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In 1984, the year the Almada Festival began, Vasco Araújo was 11 years old. He could 
not (nor could we) imagine that, twenty-five years later, it would fall to him to create the 
poster for the Festival’s twenty-fifth edition. 

It was André Gomes who suggested him as poster artist for the present edition, 
a proposal that was enthusiastically received. Vasco Araújo (who generously accepted 
our invitation at once) symbolises the richest and rarest achievement in the Almada 
Festival’s eventful, complex history: to turn each new arrival into a new departure point. 

Our annual tradition of inviting a renowned visual artist to create the Festival 
poster began with Rogério Ribeiro, whose masterful contribution would naturally 
henceforth act as a gauge for the level of demand, quality and modernity of the follow
ing posters. The poster we are proud to display in the 2009 Festival does not imply 
the end of a cycle (yet, all things considered, twenty-five years are still a quarter of a 
century, a magical number in life’s accountancy…), being rather the continuation of 
an until now ininterrupted interventive approach, that has characterised both the 
Festival’s evolution and its path towards modernity, inspired by a constant willingness 
to welcome new realities. 

Vasco Araújo, an artist represented in some of the most important international 
institutions, is a multimodal personality, whose work expresses itself more in terms of 
mind-set than of the media employed. In spite of having trained as a sculptor, his art 
manifests itself in photography and video, performances and installations. The poster 
he designed for the Festival, with its stylised composition, brings us directly to the 
world of theatre and acting. Its depurated language and frustrated geometry convey 
the drama, the combination of hope and anguish, the feeling of suspension found in 
Beckett’s plays. 

The old, traditional barriers separating artistic genres are exploded in creations 
such as this one, in which photography, theatre, lighting, architecture and poetry 
mingle together. 

In those perplexed, anxious times we are living in, Vasco Araújo’s poster is a 
unique illustration of the manifold dimensions the Festival, by means of the creative 
contributions it displays, offers to the visitors’ consideration and enjoyment. 

Joaquim Benite
Director of Almada Festival
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As in previous years, Casa da Cerca takes part in the Almada Festival, this time by 
presenting an exhibition by Vasco Araújo, the artist who was invited to create the poster 
for the 2009 edition of the Festival. 

The presentation consists of two pieces: Happy Days (installation, 2006), at the 
Patio Gallery, and Eco (video, 2008), at the Chapel. When compared with previous 
works, they both display a sense of formal depuration, with a subtle near-deletion of 
other interferences, as if focusing on the essentials of their plastic, scenic and reflective 
value, with the voice (or its absence) as a thread running throughout the versatile 
artistic career of their author. 

Happy Days is the title of Vasco Araújo’s installation, which consists of eleven 
photographs. Written on the glass are excerpts from Happy Days, a play written by 
Samuel Beckett (to whom the 2006 Almada Festival was dedicated) in 1960, which was 
performed and published the following year in New York. 

Winnie (the wife) and Willie (the husband) are the characters of this story, which 
grows around a long monologue by Winnie. As she sinks into the ground, fragments of 
memory nonetheless go on feeding her present life, in a permanent need for confirma-
tion of her past existence. Confirmation of these experiences is asked from her only 
listener, Willie, the link between these two stages of life. 

Part of the Theatre of the Absurd tradition, this play probes the essence of huma-
nity. Since neither Winnie nor Willie are directly associated to a specific space or time, 
they have the immense possibility of becoming both everyone and nobody, being inves-
ted with a symbolism that is a metaphor of the human condition, where routine rules 
action, where emptiness takes the place of hope, where out of waiting nothing comes. 

(Pause.)

Within this context, what relationship develops between Samuel Beckett’s play and 
Vasco Araújo’s eleven photographs? First of all, it is tempting to define an ontological 
connection. Ontology, indeed, is a major concern in Araújo’s oeuvre, which almost 
continuously deals with such subjects as memory, the pertinence of being and making, 
identity and gender, voice, the contingency of the superfluous and the converging 
mobilisation of the senses. 

