectie Anefo]

An incantatory space, Paixão’s 
drawings explore visual but also 
sensitive experiences rescuing 
their ignitable presence from mere 
chronicles. Figures appear against the 
modern background of portraiture, 
gazing at us, now viewers and voyeurs, 
as interlocutors between visual 
memory, remembrance and repair. At 
once sleeping and awake, the figures 
are rescued from the night terrors of 
dark eternity, where historical truth has 
been understood as self- luminous and 
brightness a deterrent against obscurity. 
These are the looks of the past in the 
future, the looks of the future in our 
present. 

As Sartre notes,

The white man has enjoyed the privilege of 
seeing without being seen; he was only a look – 
the light from his eyes drew each thing out of the 
shadow of its birth; the whiteness of his skin was 
another look, condensed light. The white man – 
white because he was man, white like daylight, 
white like truth, white like virtue – lighted up 
the creation like a torch and unveiled the secret 
white essence of beings. Today, these black men are 
looking at us, and our gaze comes back to our own 
eyes.4 

Paixão is known for his dedicated 
bright red drawings that, beyond all 
necessity and all possibility, have in the 
last two decades located the exigency 
of repair by returning, in remembrance 
and experience, to the strain. In Tabou, 
a new series of large format drawings, 
Open Letter (young George Washington 
Williams as Patrice Lumumba) [p. 19] 
and The Birth of Drawing as well as 
Two painters in a transit camp (Luc 
Tuymans and Kerry James Marshall)   

[p. 31] (all 2017) confronts the viewer 
and voyeur with the inextricable 
rhythm of interlocution: these gazes 
look back to the disjointed history 
of politics, the expropriation of self-
determinacy, the objectification of 
desire, the uncertainty of the canon, all 
in all they gaze at the impossibility of 
concluding the past. 

A smaller series of turquoise blue 
drawings point to a moment of the 
Pan-African revolution in its painful 
discovery of its own contradictions, 
tasks and real possibilities. Such is 
the The Big Wave Rider [p. 21] (2017) 
the capturing of Patrice Lumumba 
(1925-1961) in image after liberation 
that would become the sorrowful 
symbol for the legacy of a counter-
hegemonic movement that was 
alienated from its common loyalty. A 
new series of graphite drawings turn 
the subconscious into a force majeure 
as simultaneously destructive and 
constructive encounters with the canon 
of art history. 

Introduced in English, and later 
put into French by colonial agents, 
tabou, a derivative of the Togan word 
‘forbidden,’ is a unique sensitive patch 
of remembrance, of undoing the 
undone, of foregrounding memory 
as drawing and formalizing it as 
experience to the conscious mind. 
Departing from Sartre and Senghor’s 
poetry to rescue the silenced memories 
of the past, in Tabou, Paixãos’ drawings 
place under consideration “the cunning 
silence of Europe’s night...”5
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For centuries, drawing hasn’t 
been regarded as an art or an artistic 
discipline in its own right. Drawing 
was the foundation of all art: it was 
through its body that the arts found 
the world; it was in its line that 
the sensible found its intelligible 
foundation; it was in its movement 
that every artwork found the source of 
its making. Drawing was everywhere, 
in the body of every art, in painting as 
well as in sculpture, in architecture as 
well as in the minor arts, without being 
able to appear in its autonomy – as a 
hidden god, as a restless demon.

This transcendental nature was not 
only justified by an aesthetic basis. It 
had an anthropological foundation. 
“It may be,” wrote Paul Valery about 
Degas, “that drawing is the most 
haunting temptation of the mind. 
Should I even talk about the spirit? 
Things are watching us. The visible 
world is a perpetual excitement: 
everything awakens or nourishes the 
instinct to appropriate the shape or 
the model of the thing that the eye 

builds.” Drawing would be nothing 
more than an immanent obligation to 
live a sensible life. To be exposed to 
the world through the senses means to 
feel the temptation of reproducing the 
experience. Drawing would be nothing 
else than that effervescent bubbling 
which brings the experiment to be 
redoubled in its mimetic counterpart.

