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Displacements, impasses, exiles

1.
 Within the complex overlapping of hagiographic associations 
with Our Lady – which include titles, references to historical events, 
the sites of apparitions and shrines – the figure of Nossa Senhora do 
Desterro (Our Lady of Exile) holds particular interest.
 The name refers to an episode from the life of Christ’s mother 
(Matthew 2:13-23) – the flight of the Holy Family to Egypt, escaping 
the anger of King Herod – and makes her protector of travellers who 
are emigrants, refugees or exiles, in other words, all those who, for 
negative reasons, have had to abandon their place of origin.
 This Marian attribution, of which there are several variations 
(in Italy, for example, she is Madonna degli Emigrati – Our Lady of 
Emigrants), highlights the western perception that the loss of one’s 
place of belonging is a multiple violence, simultaneously political, 
economic, social and relating to identity.
 In Portugal, the figure of Nossa Senhora do Desterro is linked 
to a very specific place – located in Lisbon, between the district of 
Anjos and Largo do Martim Moniz – historically one of the most 
cosmopolitan parts of the city and a place where various migrant 
communities coincide, in particular those who arrived from Africa 
following Portuguese de-colonisation, to where they had migrated 
coming originally from China or India (mostly from Mozambique), 
and more recent communities from places as diverse as Pakistan or 
Ukraine.
 At the same time, with the processes of gentrification and 
property speculation of which it is target, this zone has suffered 
new forms of colonisation, this time by means of a process of the 
uncontrolled appropriation of residential property that pushes 
previous residents to the peripheries.
 The population shifts that began in the past and have 
continued through the current regeneration phase make the area of 
Desterro, and a large part of the city’s riverside area, a multicultural 
ants’ nest, highly ethnical and socially stratified, with a composition
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that indelibly reflects the impact of historical changes and social 
transformations that have occurred or which are taking place now, 
as well as the configuration of the socio-economic pyramid of its 
current population.

2.
 These processes of migration, substitution and exile are not 
exclusive to the humans who experience them. The material structures 
that support them also undergo processes of implementation and 
de-activation. Whether they are production methods, institutions 
or services, they all emerge from projects of society and utopias of 
transformation and are subject to degradation, abandonment or 
reconversion. 
 Simultaneously incorporating documental and speculative 
devices, Susana Anágua’s artistic work has developed around the 
observation and objectification of the relationships established 
between the functioning of industrial systems and the economic and 
social regimes that construct them.
 This is an approach that frequently directs attention towards 
the materials, the laws of physics that act upon them, the effects of 
time, the erosion that occurs on things and which we often see in her 
work, from the most insignificant to the enormous, from the detail 
to the structure, from the material to the social. It would seem that 
in the physical evidence of her approaches and operations one might 
suspect broader social and political logic, but everything always 
happens as if it has to start from the former in order to reach the 
latter.
 With this in mind, the work she presents now is no 
exception. The images we see in “Desterro” refer us to the life of 
architectural and urban structures but it is definitely of people 
that they speak as they point at important transformations in 
urban life, in the industrial fabric and the services of cities, 
offering a glimpse of migratory displacements, never free from 
violence, and each economic reconversion or change in political 
policy.



 But how do we include these complex movements in 
the regimes of the contemporary image? How do we transform 
them into reflective material? In Susana Anágua’s case, we find 
a clearly combined strategy, simultaneously documental and 
speculative from a starting point of observation, which captures 
people photographically and on film; she also uses archive 
images, but forced into a discursive reordering so as to shatter 
their historical deliberations. 
 “Desterro” visually recalls some material structures, 
such as the Hospital do Desterro (the old convent dedicated 
to Nossa Senhora do Desterro), the Fábrica Nacional and the 
industrial facilities of Quinta da Matinha but that evocation 
is not so much libel as a call to draw a comparison of close 
examples of a much broader and more universal phenomenon 
in which similar structures take part in a process of economic 
and industrial entropy. 
 The artist is particularly aware that one of the essential 
materials of her work is time, the experience of duration, the way 
the future and the past play at every moment in the legitimation 
of each change or each impasse.
 It is difficult to find a place for these buildings and 
structures in the economy of time. In truth, they are not to be 
found in the past (they are not exactly ruins) or in the present 
(they have no current use) and their future is equally uncertain.
 The fact is that they exist in a kind of limbo, in a state of 
perpetual transience fed by the promise of renovation that, despite 
being set in the near future, does not integrate in a true urban utopia.