The text of the images and the text of the play also interact. Hence the indispen-
sability of the spectator, who looks, reads, or listens in order to create his/her own 
synthesis. Or, in other words: the only elements that Vasco Araújo copies out of the 
play’s text and onto the glass that covers the photographs are the stage directions. 
Thus the possibility of dialogue is suppressed, with movement prevailing instead. The 
text takes on the form of the absent body. Action is imagined between the parentheses 
and handwritten lines. What is left is the body of the word. Silence is questioned, along 
with the importance of speech, since writing ‘gives physical form to revelation, but it 
cuts the human links and replaces them by a universe of signs. To reactivate the reve-
lation a speaking presence is required.’1

Another possible relationship between the play and the photographs inscribes 
itself on the space represented in the pictures. This is a space of absence, on which the 
written word is superimposed. Just as in Beckett’s play, this is an unidentified space, 
of unknown geography. The mounting of certain pictures into diptychs and triptychs 

(Pause.) 
(Eyes front. Pause.)

Ana Isabel Ribeiro – Directora of Casa da Cerca
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Vasco Araújo uses this text, dominated by the abovementioned issues, to ex-
plore again, now by means of the voice, the weavings of human existence. Life is the 
work’s subject, expressing itself in all its conflicts and confrontations, as Eros and 
Thanatos struggle with each other, in accordance with the irreconcilable logic of their 
extremes, incarnating themselves in the characters that face each other in a circle, 
which ensures the parity of all participants, as was the case of the Knights of the 
Round Table. 

But, as in Happy Days, this is more of a monologue than a dialogue. More parti-
cularly, an interior monologue, since the six characters, picked out by exact lighting out 
of a black background, all talk with the same voice, irrespective of their age, gender 
and even their identity. This fact, which at first comes across as disconcerting and 
awkward, gathers pertinence as the approximate 12 minutes of the projection run on: 
only at the end does the echo that gives the piece its title become intelligible. All con-
jectures, all fears, all uncertainties here stem from a single I, from the varied viewpoints 
of a single I. Mirror, reflection, disintegration of the I, or the I as a fragmented individual. 
The echo goes beyond its meaning as sound to incarnate in a single body. It does not 
reproduce, nor resound. It simply prolongs doubt – ‘maybe!’

Though based on a literary text, this discourse is nonetheless appropriated by 
Vasco Araújo as a way of reasoning about himself that gives voice to his inner voices, 
in a pacifying near-exorcism that, as it ends, contains already in itself a new starting-
point. According to the artist, ‘to work on these distinctions implies evaluating the signs 
of identity, of the process of representing, constructing and changing what is and what 
seems’. Thus made public, this echo includes now, too, the tensions of the spectator, 
who hears, reflects and recognises her/himself in this spectral analysis of him/herself 
and her/his others. 

Love and death are frequently convoked into Vasco Araújo’s visual expression, 
as part of broader reflections on the human. Happy Days and Eco are thus parts of a 
larger inquiry, whose answer will apparently never be found, as the author himself 
seems aware. Nonetheless, he persists in his search for an identity genesis, for a place 
on which to found and legitimise (his) being and (his) making, through photography, 
installation and video. ‘Public’ and ‘private’ are consequently tendential and tangible 
realms which he couches in social and cultural terms, all the while not refraining him-
self, once in a while, from an ironic approach to them. Maybe that is the purpose of a 
(transparent) search for himself, as the individual founder of one of the most pertinent 
and sustained (young) careers in Portuguese contemporary art. 

