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I am a bouquet of wild flowers, blending scents of various natures.

Studio practice does not fall out of the sky ready-made or emerge in a vacuum, but directly and indirectly the artist draws upon the stock of personal experiences, memories and feeling for subject matter. The products of imagination are indelibly linked with life. This section presents a brief personal history and outlines the salient experiences that have influenced and shaped my artistic imagination.

Between Worlds

The second of four children, I was born on May 15, 1957 of Portuguese parents, in a small village of Beira Baixa, Portugal, Western Europe. At the age of four years of age I journeyed with my mother, older brother and younger sister to join my father in what was then the Portuguese colony of Angola, Western Africa. I lived here until the age of eighteen. My family settled with twenty two white families in a one street hamlet in Quissakel-Quanza North, a small countryside mining town about 300 km out of the capital, Luanda. Here we lived surrounded by various townships of local inhabitants. 

My formative years were lived shifting between two cultures. With the openness and acceptance of a young mind I absorbed the rich and complex culture of the underdeveloped African village. At the same time I practiced and lived the culture and beliefs of my Portuguese background. Living in a white settlement while maintaining both the beliefs and practices of a Christian country and absorbing the traditions of various African tribal practices, I was involved at many levels with varied and divergent spiritual influences.

As a young boy I used to spend Sunday mornings attending Catholic services and in the afternoon watching tribal dances. I marvelled at the magic rituals performed by the fetish people, and walking through the black townships I observed the scenes of village life.

 It was here, that I discovered the power of shape, colour and line. Native houses were covered in strong geometric decoration or protection from evil spirits. What could be considered belonging to an ‘other’ world, had strong foundations and purpose in earthly human desires - the need for shelter and security. 

I became familiar with the visually and spiritually strong and vibrant designs and symbols applied on the outside walls of the mud brick houses. The stylised images of animals and humans of central and west African masks, and colours used to decorate even items of everyday use have left an indelible impression on my imagination (Images 1a to 1e). Also with x-ray drawings and symbols engraved in rocks, and small sculptures that the townspeople used, to represent the power of the deceased. 

The exterior walls of the huts were covered with intriguing designs: triangles and diamonds, filled with earth colours, and featuring primitive magical figures. As I became familiar with village people, I learned the secrets behind such designs, shapes and figures that protected the families of the village from bad spirits. I also saw the egg shaped cooking pots raised above the open fire places, steam floating up flavoured with the aroma of wild leaves in the quiet of the early evening. Here was the physical sustenance for the village people, the life-giving object that gave rise to the appearing/disappearing egg shape in my later paintings - the cosmic egg that symbolizes the new life.

The traditional villages exposed me to living art forms that were a natural and functional aspect of African life. Seeing the simple structure of the traditional buildings, led me to realise the power of the line. The huts were constructed with poles and grasses that made definite lines and patterns, while serving the function of shelter and security. They appeared as cubist designs, showing boldness and strength and became a feature in my later adult work.

Insider and Outsider
My life took a dramatic turn in 1975; the country I had grown to love and which had become my home was ravaged by civil war. The invasion of the Cuban army, supporting the Communist Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola, forced a million Portuguese to flee Angola. We became refugees. I was shocked to witness the atrocities of war: brother turning against brother, and friend against friend. The impact of the civil war is described with the accompanying poem that records my memories of war:

Stunned by the Bloodshed

Stunned by the Bloodshed

Ethnic warfare

Genocide time

Rotten corpses lying everywhere

Bodies piled by the streets side

Being massacred by their beliefs

Bloody wars

Thousands and one mutilated

Butchery regimes

Western arms

How brutal it is

Garbage trucks fully loaded with corpses

Dumped at the tip

Incinerated

Mass graves

Lethal regimes

Fascist Nature

How brutal it is

Disastrous consequences

Terrorized civilian population

Increasingly disillusioned refugees

Gunned down in the streets

In their homes

Slaughter of orphans 

Savagery

Vandalism

Rape

Torture to death

Massacres

Terror

How brutal it is

Human tragedy

Scores of human beings crammed into trucks

Fleeing as refugees 

Slow river of human misery

Bent by the weight of their last possessions

Huddling across the boarders 

Robbed

Relief workers slaughtered

Convoys of supplies destroyed

Humanitarian missions murdered

Atrocious crimes

How brutal it is

Hospitals shelled

Patients raped and stabbed to death

Rescue vehicles destroyed

Food relief convoys attacked

Horrible feeling

Shocked innocents

Mutilated Human Beings

Holocaust

How brutal it is

Destructive forces

Collapse of values

Cultural impoverishment

Inflicted destruction

Environment ruin

How brutal it is

Vulnerable innocents 

Victims of ferocious attacks

Famine

Resignation

Sadness

Nightmare

It cannot be true

How brutal it is

Cosmetic peace planes

Forged ceasefires to gain time

Economic interests

At what cost?