3.
 The exhibition “Desterro” uses images that suggest reflections 
around concepts such as displacement, transformation and exile, all of them 
semantically close to the title. Language acts as cement to some of the 
suggested relationships and collaborates in several of the outlines and 
geographical transits that the show proposes. 
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 At the same time, the processes of image configuration, 
through photography, video and drawing, all on show here, are in their 
own way evocative of production practices and symbolic meanings that 
emerge from the past, but it is the combination of these that makes 
“Desterro” a true field of reflection.
 Recalling the episode of the Flight into Egypt, the figure of 
Nossa Senhora do Desterro – taken from a popular and anonymous 
painting – underwent a treatment of digital fragmentation, a process 
that does not subtract from its kitsch realism nor takes away from 
its spectral appeal. The symbolic and semantic key of the exhibition 
is treated just like that, like an almost immortal icon, historically 
speaking, remade here visually and technologically, and through this 
remake its allegorical power endures.
 In “Desterro (Friso),” Susana Anágua brings together a 
group of 9 images that are particularly symptomatic of the processes 
of displacement listed above. Instead of adopting an accusatory 
perspective, like the images of child labour in industry at the start of 
the 20th century left to us by, for example, the American Lewis Hine, or 
the serial and archival viewpoint of photographs of industrial silos by 
the German couple Bernd and Hilla Becher, the Portuguese artist opted 
to accentuate the contrasts between content, dictated mostly by time 
lags. The first image we see is a lugubrious view of the x-ray room at the 
Hospital do Desterro, no longer in use, clean but empty, as if ready for a 
function for which it will never again be used.
 Then, guided either by history or toponymic parallelism, 
Susana Anágua shows us the digital transcription of a canvas from 
1868 by the Brazilian painter Bruggemann, showing the bay of the city 
of Desterro, now Florianópolis, capital of the Brazilian state of Santa 
Catarina, recipient of mass emigration from the Azores and presented 
here in a view, idyllic in its own way, of colonial paradise, with its 
luxuriant vegetation and the only recognisable human figure a black 
man working.
 This is followed by images of the gas tanks of Quinta da 
Matinha and the Fábrica Nacional, showing in black and white those 
industrial functions in full and prosperous operation before we see 
other images of the same places in their current state, respectively,
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in ruin and partially deactivated. Among these images of industrial 
structures from Lisbon’s riverside district, another surprising element 
appears: the video “Desterro (Antígona),” the images for which were 
captured on the airport subway in Washington, shows only the tunnel 
left behind the rapid movement of the train, a non-place, as Marc Augé 
might call it1, inhabited only by its intrinsic transience. In truth, more 
than a place (that is, a location with identity), “Desterro (Antígona)” 
indicates the movement of spatial-temporal displacement of migration 
as the incessant search of those who cannot find a place. This is echoed 
in the story of Antigone, by Sophocles, in which the protagonist vainly 
attempts to bury her brother,  Polynices, despite the will of Creon who, 
by refusing him a funeral ceremony, condemns him to perpetual exile.
 While “Desterro (Antígona)” evokes the movement of an 
almost abstract form, the group as a whole is dominated by a spatial-
temporal oscillation, with flashbacks and returns that tend to de-
naturalise the historical flow, to break the spell that justifies it in a 
framing logic of ascent/existence/decline/fall and, at the same time, 
points to the period of a certain modernist euphoria in Portuguese 
industrialisation and the effect on it of the action of time and economic 
decline. In this sense, the images, and the contradictory flows that take 
shape between each, invite us to discover aspects of optimism and 
melancholy associated with every historical moment and to ponder 
these collective dynamics in terms of their materialisation, conversion 
and abandonment.
 In the disorder of its associations, but also in the mistaken 
homogeneity generated in them, “Desterro (Atlas)” functions as an 
anti-altar, fed by various layers of paradox. First, we have the material 
on which the drawings are transcribed. So-called carbon paper is a 
product with a reproductive capacity but with a manual use whereby 
invoices and other commercial documents used to be printed before 
modern printers replaced them. Susana uses it to create a large 
composite drawing in which aspects of the images from “Desterro 
(friso)” join other related machinery. Creating an intricate mesh of 
objects, the function of which, in many cases, is no longer discernible,

1 Augé, M. (new edition 2009), Non-Places: 
Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity London: Verso Books.
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Anágua invokes both the absurd machines of  the Dadaists (of 
Marcel Duchamp, Max Ernst and Francis Picabia), and the 
principle of  a mechanical rationality that freed itself  from 
any ethical or politically emancipating plan, something very 
similar to the definition that Adorno and Horkheimer gave 
of  the concept of  instrumental rationality 2. 

4.
 Several of  the architectural structures evoked in 
“Desterro” were or were first located at the heart of  a religious 
vocation; they were then converted into industrial facilities 
or upgraded with industrial components, and are now 
awaiting their reconversion into the realm of  tourism and 
leisure. Although it might be easy to beef  up the statistics, 
it  is clear that the sample taken is not sufficiently broad to 
reveal a logic of  reorganisation for the city of  Lisbon and its 
socio-economic tendencies, but it is sufficiently expressive 
to work as a trend.
 For Susana Anágua, the role of  artist does not involve 
performing sociological x-rays, but identifying movements 
and accommodating perplexities in images.
 “Desterro” is organised in relation to these movements that 
are industrial, economic, social and political, observing 
the way in which they physically impress themselves on 
these architectural structures and reveal the mutations and 
impasses of  the transformation that is underway in Lisbon 
and, in particular, the way in which the arrangement of  its 
possible images allows us to see the city’s moving face.

2 J Horkheimer, M. & Adorno, T.W. (2007), Dialectic of Enlightenment 
– Philosophical Fragments. Palo Alto, EUA: Stanford University Press.
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