(She claps hands.) (Long pause.) CURTAIN

Notes
1	 CHEVALIER, Jean; GHEERBRANT, Alain – Dictionary of Symbols (transl. John Buchanan-Brown). 
London: Penguin Books, 1996, p. 1135.
2	 ‘Shade and light are contraries: the light abolishes darkness and the shade suppresses light. Yet 
neither can do without the other: visibility is born out of the literal hand-to-hand combat of light and 
shade.’ REVOL, Bertrand – ‘L’image est ses ombres’, in GAGNEBIN, Murielle (ed.) – L’ombre de l’image: 
de la falsification à l’infigurable. Seyssel: Éditions Champ Vallon, 2002, p. 44.
3	 STOICHITA, Victor I. – The Self-Aware Image: An Insight into Early Meta-Painting. Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1996, p. 44.
4	 Acted by: André Gomes, André E. Teodósio, Cláudia Jardim, Diogo Bento, Gustavo Boldt and Pedro Penim.

around (false) central axes creates an illusion of symmetry, generating an improbable 
spatiality. Thus, they become similar to a mirror that, like all mirrors, does not give 
back the image that projected itself into it. 

(Pause. He looks up.)

Light and shade configure the place, stimulating its thus made apparent static quality. 
Invading its quietness, they enhance absence, structuring and organising the image. 
However, ‘Ombre et lumière sont des contraires: la lumière abolit les ténèbres et 
l’ombre supprime la lumière. Mais l’une ne peut aller sans l’autre: la visibilité naît du 
corps à corps, au sens le plus littéral, de l’ombre et de la lumière.’2. In this sense, an 
illusory flexibility of space is generated, with light and shade indicating new spaces. 

While the doors are visible, controlling the entry of light and the volume of the 
shade, the windows are only perceived by means of the light shafts that cross the 
picture plane. They act, consequently, as a focus for the internal receptivity of the place 
as an opening to the outside. 

Taking into consideration the referent of Beckett’s play, the symbolic value of the 
door, which plays different roles in the final construction of the image, gains greater 
pertinence, inseparable, however, from the equally symbolic attributes of the window. 
In other words: ‘Doors and windows are tenuously linked constructive realities. Their 
value as the matrix of an image, though, acts in a very different way. The ‘window’ 
opens the interior up to the outside. It is the outside that we look through the window. 
The ‘door’ does not belong to the visual. We come and go through the door. We look 
through the window.’3

But what we get in Vasco Araújo’s images are sightless views. We do not look 
through. We only have the possibility of passing through. The corridor, and the succes-
sive lateral doors, can then be a metaphor of the path. Towards where? (Pause.). But is 
it necessary to go towards anything? (Pause.). Perhaps, because the floor is marked by 
use, by footsteps now gone. It has a memory, an existence that pre-dates its fixation in 
the picture, just like Winnie.

Yet, nothing, it seems, could happen in that unknown, unappealing place. A place 
that demands nothing more than to exist as a void, as a containing space. And it is via 
the absurd that, as in Beckett’s play, this inhospitable scenery becomes an exiguous 
stage where nothing can be done but wait. For what? The decantation of pessimism 
and disenchantment? The asepsis of memory’s voluptuous search for other meanings 
and existences?

(Long pause.)

Eco is the title of the video shown at the Chapel. Its first presentation took place at 
the Jeu de Paume, in Paris (Oct. 2008 - Jan. 2009), as part of the ‘Satellite’ section of 
the 15th Photography Month, curated by María Inés Rodríguez.

Six characters sit around a table4, while engaging in a dialogue inspired by 
Cesare Pavese’s 1947 book, Dialogues with Leucò. The author of a body of work filled 
with reflections on loneliness, but also on family, sex, love, friendship, the lure of the 
unknown and (especially) death, Pavese commited suicide in Turin at the age of 41. 
On 27 August 1950, his body was found in an hotel room. A copy of Dialogues with 
Leucò was on the bedside table. 
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Alexandre Melo: Perhaps the best way to start a conversation about the work of an 
artist is to talk about the material. In your case, the material is pretty original. Your 
work consists of texts, objects and characters that aren’t that common in the world of 
contemporary art. Where is your starting point for each piece? How do you go about 
your research? What material do you start off with in terms of production that will 
characterize the piece as one your own?