Lives and destruction

How brutal it is

Tragic and defeated governments

Unable to take action

Secretly backing the war

Disestablishing campaigns

Attacks

Threats

Extremism

Western arms

Insane people

How brutal it is

Let’s heal the wounds of war.

In a thirty-day nightmare my family and I travelled approximately 300 km to the capital Luanda to catch a UN sponsored flight to Portugal. We arrived in Portugal on August 1, 1975 with only the clothes we were wearing. I returned with my parents to the village where I was born.

Sometimes warmly received back but strangely and unfairly we faced opposition from the locals. The returnees were not welcomed. Integration was difficult: we had no home in Angola and no place in Portugal. What had been safe and secure previously had been destroyed. My family had to endure hardship with little support by the local government, as we struggled to rebuild our lives in a new and different society. We were displaced - rejected both by my chosen country Angola and by the country of my birth.

Returning to the village of my birth, a place with no real meaning for me, I was shocked to see relations praying in secret. They were Marranos – Jews who had been forced to convert to Catholicism 200 years before, but had clandestinely kept their Jewish identity.

Our parents did not tell us the secret, as we would have been victimised. It was all right to know of our Jewish background once we were older. The disclosure could have undermined the security of my family and home - the religion I practiced and loved was not that of my ancestors. Catholicism was born of fear and intimidation. Being aware of our true identity had led me to look for a search for meaning. I embarked on a discovery, reading about Cabala – the Hebrew word for “tradition” – according to Galbreath (1986: 372): 

Cabala is the body of traditional Jewish mysticism, Theosophy, and magic that developed from Hellenistic roots and coalesced in thirteenth-century Spain in the text of Sefer ha-Zohar (The book of Splendor).

Galbreath adds: “Cabala seeks to explain the nature of reality, the levels of being, the origin of evil, and the ways of attaining knowledge of God.” Being aware of the Cabalistic teachings shaped my art around the ancient wisdom of the esoteric magic use of various symbols, such as, the sephirot- tree of life, and the cosmic egg. In this context, my paintings assumed a view and relation to the spiritual Universe.

In 1978, as a Portuguese citizen I was called to compulsory military service for sixteen months. Having experienced the horror of war, I initially objected and used every possible way to avoid going in the army. Nothing worked and against my will I ended doing army service. 

In 1981 I become a brother, and later on commander, of the Knights of the Temple, an Order created in 1118/19 - thus 20 years after the conquest of Jerusalem. Balduin II, King of Jerusalem, left the eastern wing of his palace, adjacent to the ruins of the Temple of King Solomon, to the Order as headquarters; that's why the Order was called "Order of the Temple" and his members ”Templarios” (“Templars”), a brotherhood order founded in 1119 to protect the spiritual and the pilgrimage pathways to Jerusalem.

 As a result of such quest I found myself after few years in esoteric and initiation meetings in the Esoteric and Theosophic Society playing with supernatural values and ideas. This opportunity was very helpful in developing and achieving knowledge and wisdom related to ancient symbols and mysteries. Being a Knight contributed to overcome the traumatic experience and heal the horrors of the civil war that I had experienced in my teens and the difficulties I had encountered being displaced. It allowed me to develop a style and subject matter in my art, which was concerned with the Spiritual, complementing the Cabala, the Esoteric and Theosophic studies that become the foundations of my expression in art today. 

The continuation of my evolution and wandering spirit lead me to the Pacific in 1985. Together with three small children and a wife, I migrated to Australia. I did not speak English and had to go through the difficult task of learning the language. Once again, I found myself in a different environment encountering all the social, professional and language difficulties. Initially I was based in Melbourne where I did language and other academic studies, in a strange city and new environment. Ten years later I left the city and settled in Regional Victoria. I encountered a new way of being an outsider.

Yinnar Interlude

I now live in The Strzeleki Ranges which sit about 700 meters above sea level and at one time were part of the Gondwana land that linked Australia to Patagonia millions of years ago. Between the Morwell National Park and Tara Bulga National Park the ranges are surrounded by rainforests that at one time belonged and were the land of the Kurnai people, a native aboriginal community of this area, that had lived here perhaps for thousands years. Living in such a place in a strange way has personalised my search for the soul of a lost civilization. 

Hidden valleys and pockets of rainforests surround the mountains where a number of microclimates camouflage a secret world of unnumbered micro-organisms. The high level of humidity concentrated in the valley during the first part of the day creates a white veil of fog and mist in a rather enigmatic ever-changing landscape and daylight. At night, the intensity and the darkness of the clear night skies, permits a contemplation of the constellations, marching through the sky.

The rural environment impressed on me the perfect balance between sky and earth, water and fire. It provided a physical context in my search for a ground level spiritual energy that links us to the centre of life. The art works that I now produce echo a process of inquiry that draws on my past, yet simultaneously bears testimony to the external world and its parallel existences.

