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Dear voyeur,

If you’re expecting to find something literal in this exhibition, I must warn you you’ll be
disappointed. However if you expect to experience the enchantment felt for Peter Greenaway’s
movie The Draughtsman’s Contract, this will definitely be a tempting offer. While preparing this
show, the artists were given the challenge to create an artwork specifically for our space which
would relate in some way to the remarks made by Peter Greenaway on his film. I should point
out that the visual idea we worked for is not supposed to be a literal one, but a more intuitive
one taken from situations – cinematographic ones – suggested by the author. What is
discussed here is the value of science, morals, sexuality, religion, power, and finally, of the
human capacity to go against expectations. It’s a dangerous relationship1 which takes shape in
the artists’ witty look. In the film, the artist is provoked to produce artwork that shows his talent
and that gives his own version of the story which happens after the facts come to light.

In all of Peter Greenaway’s work, the duality life and death is represented by alternate death
scenes followed by births. The symbolism of numbers, ornithology, astrology, the author’s
themes and obsessions are constantly evoked. Numbers are mostly marks for time, deliveries,
narrative situations, deaths and timecodes2. Peter Greenaway’s films are an intellectual
challenge, full of intriguing puzzles that force the viewer to investigate, through clues and traces,
the science, history of art and philosophy. The body plays a central role in this game, working
as a key to understand the film: it occupies a crucial place in the visual glossary. To Peter
Greenaway, when the body is naked, it’s serene; when it is dressed, it’s heavy with guilt and
shame because clothes are the strongest cultural artefact.

The excess of body exposure leads to cannibalism, metaphorically in Greenaway’s The Pillow
Book and more literally in The Cook, the Thief, His Wife and Her Lover3, allusions to the
excessive morals of the Christian tradition, as suggested by the author. The capitalist
consumerism and Christianity have the same metaphorical synthetics of body consumption. To

1 Choderlos de Laclos, Les liaisons dangereuses, Editions Gallimard.

2 Timecodes are a sequence of numeric codes generated at regular intervals by a timing system which are
used in recorded media material.

3 Apart from short films, Peter Greenaway directed other films approaching the same themes, such as A
Zed and Two Noughts, 1986, 112 min, The Belly of an Architect, 1987, 105 min, Drowning by Numbers,
1988, 108 min, Prospero’s Books, 1991, 123 min, The Baby of Mâcon, 1993, 120 min.



the director, it survives all ages, all cultures and identities and represents a physical self where
everybody has a body, mutilated or not; all human beings use their exterior self to filter their
interior image. The interpretations vary, the rituals change, but the body stays immune. In Peter
Greenaway’s films, the body ignores fashion and it is neither young nor elegant. In fact, it can
be ugly at times. It escapes the stereotypes created by fashion and its interior and exterior, its
sickness and health, its deformation and transubstantiation are clearly emphasised in a
physiological encyclopaedia of the body.

Culture treated as consumables is also one of the most common metaphors. The director even
cannibalises it by introducing a revolutionary imaginary taken from renaissance, baroque and
mannerist paintings, to shock the viewer. Peter Greenaway paints more than he directs. As he
suggests, “I would like to find a way to introduce in cinema all the things that have a longer
historic tradition of western production of image. Concerning the eastern imaginary tradition we
should certainly analyse all the hundreds of millions or dozens of millions of images from the
last three thousand years. And we should use them in cinema with the same intensity we use
written text.”

But, dear voyeur, you are probably now wondering what the relationship between these artists
and the film is. I could say it is the drawing practice as a beginning and an end of the work.
However, it is not as simple as it looks and what I would really like to do is to establish a visual
contact between you and the artworks: let them speak for themselves and show their
connection, whether it’s clear or not. In the meanwhile I can point out the red string4 that goes
through the internal structure of this labyrinth – the fetishist character in Pedro Gomes and
Rachel Korman; the dichotomy between powers in Nuno Ramalho; the (contradictory)
statements in physics by Gonçalo Sena and Maria Laet; the transfigured nature in Sandra Cinto
and Rosana Ricalde; the culture as supreme power in Diogo Pimentão and Rui Horta Pereira –
which is the key to enter in this magical place called Art. Go for it!

Paulo Reis

Translated by Maria José Anjos

4 Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von, As Afinidades Electivas. Lisboa: Relógio d´Água Editores.