Vasco Araújo: The material always comes from my experience, either 
from the things I have lived through or that I am still living through, or 
else from situations in the present which suddenly occur. Very often they 
come about during conversations or by meeting people. The characters 
that you mention are generally people I had contact with at some point 
or people I’ve come across. They suggest stories, narratives, to me or I 
associate certain stories or narratives with them, and from that, they turn 
into characters. In the case of the sculptures or objects, there is also an 
experience, the existence that I established with the objects. They are 
always associated with certain social’ or even socio-political situations. 
By taking control of them, I end up contrasting them with other situations 
or experiences and in this sense they become original. All the material 
comes about in this way, from my life and experience. Of course, they 
evoke certain memories in me, that lead to situations like the opera, or 
even social situations of interpersonal-relationships.

A.M.: In terms of the material itself there are things which are very rare as references 
in contemporary art, especially in the way you use them. In the first place, as far as the 
texts are concerned, there is a clear predominance of classical work. Also, there is a 
whole series of very strong references to opera and the history of theater. Lastly, in terms 
of the objects, in the area of aesthetic objects, there is also a relationship that could be 
characterized as privileged, with objects from lesser arts. Why do you choose such 
references? Why the classics? And how do such strong references combine together, 
in a way that could even end up being paradoxical, if you say that all your work relates 
to personal experience?

V.A.: The answer is a little more complicated than the question... Perhaps 
–  and this relates to memory – I have always been fascinated by objects 
and situations in which there is an implicit sense of grandeur or luxury. A 
kind of glamour that is not exactly glamour, because what is fundamental 
for me is the environment that creates these situations, it is what isn’t seen. 
Of course, they are very specific environments, ones that produce the grea-
test splendor, in a way, in opera. I use these situations, these objects, and I 
recreate them, I reinsert them in contemporary art, shifting them from their 
normal state to another. A lot of the things with which I work are banal situa
tions in the sense that in opera the narratives are also banal, but the way 
we look at them today makes us interpret them in a different way. The fact 
that I changed these objects and transferred them to new situations from 
today and from contemporary art, makes us think and recall all these situa-
tions but within a new context. On the other hand, they can never be denied 
or doubted, because they are dealing with classical objects. No one can point 
the finger and say, Ah, no, it isn’t really exactly like that, or not like that...

SUPER- 
PERFORMANCE
OR A TALK 
WITH VASCO 
ARAÚJO

Alexandre Melo
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is heard at first without being seeing, so that it is initially associated 
with a female voice. Suddenly we see a man. What does that make us 
think? And what is it that this voice makes the public construct? What is 
the public going to build from this? It is an open field, it’s whatever we 
make of it. In Eco, my voice is used to dub six characters, turning them 
into a single character, which leads us to question who we are, who am I, 
‘Do you know who I am?’ 

A.M.: This use of voice, as you’ve just said, often gives way to a proliferation of voices. 
In other words, we enter into a system of such contradictory characteristics that you 
could point to the voice that on the one hand is personal and unique but at the same 
time, something abstract. It is always an indicator of presence, and yet it is a thing that 
doesn’t have a body, it is incorporeal. It’s real but it’s immaterial, it creates a series of 
contradictions that subsequently open up a vast field for articulating with other things. 
I think that one of the ways that the voice is used by you is trough this proliferation, as 
if the presentation of a unified subject was an impossibility. As if it was impossible to 
demonstrate an identity that was absolutely stabilized and unique, univocal. How do 
you work with the proliferation of voices? How is this work done with the voice or about 
the voice? How is the work articulated in other cases with the text? With what we refer 
to as the voice we can talk about proliferation, or multiplication. In terms of the text, 
there is a sense of montage, or collage, which is also highlighted in your work.

