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“I don’t think I would have been able to do
what I did without the memory of my life, or
without the memory of the history of art, so
far as that is concerned... In reality, I see my
work as an accumulation of different information. It has always been that way. What
I do today is part of what I did yesterday,
what I did 20 years ago and what I’ll do again
tomorrow.”1
“There are no facts, only interpretations.”2
Bringing together a significant set of works that
marked his career and whose selection is the fruit
of a close collaboration between the artist and
the exhibition curator Catherine David, Abstracto,
Branco, Tóxico e Volátil (also the title of one of his
works from 1997) is the first major exhibition of
Julião Sarmento since his death.
This was a project which Sarmento fought to
realise with extraordinary commitment, with the
exhibition layout and the arrangement of the
works in the rooms finalised a mere two months
prior to his passing. For Julião, the installation of
his works in space was an integral part of what he
exhibited, since he considered the relationship
established between the work, the space that
surrounds it, and the spectator to be of vital
importance.

Abstracto, Branco, Tóxico e Volátil is an exhibition
in which Julião feels very present and in which
we are moved not only by the sensuality of his
textures and the complexity of his compositions,
but also by the enormous plastic and theoretical
sophistication of these enigmatic, delicate,
perverse images.
His works present no conclusions, theses, or
hypotheses. They do not ask questions nor give
answers; rather, they propose that we enter into
their game between concealment and revelation,
and that we construct our own stories.
***

Julião Sarmento was born in Lisbon on 4 May
1948. He attended the Architecture and Painting
courses at ESBAL (Lisbon’s School of Fine Arts)
between 1967 and 1974. He was one of the
most internationally recognised Portuguese
artists, having developed an artistic career that
was immensely coherent, rich, and intense.
Constantly renewing himself and closely connected with the artistic practices of his day, from
post-pop to the present, he employed a diverse
range of methods and techniques, including photography, painting, collage, drawing, sculpture,
performance, and film, to establish a concise
vocabulary of ambiguous images.
The artist was strongly influenced by the culture
of English-speaking countries and the themes
and images of literature and film, which frequently appear in his works in the form of quotes
and montages. His work has a performative and
theatrical dimension, which accumulates through
the constant evocation of timeless themes and
representations—such as women, sexuality,
transgression, memory, duality, home, the word—
which operate as structural axes of his work.
His career started during the 1970s, or more precisely in 1974, when he began to use photography
not as a means of representation but rather
to capture, enumerate, and enact situations,
to focus on the details. His paintings confront
fragments and images of glamour and violence
with the written word, which appears as a way
of searching for the ambivalence of things, as a
game of meanings between what is shown and
what is hidden. This fragmentary dimension that
Julião Sarmento explored throughout his career
became progressively simpler and more refined
during the 1980s and 1990s, when his painting
became more contained, more minimal.
It was during the 1980s that Julião Sarmento
made his name as a painter, in connection with
what was referred to as the “return to painting,”
which launched his international career and led
him to participate in the documenta exhibitions
in Kassel in 1982 and 1987. The period of his White
Paintings, dominated by graphite drawing on a
white background and in which the female figure
is represented with great restraint and subtlety,
coincides with his full national recognition as an
artist when he represented Portugal at the 46th
Venice Biennale in 1997. Equally relevant were
his collaborations with Atom Egoyan at the 48th

Venice Biennale in 2001, and with John Baldessari
and Lawrence Weiner on a film made in 2004.
His work has been the subject of countless
exhibitions at major national and international
institutions, and many historians and art critics
have taken an interest in and written about his
works, including Germano Celant, Alexandre
Melo, Nancy Spector, Delfim Sardo, Hubertus
Gabner, James Lingwood, Adrian Searle, and
Louise Neri.
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Estoril Yellow Plants, 2013
Polyvinyl acetate, pigment, water-based enamel, acrylic plaster, acrylic, graphite, and silkscreen print
on raw cotton canvas
197 x 222 x 6 cm
Col. Fundação de Serralves — Museu de Arte Contemporânea, Porto. Acquired in 2016
Photo: José Manuel Costa Alves

Viewing itinerary previously established by the artist.
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