It is only today that drawing is 
freeing itself from the ancillary task 
of having to serve the other arts, 
to provide them with a structure, a 
meaning, a link to the world, and 
is now becoming an independent 
space of creation. The artistic work 
of Pedro A.H. Paixão is one of the 
most accomplished forms of drawing’s 
aesthetic emancipation, from the state 
of subjection in which it had been 
reduced. This liberation does not start 
from a denial of the past, but from 
a radicalization. If all art is rooted in 
drawing, it’s because we always must 
draw in order to see. Drawing is not a 
temptation, it is a physiological need. 
Because if drawing is what allows 

Being in Nuance
by Emanuele Coccia



40 41

To replace and flatten everything, 
does not mean making everything 
equal. It means, on the contrary, to 
allow the force that animates reality, 
and therefore sight, to manifest itself 
and to be in tune with reality.

The world that these drawings 
make visible seems close to the one 
that, according to the legends of 
the Mediterranean, Adam, the first 
among us, must have seen the first 
day. A world where all things seem 
inextricably mixed, where thousand-
year dreams are confused with clouds 
of emptiness, where beings share the 
same substance and the same color. 
It is, above all, a world where the 
distinction between right and wrong 
is much less clear than it must have 
appeared to the gods of morality. To 
have eaten the apple or to have left it 
on its branch is a question of nuance, 
of color intensity.

is always a drawing. Going back – 
returning to the earth and to the 
world that gave birth to humanity 
– can only be achieved through 
drawing, because this land itself is 
only a drawing from which we have 
lost the key, a scribble whose line we 
no longer follow and whose traits we 
no longer recognize. Drawing our 
own origins can only mean, then, 
trying to bring out the bubbling of 
that chromatic mass.

This exhibition brings together the 
works that allowed Paixão to bring out 
– and thus to see – Africa, of which 
he is one of the diasporic children. 
The lesson he draws out from it - the 
lesson we all draw from it - is more 
than astonishing. No judgment seems 
to come from it. No criticism. No 
jubilation in the face of a newfound 
origin. On the contrary, all recognition 
is literally impossible: if we must 
draw, it is because sight is always the 
opposite of recognition. This is why 
the choice of the monochrome is 
justified: in order to see, and to draw, 
it is necessary to replace and flatten 
everything, to deny the ontological 
differences or, more precisely, it is 
necessary to transform what seems 
to be an inequality in nuance, into a 
difference of color intensity. We then 
discover that reality is made of one 
and the same substance. That is why it 
can accommodate such contradictory 
and seemingly incompatible aspects: 
the toy for children can coincide with 
its erasure [p. 27], the face of the two 
painters to be confused with the fence 
[p. 31].

reality to reproduce itself, it does not 
come after the experience, it is, on the 
contrary, the immanent movement, the 
secret dynamism. We do not draw after 
having perceived the world, we draw 
the world in order to perceive it: the 
sensory organs are only internal organs 
of the corporal drawing. Drawing, 
for example in Denis Oppenheim’s 
famous 2-Stage Transfer Drawing, 
always coincides with the act of seeing, 
hearing, tasting. That is why, for 
Paixão, drawing will not and cannot be 
any longer mimetic: there is nothing 
more to imitate, to reproduce, because 
nothing else exists before drawing 
allows the real to become sensible. 
Conversely, seeing is not a passive 
activity, it is the active effort to ‘make 
sensible’ (sensifier) the world. And that 
is why for Paixão, drawing (that is, 
sight) is not and can no longer exist as 
a question of outline – line being the 
instrument of the abstraction of the 
sensible, the threshold that allowed the 
real to coincide with the intelligible. 
It is now more a question of doing the 
opposite, of making reality – always 
captured in cliché and prejudice 
– become a sensible fact. Drawing 
must bring out the world for the first 
time: because apart from drawing, 
the world only exists in the form of a 
series of words – stereotypes. On the 
paper sheet, reality does not have to 
purify itself: on the contrary, it has 
to take form. The subject of drawing 
is therefore the embryogenesis of the 
world.