V.A.: The work on the voice is like finding a character for a film: it’s the 
same thing. Before beginning a piece, sometimes even before I am going 
to film it, I already know what voice I want. So, I search for it. The voice 
has to be in accordance with the idea as an whole or everything that I want 
the work to have. In O Jardim I wanted to use voices of black people living 
in Portugal, born in Portugal, who had certain African accent. In Hipólito 
the man wasn’t Greek but Portuguese, but spoke Greek. He needed to 
have a high-pitched voice because in a sense he was reciting a text of a 
young Greek, Hippolytus. The voice needs to be equal to or suitable for 
what the text says. There is a kind of comprehension of what a voice 
needs to have in order to represent that role and perhaps this has some-
thing to do with my study of opera. The connection is between the text 
and the voice. It is not with the image. The image is another stage for me. 
There are two elements which need to relate to each other, and in my work, 
they are united, but work within two thresholds. In the case of Hamlet 
the text is recited in English but I also decided to maintain the subtitles. 
Because the written text forms part of the image and the spoken text 
forms part of the words and one superimposes on the other, so that people 
find themselves forced to read too, and to choose.

A.M.: The description of the way that you work with voice and text – or rather with voice 
or text – relates to a word that you tend to use: the word performance of the voice. 
You have already said that you have always felt attracted by special atmospheres and 
ambience that create special situations. I also think that performance is one of the 
generic principles that can be best used to approach your work as a whole. Sometimes 
performance is in its most literal sense, when there are pieces directly related to opera 

A.M.: Moving on now from the material to the processes you use, there is often, almost 
constantly, a duality or bi-polarity in your work. In other words, part of the work is done 
with the image, and part of it with sound, or soundtrack, and sometimes they coincide, 
and at other times they don’t. Even in the objects or in the sculptures ‘if we can call 
them that, there is text and object. What interests you about this confrontation, this 
bi-polarity? There’s a piece here about otherness, unequal rhythms within the same 
piece. What is it that interests you about these balances and imbalances in terms of 
the working process?

V.A.: I’m most interested in this bi-polarity. This fragmentation of things. 
It means that the public has to choose and pay attention to everything, 
like when everything is right, when the music follows the same timing as’ 
the words or the image, things are often lost. When things don’t coincide, 
people always pay a lot more attention because each thing has its own 
value like a horse race where we have to pay attention to each horse and 
not just to the race as a whole. That makes our vision encapsulate the 
whole much more. ‘In Recital which is probably the piece that is most in 
keeping with this process, I wanted to enhance the human figure and the 
gesture of the person there at the same time, the human voice of the text 
and the words themselves. There are three situations. For example, in the 
case of a normal recital, it would be very complicated for someone to pay 
attention to everything. Generally, they would pay attention to the music 
and not to the person, or else to the person and not to the music. Using 
fragmentation, we are forced to pay attention to everything because the 
different elements function at three different thresholds, as if three distinct 
lines existed. In this way, we manage to read the three thresholds of com-
prehension. I use this strategy or these tools to make the public conscious 
of all these situations. I underline everything and then they themselves 
unite the different elements. But it’s they who do it, not me.

A.M.: You have mentioned one of the points that is fundamental in your work: the use 
of voice. Why do you choose to use the voice? Or rather, why do you make the voice the 
main player, with a central role in your work?

V.A.: The voice emerges, of course, because I sing myself, which has made 
me particularly sensitive to other people’s voices. The second question is 
to have also understood that the voice is our identity. It is the primary point 
of identity for all of us, or rather the ultimate. We can change everything 
or almost everything, except our voice. The voice is impossible to change 
but it can also be many things. It is what we love to be, it is something 
else, and something else, something else... During the course of my work, 
in which questions of identity or gender are sometimes raised, and which 
is closely linked to opera, I always thought that the voice could be used 
as a strategy or even as a mechanism for the construction of concepts in 
order to raise the various questions that surround identity itself. What 
could a voice say? What is a voice? In the case of Recital it is me dressed 
as a man singing. My voice isn’t heard, just the voice of a woman reciting 
a text. What does the collation of that image with that voice provoke? And 
the silence? Or in the case Far de Donna, a boy with a countertenor’s voice 
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Now I’d like to ask you, if art is ‘as you said’ is a kind of super-performance, how can 
you anchor it in your own subjectivity? How do you relate the presentation of your work 
as a super-performance with its final legitimization in the uniqueness of an experience 
that’s strictly personal?

