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Taking the form of paintings, sculptures or installations, Brazilian artist Henrique  
Oliveira’s hybrid works draw on urban design and plant life, on organic and structural 
forms, and on art and science in compositions where the unexpected generates a world 
tinged with a sense of the fantastic.

To achieve this, Oliveira most often uses materials found in the urban context of his 
native country, for example ‘tapumes’, the wooden fencing built around building 
sites in large cities. By using such components, he highlights the endemic and para�
sitic nature of these constructions; like wooden tumours, his installations function as  
metaphors of the favelas that grow up organically in the city, revealing the dynamic 
GHOLTXHVFHQFH�RI�WKH�XUEDQ�IDEULF�RI�6mR�3DXOR��+LV�LQVWDOODWLRQV�DOVR�UHÀHFW�WKH�XUEDQ�
strata of Brazilian cities, for example Cascasa (2012), a twisted ‘tapumes’ structure 
designed for the Madureira park in Rio de Janeiro. Opened in June 2012, the park was 
constructed on the site of the Vila das Torres favela and required the expropriation of 
almost 900 families; Henrique Oliveira highlights the social and architectural narrative  
inherent in the evolution of large urban centres. Impassive in the face of change, the 
‘tapumes’ here becomes the sign of a territory, an attribute of identity intrinsically  
linked to a particular Brazilian social class. Part of a heritage that includes such artists  
as Lygia Clark and Hélio Oiticica, Henrique Oliveira adopts the context of the  
sprawling city as his raw material, using it in unexpected ways in order to throw the 
YLHZHU¶V�VSDWLDO�SHUFHSWLRQ�RII�EDODQFH��7KH�YLHZHU�LV�RIWHQ�SOXQJHG�LQWR�D�ZRUOG�WKDW�
swings between fantasy and reality, between angst and the sublime. This was certainly 
the case with the monumental installation Tapumes – Casa dos Leões (2009) created 
IRU�WKH�0HUFRVXO�%LHQQLDO��ZRUWK\�RI�D�VFLHQFH�¿FWLRQ�¿OP�VHW��WKLV�VSUDZOLQJ�VWUXFWXUH�
spread itself out in an abandoned villa in the centre of Porto Alegre. The ‘tapumes’  
not only interacted with the texture of the dilapidated building, they also created a 
powerful sense of nature returning in force to the urban environment. By playing with 
the typical aesthetic of urban no man’s lands, Henrique Oliveira implies that natural  
elements can potentially gain precedence over Man’s handiwork. By adding an  
organic skin to urban constructions, he suggests not only a kind of humility we should 
adopt with respect to Nature, but also points to ways Nature can poetically emerge in 
RXU�GDLO\�OLYHV�±�ZLWKRXW��KRZHYHU��EHLQJ�WRR�LQYDVLYH�

By Marc Bembekoff

Baitogogo



6766

By rooting his approach in a kind of architectural anthropomorphism, Henrique  
Oliveira reveals the physicality of buildings. At Palais de Tokyo, he plays with existing 
IRUPV�±�VXFK�DV�SLOODUV�±�WKDW�JLYH�VWUXFWXUH�WR�WKH�VSDFH��KH�H[WHQGV�DQG�PXOWLSOLHV�WKHP�
LQ�RUGHU�WR�JLYH�WKHP�DQ�RUJDQLF��SODQW�OLNH�GLPHQVLRQ��DV�LI�WKH�EXLOGLQJ�KDG�FRPH�WR�
life. The central motif of the installation entitled Baitogogo presented at Palais de 
Tokyo is evocative of a synapse: a link between standardized architecture and the plant 
NLQJGRP�WKDW�VHHPV�WR�KDYH�RYHUUXQ�LW��&RPSHOOHG�E\�WKH�LPDJH�KH�¿QGV�EHIRUH�KLP��
the viewer is plunged into a microscopic neuromuscular world, reminding a synapses 
ensemble. To achieve this, the artist has drawn inspiration, for example, from medical 
books, in particular studies of physical pathologies such as tumours. Via a formal  
analogy, these growths are reminiscent of tree bark. The texture of this Gordian  
installation made of ‘tapumes’ inevitably references certain tree species found in the  
Amazon rain forest: the swirling patterns and knots make up uncontrolled networks 
WKDW�IROORZ�D�ORJLF�RYHU�ZKLFK�PDQ�QR�ORQJHU�KDV�DQ\�FRQWURO��7KLV�VLWH�VSHFL¿F�DQWKUR�
pomorphic installation seems to come to life by shrugging off its architectural shell, 
RYHUÀRZLQJ�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�µZKLWH�FXEH¶��$V�LI� WR�UHLQIRUFH�WKLV� LGHD�� WKH� WLWOH�RI� WKH�
ZRUN�±�Baitogogo�±�UHIHUHQFHV�D�P\WK�UHFRXQWHG�E\�&ODXGH�/pYL�6WUDXVV�LQ�Le Cru 
et le Cuit��WKH�¿UVW�YROXPH�RI�KLV�Mythologiques series, published in 1964. Adopting  
DQ�DQWKURSRORJLFDO� DSSURDFK��&ODXGH�/pYL�6WUDXVV� VWXGLHV�P\WKV�DV� WKH�HPEOHPDWLF� 
products of culture. He focuses on a myth found among the Bororo Indians, an  
HWKQLF�JURXS�IURP�WKH�VWDWH�RI�0DWR�*URVVR�±�DQ�DUHD�RI�WKH�$PD]RQ�WKDW�LV�QRW�RQO\� 
exceptionally rich in terms of its biodiversity, but which has also fallen victim to  
deforestation and intensive agriculture that threaten its ecosystem. The myth tells the 
story of Baitogogo, a village chief who, after killing his wife and the man who raped 
her, found a tree growing out of his shoulder. Such a story reveals the metamorphic 
potential of man via the prism of Nature, sending him back to his organic origins.  
By interacting with the palatial architecture of the Alcove in which it is placed,  
Baitogogo�UHLQMHFWV�1DWXUH��SRHWU\�DQG�D�VHQVH�RI�WKH�RUJDQLF�LQWR�DQ�HGL¿FH�ZKRVH�
EUXWDOLVW�DSSHDUDQFH�LV�VRPHZKDW�HYRFDWLYH�RI�DQ�DEDQGRQHG�SRVW�LQGXVWULDO�EXLOGLQJ�

Beyond these purely structural considerations, Henrique Oliveira’s works also  
challenge abstract painting. The artist graduated in painting from the University of 
6mR�3DXOR�LQ�������DQG�LV�LQWHUHVWHG�LQ�WKH�ÀXLGLW\�DQG�FRORXUV�RI�PDWHULDOV�DQG�WKH�
way they are combined, and this gives his installations a certain painterly quality, for 
example Whirlwind for Turner (2007), where the arrangement of ‘tapumes’ recalled 
the rhythm of the waves in Snow Storm – Steam-Boat off a Harbour’s Mouth painted 
in 1842 by the British painter William Turner. Henrique Oliveira’s pictorial lexicon 
thus enables him to imbue his work with an undeniable materiality, moving from the 
WZR�GLPHQVLRQDO�VSDFH�RI�WKH�FDQYDV�WR�D�WKUHH�GLPHQVLRQDO�ZRUOG��The Origin of the 
Third World (2010) demonstrated a similar dynamic, magnifying Gustave Courbet’s 
iconic painting L’Origine du monde (1866): the visitor is invited to enter a space whose 
entrance is reminiscent of a vulva. By playing with scale and by magnifying the pubis 
seen in Courbet’s painting, Henrique Oliveira points to the duality of the installation, 
putting the viewer in a double bind: we can be troubled by the idea of entering the 
VWUXFWXUH��EXW�ZH�FDQ�DOVR�OX[XULDWH�ZLWKLQ�LW��¿QGLQJ�RXUVHOYHV�LQ�D�NLQG�RI�PDWHUQDO�

FRFRRQ��8VLQJ�WKLV�)UHXGLDQ�SDUDGR[��WKH�DUWLVW�KDV�FUHDWHG�D�PHWDSKRULFDO�ZRUN�WKDW�
LV�ERWK�IDVFLQDWLQJ�DQG�GLVWXUELQJ�VRPHZKDW�UHPLQLVFHQW�RI�3HGUR�$OPRGyYDU¶V�¿OP�
ZLWKLQ�D�¿OP�The Shrinking Lover (El Amante Menguante), one of the scenes in Talk 
To Her �������ZKHUH�±�V\PEROLFDOO\�±�D�\RXQJ�VFLHQWLVW��$OIUHGR��GULQNV�D�SRWLRQ�DQG�
shrinks in order to explore his girlfriend’s naked body. With The Origin of the Third 
World, Henrique Oliveira offers us a sensual, physical experience that is nevertheless 
disturbing as it reveals our deepest anxieties. 

Henrique Oliveira’s method allows him to highlight a world tinged with dreamlike, 
mystical qualities. By combining vernacular and erudite cultures and urban and wild 
environments, he manages to create installations where illusion stimulates both the eye 
and the mind. His hybrid sculptures reference a powerfully resonant world, giving us 
the sense of the active, endemic power of architecture and at the same time challenging 
LW��7KHVH�VNLQ�WH[WXUHG�DPDOJDPV�ZKHUH�IUDJLOLW\�DQG�SRZHU�H[LVW�VLGH�E\�VLGH�LQYLWH�
WKH�YLHZHU�WR�HPEDUN�RQ�D�FKDRWLF��GUHDPOLNH�MRXUQH\��KLJKOLJKWLQJ�DQ�LQ¿QLWH�YDULHW\�
of changing forms engendered by the complexity of our modern world.
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