If drawing is at the origin of any 
sensation, it is also because the origin 

Dennis Oppenheim, 2-Stage Transfer
Drawing. (Returning to a Past State) (1971)

Boise, Idaho. Dennis to Erik Oppenheim. 
«As I run a marker along Erik’s back, he attempts 

to duplicate the movement on the wall. My activity 
stimulates a kinetic response from his memory system. 

I am, therefore, drawing through him. Sensory 
retardation or disorientation makes up the discrepancy 

between the two drawings, and could be seen as elements 
that are activated during this procedure. Because 

Erik is my offspring, and we share similar biological 
ingredients, his back (as surface) can be seen as an 
immature version of my own....in a sense, I make 

contact with a past state.»

Courtesy Dennis Oppenheim Estate

Dennis Oppenheim, 2-Stage Transfer
Drawing. (Advancing to a Future State) (1971)

Boise, Idaho. Erik to Dennis Oppenheim 
«As Erik runs a marker along my back, I attempt 

to duplicate the movement on the wall. His activity 
stimulates a kinetic response from my sensory system. He 

is, therefore, drawing through me. Sensory retardation 
or disorientation makes up the discrepancy between the 

two drawings, and could be seen as elements that are 
activated during this procedure. Because Erik is my 

offspring, and we share similar biological ingredients, 
my back (as surface) can be seen as a mature version of 

his own...in a sense, he contacts a future state.»
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Paixão was born in 1971 in Lobito, Angola, where he lived until the breaking 
of the Civil War in 1975. He grew up in Lisbon, studying there painting and 
drawing at Ar.Co; studies that were further developed in Chicago, where he 
obtained a MFA in film and video from SAIC. He also studied philosophy, 
holding a PhD from FLUP, Porto, where he researched drawing as a ‘field’ 
where things become possible and shared. In 2006, Paixão created the 
editorial project Disciplina sem nome on paradigms of drawing, for the 
publisher Assírio & Alvim, and directs it today for Documenta | Sistema 
Solar, and Fundação Carmona e Costa, all in Lisbon. He wrote Desenho, 
A Transparência dos Signos (Lisboa: 2008), a study that restores an ancient 
theory of drawing, as well as problematizes the ones acepted in Western 
legacy – their history, concept, and use. His projects are regularly extended 
or accompanied by video, writing, audio pieces, objects or slide diaporamas. 
During 2007-17 he developed a large group of drawing using only a single 
tone of red. A first major comprehensive exhibition of his work will open at 
CIAJG in Guimarães, Portugal, in June 2018. 

 
Tabou or the (Im)possibility of Conclusion 
by Sofia Lemos

Lemos (1989) is a Portuguese curator and researcher, based in Porto and in 
Berlin. She works as Associate Curator at Galeria Municipal do Porto, and 
has recently held posts as Researcher at Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin, 
and as Public Program Coordinator at Contour Biennale of Moving Image 8, 
Mechelen. She is co-founder (with Alexandra Balona) of PROSPECTIONS 
for Art, Education and Knowledge Production, a roving assembly for visual and 
performing arts research.

 
Being in Nuance
by Emanuele Coccia

Coccia (1976) is an Italian philosopher, and Associate Professor at EHESS, 
based in Paris. He received his PhD in philosophy from the University of 
Florence, and was formerly an Assistant Professor of History of Philosophy 
in Freiburg. Among his publications (translated in various languages): La 
trasparenza delle immagini. Averroè e l’averroismo (Milano: 2005), A vida 
sensível (Florianopolis: 2010), Le bien dans les choses (Paris: 2013), and La vie des 
plantes (Paris: 2016). As a co-editor (with Giorgio Agamben) he published the 
anthology Angeli. Ebraismo Cristianesimo Islam (Milano: 2009).
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