V.A.: In fact the process is based on my memory and its performance.  
I create a super-performance of this memory and I only notice that this 
memory is valid when I read a classical text or when I see an opera... 
This memory ‘logically because it is so particular and so unique, mine, 
and being mine ‘ is not universal, it isn’t valid for anyone else, or perhaps 
it will be valid for 100 other people... and I only realize that it is valid when 
it can be crossed with other questions and references...

A.M.: So, memory, in terms of a purely subjective pertinence, does not exist, and can 
only exist, as with everything else, by being performed.

V.A.: Memory has to be performed, but it can only be performed if it has 
real foundation. Because I have thousands of memories, we have thousands 
of experiences, every day we are all living thirty thousand things... Now 
they are mine, which turns them into something self-referential and that 
weighs down on me... Enough self-portraits! I’ve done so many of them!... 
In those self-portraits that I did, I had this memory or that experience but 
I had to set them down. For example, in the first piece I did, Diva, a Por-
trait, I had a series of photographs of divas. It was one woman dressed as 
various operatic characters and I copied those portraits, the poses from a 
book of portraits of Maria Callas. As such, I had this experience of disgui-
sing myself, of dressing up. I knew those gestures, I knew all the gestuali-
ty and I had the experience of embodying those characters. All my work 
has something to do with this; the actual memory of opera itself has 
something to do with this...

A.M.: The work of performing memory, if we are referring to an individual memory, by 
implication will also be very specifically about identity. Identity ceases to be a revelation. 
It isn’t about revelation, or manifestation or, as you say in an interview, about assuming 
an identity, but of constructing possibilities of identities that may not even be univocal. 
On the contrary, they might even be so fragmented that, as in many of your pieces, you 
cannot tell who’s speaking, or with whom you identify, or with whom those of us listen
ing identify. This type of relationship that you have just characterized is peculiar or 
even a little paradoxical or perverse, between individual memory and performance, 
with classical references or archetypes. How do we position ourselves on the one side, 
in terms of identity, of expression of identity or construction of identity, and on the other 
side, also in terms of the idea of identity proposed to the public?

V.A.: Each one of us can be more than one person. We can construct dozens 
of identities within ourselves and from there we can present an infinite 
variety of situations. Yet again, it’s the classics that demonstrate this. I 
mean, if we read a classical tragedy, we have a series of identity arche-
types from the characters. We I are watching or reading and we identify 
with one, but afterwards we can go on to identify with others. Our oscilla-
tion between these characters – finding ourselves on the side of one and 

or theater, in which there is a space or an evocation of theatrical space; sometimes  
in other seemingly colder pieces, but where there is also a kind of performance in a 
system of articulation between the different elements. What are the different forms 
that you have to work with using the idea of performance?

V.A.: My work is a performance. It’s a staged from beginning to end, in 
other words, I can only think about my work by performing it in my head, 
performing myself. And because of that, at the beginning, for example, 
there came the need for me to appear in so much of my work: I knew how 
to control myself, and therefore knew very well how to perform myself. 
Making everyone else perform was something that I also had to learn. 
And this question of performance also proceeds from another situation, 
the fact that I believe that all reality is actually performed: this reality is 
performed, but there is another there are many, many others... As such we 
are constantly staging what we do, constantly performing, we are here now 
and we are performing something; after this, we will go out onto the street 
and we will perform something else. I feel as if all these performances 
make my work a performance times 1000, an exacerbation of a performance.

A.M.: If I have understood correct, if we consider that all reality, everything we live are 
performances, art can only be a kind of super-performance. A super-performance through 
which we are able to get away from, to distance ourselves, or elevate ourselves, with or 
without any moral valuation depending on your criteria, from the other performances 
in which we participate during the course of our daily lives.

V.A.: I believe that art is in fact a grand performance. And precisely be-
cause of that we are able to take up a critical position and understand 
that ‘Ah yes, of course, in fact... this... or the other reality... or the other 
performance... is like this’. It is because of this that art interrogates us. 
The only problem is that art is so exaggerated that we realize that it is 
art. And that it is only art and there is nothing more to it than that, that 
art is not reality. Art is a performance on a stage. Or it’s a dislocation of 
the performance.

A.M.: Another more radical formulation would be to say that there is no reality.
V.A.: Absolutely. It’s better. I prefer it that way.

A.M.: So it’s simply about living or creating the possibility to live in better scenarios 
than the ones we are familiar with.

V.A.: I love to read plays and as I read them I imagine the characters and 
later when I go out or when I meet up with people, I sometimes see these 
characters. I find them not because of what they say or what they do, but 
because of their voice or the image that they project.

AM: This type of special attention, the type of attention particular to a certain working 
process that leads artists to produce works of art, is a kind of search for performances, 
understood as possibilities for interaction that are better than those that are made avai-
lable to us. Better characters can be created, better texts can be used than those avai-
lable in our everyday lives.
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agents. In the case of Far de Donna I had never done a piece in which people 
left the room crying or had an enormous desire to meet the characters or 
involve themselves with it all. The whole construction, the silence of the 
mother, the girl singing, all this experience evokes in the public a state of 
ecstasy that gets them hooked because at the end of the day we want to 
live in constant ecstasy.

A.M.: Now, I would like to discuss certain characters who, over time, have come to 
appear as the central figures in your enactments. First of all, there is the mother, the 
diva, the woman… 

V.A.: All of them have always been around me, my own mother and all the 
other mothers I have observed over time. In a certain way, the mothers, 
the divas, the lovers, the ones betrayed, reveal other characters. They are 
the main agents that make other characters materialize before us. This 
disclosing of characters makes the enactment, the reality, or whatever 
you wish, a lot richer, and most particularly generates an endless diversity 
of narratives that we use to activate a variety of questionings. There is 
here a fascination for women and for a kind of hypersensitivity in female 
characters, maybe due to the history of classics. From Helen of Troy to 
Maria Callas, we have a long line of women who died tragically, for love… 
There is a heightening of that reality, or enactment, that sets us questioning, 
that sets us wavering. 

 
A.M.: Another figure featured in your work, though not so prominently, is the figure of 
the stranger or foreigner, rather than the outcast. He appears in O Jardim and The Girl of 
the Golden West, and even in other pieces there is a kind of estrangement, as in Hamlet…

V.A.: In Dilema, we have three characters that seem to be talking among 
themselves, but that is not really the case. They could also be talking to 
the audience, but all of them are strangers. It’s a room full of them, sixty-
four photographs of three characters striking poses with their fans, trying 
to communicate. There is an enormous strangeness, a kind of portrait 
gallery in which there are attempts at communication but no response. 
It is a kind of self-awareness, a kind of ‘I am here’. 

A.M.: In Hipólito, we have two characters who share a stage but are unable to commu-
nicate, that is to say, unable to make a scene… 

V.A.: And they are strange: you don’t understand where they come from 
or where they are going. It is this estrangement, a little like chance, even 
though there is no chance here; nothing is explained and hence every
thing is left open. This openness, this space, allows us to imagine and 
that is the best of all. 

A.M.: This gallery of main characters leads me to ask you a question about a character 
that does not exist here: the hero. What happened to heroes? 

V.A.: The hero is all of them, but I always kill them. Before. The greatest 
hero, perhaps, of all my pieces can be found in Duettino, the duet with 
Don Giovanni, but he dies in the end. It is the only piece to feature a hero, 

then the other, and later with another – it all builds us up and keeps on 
building. We build ourselves up, of course, in terms of character, ethics, 
morality but what is character, ethics, morality? It is our identity; it is 
whatever takes to the end. And from there the question of the classics... 
We don’t question ourselves. As the word itself indicates, they are classics 
and they give us, exactly what we need to construct ourselves and our 
identity. I did a piece, The Girl of the Golden West that seems to have nothing 
to do with these questions of identity But it does. The piece is called The 
Girl of the Golden West and presents a black woman and we are never 
sure whether she is the girl of the title or not. Later we realize that she 
isn’t, although suddenly, again, she could be. Through that she is through 
this completely simplistic story. The use of classical texts and these ques-
tions surrounding the construction of identity can be seen in the way that 
she constructs ourselves. In a different way, in the Happy Days installa-
tion, the absence of figures on the photographs, combined with the text 
– the stage directions, written on the glass panes, of Samuel Beckett’s 
play ‘Happy Days’ – suggests to us the search for a personal identity 
which necessitates experiencing the emptiness, the despair of solitude. 

A.M.: Now, there is more generic question that one could ask in relation to some of the 
pieces about the relationship between performance and perversion, or if you like, the 
relationship between performance and frustration, or performance and loss. Performance 
is always an indicator of a deficit in reality or a deficit of the reality. I mean, to what 
extent is performance an illusion or a super-illusion. The question: is if reality doesn’t 
exist, if there is only performance, wouldn’t it be true that performance passes onto 
another plane and since it can no longer be the staging of a reality, it becomes the 
staging of a desire?

V.A.: Nothing can be understood without suffering it, without having felt 
it in your skin. That’s why opera is something that can be experienced, 
because it is so exacerbating, it can bring us to tears. Cinema also pro-
vokes these situations. Very few things can evoke such feelings. Art at 
times can also evoke these emotions. But above all there is voice with 
text and image, those three things. Opera is this. The fact that we have 
this experience means that the performance provokes a desire. Because 
the fact that we experience agony or great joy, those shivers down the 
spine that people talk about, is a kind of orgasm, the small orgasm that 
art or opera or whatever gives us. We always want more. In a way, this 
loss, this frustration, this perversity generates my tentative attempt to 
provoke these shivers down the spine, or to corrupt people in these situa-
tions, to put them in a situation so uncomfortable that they want to see it 
again to the point that they would like to take it home and look at it alone.

A.M.: How do you organize this coincidence between desire, performance, pleasure, 
frustration?

V.A.: I stage the loss or frustration that leads to the desires of others. From 
there, they will create a new performance or could come to the point of 
experiencing this performance, living it and participating in it as active 
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but that hero… The only hero is the one in O Jardim, but that is a different 
kind of hero, who has nothing to do with that hero of whom you are speak
ing. Then, there is Recital, with all those songs by heroes far from their 
beloved ones. Five arias for male characters, all played and sung by mezzo-
soprano women; in other words, that hero of whom you were speaking is 
a desperate man, a lover bereft of the woman he loves. 

A.M.: Here is a super-enactment strategy that finds it difficult to produce a hero… 
V.A.: Because he has no place there. I think there are no heroes, because 
that is a false reality. The hero is a false reality, because he wants to die. 
Now, no enactment with the hero dying in the end would be enjoyable. 
It’s the other characters who make the hero. For instance, in an opera, 
especially in the Romantic style, we have the hero, who is the tenor, who 
generally sings the higher notes and the prettier arias, or the soprano, the 
heroine, the diva. But all this needs a foundation. That foundation consists 
of bassos, mezzo-sopranos, contraltos and baritones; without that foun-
dation there is no opera, no room for the others’ flourishes, no hero. And 
which characters are played by these bassos and contraltos? Usually, the 
baritone is the villain, the hero’s foe, the basso is the priest, or morality, 
more exactly, the contralto usually plays the mother. Consequently, all 
these characters are indispensable to the construction of the hero, who 
on top of all that always dies, or is imprisoned (…) there is always some 
fatality and it’s the others who are left. It’s as if we had to accord the 
greatest importance to all these others in order to believe that the other 
still exists, while at the same time having to rely on somebody else left 
behind to tell the story; all things considered, the real hero is one such 
character.
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