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In an action that was conceived in collaboration with his friend and fellow 
student Jannis Varelas, the Portuguese artist Hugo Canoilas hung a puppet on 
a gallows outside London’s Royal College of Art galleries. The sculpture was 
part of their graduation show in the summer of 2006 and neighboured the 
Albert memorial on one and the Victoria & Albert Hall on the other side. It 
sparked some shocked comments from students and visitors alike. The 
suspended puppet apparently referred to the famous image of Phan Thi Kim 
Phuc, who with a group of others fled from a scene where South Vietnamese 
planes had mistakenly dropped napalm.1 The collaborative work (Let’s 
recycle more, 2006) was intended both as a pun and as criticism to the widely 
apolitical work of many painting students at the college. Yet the puppet did 
not hold up protest for long, instead staff removed it after a few hours only. 
The young ‘artist rebels’ swanked to sue the college.  

Let’s recycle more came at a time when Canoilas had been 
experimenting with a series of monochrome paintings executed on the streets 
of London. The monochromes were applied on pavements or found objects 
and today merely exist as documentation, on video (Terra sienna and London 
Paintings #1, both 2005) or as slide projection (London Paintings #2). The 
monochromatic moment is still part of Canoilas work, less as an object itself 
but rather as installation that anticipates a more complex narrative or 
thematic. 

For Canoilas painting is both rational and sensitive. He approaches his 
work at the level of a diaphragm, between the brain and the stomach. Over the 
last couple of years this has led him to establish a dialogue between 
abstraction and a style, which nods towards socialist realist painting. The 
artist approached topics of socio-political urgency by developing an interest in 
the history of mural paintings. The fact that socialist ideals have established a 
tenacious frame of mind to the viewer continuously raises questions in his 
work. Canoilas is taking on a political legacy that is widely fading from the 
European cityscape, and revisits a dense history with a fresh approach. 

Political agitation operates as a positive force in terms of shift in 
relation to the formal aspects of the artists work. According to Canoilas his 
aim is “to create a bridge between figurative and formal. Ideally I’d use a knife 
with two blades, where the act of cutting is to cut myself at the same time. I 
mean by this that I aim to transform these paintings. I want to give to these 
paintings elasticity to its political content and still, it will be me who gets 
infected through the formal and conceptual part of it.”2 

The exhibition Endless Killing at Centro de Arte Contemporáneo de 
Huarte in Navarra has to be examined as an extension of two previous 
exhibitions, Propaganda at Newcastle’s Workplace gallery (2006) and Vota 
Octávio Pato at Frankfurter Kunstverein (2007). The exhibition in Newcastle 
marked a departure from a reductive vocabulary in Canoilas’ practice. The 
works presented in Propaganda addressed “ideology head on – instantly 

                                            
1 (Nick) Ut Cong Huynh took the image in Trangbang, South Vietnam on 8 June 1972  
 
2 The artist in an email to the author, November 2007 



providing a space for open dialogue”3. Propaganda was divided into three 
components. Upon entering the gallery, the viewer was confronted with 
“Politics against Religion” an installation in which two 150cm long walls 
bisected the space. One on top of the other, the gallery was divided into four 
equal spaces. Two of the spaces were ‘inhabitable’ and two existed purely as an 
architectural framework. Another segment, “Propaganda”, consisted of giant 
reproductions of communist propaganda paintings taken from Chinese and 
Russian contexts that were directly applied onto the existing architecture of 
the space. Finally a performance entitled “The Invention of the Bright Day” 
featured an actor reciting texts by Almada Negreiros, the Portuguese Futurist 
poet and artist.  

Vota Octávio Pato at Frankfurter Kunstverein was in part paying 
homage to a leader of the carnation revolution, Octávio Pato, who plunged in 
clandestinity and suffered in prison, before playing a decisive role in the 
Portuguese liberation from the fascist Salazar regime. Canoilas started to 
engage with the figure of Octávio Pato departing from a ‘erotic’ relation with 
the sound/ visual poetry of his name that is not too well know in the country. 
The installation featured mural paintings displayed within a specially 
constructed support structure. The templates that served Canoilas here were 
selected from an online archive of street paintings realized in various cities in 
Portugal in dedication to the peaceful carnation revolution of 25 April 1974, 
many of which have since faded from the public realm. Under the influence of 
the Portuguese Communist party, neo-realist painting emerged as an art of 
political and social intervention, not so much as a re-vitalisation of avant-
garde strategies but rather as an ‘artistic duty’ from the people for the people. 
Canoilas’ choice of paintings and their appropriated display brought the full 
meaning of social struggle into play. Vota Octávio Pato at Frankfurter 
Kunstverein functioned as a presentation that fought for social courage, 
imagination and against indifference. Besides its historical reflection and 
tribute character the work allowed for certain elasticity, so the viewer could 
absorb its political content (i.e. the anti-nuclear power protest or abortion 
legislations) as much as the artist himself. Canoilas encouraged us to engage 
not only in cultural but also in political life, thus reviving a spirit reminiscent 
of the post-1974 Portugal.  

These two politically inspired projects of Canoilas‘ surfaced from the 
artist’s desire to participate in a political system. He defined his concerns and 
gave them a name by actually creating appropriations of life size communist 
propaganda paintings, a tribute to Negreiros or a dedicated monument for 
Pato. Similar to the Swiss artist Thomas Hirschhorn, who has also worked on 
a series of monuments dedicated to philosophers that he admires4, Canoilas 
does not avoid getting himself involved in the political debate of his works. He 
stands up for them. This is particularly true because in contrast to scientific 
investigations of political images, which would signify the artist’s occupation 
with political iconography, Canoilas has always looked towards the humanist 
values in those images and only to a lesser extend to their political use value. 

                                            
3 Press release, electronic version accessed January 2008: 
http://www.workplacegallery.co.uk/home/exhibitions/propaganda.html 
4 Hirschhorn has to date exhibited three monuments: Spinoza Monument (1999) 
Amsterdam, Deleuze Monument (2000) Avignon, Bataille Monument (2002) Kassel  
 



While the aspect of the political icon is not deniable to Canoilas work, there is 
an identifiable attempt to feed the artwork by the tension between this world 
and its afterlife, in other words the representation needs to be set in its 
contemporary perspective otherwise it looses its subversive strength. 5  

The project in Frankfurt was, perhaps not completely disconnected 
from Hannah Arendt's connection to the city and inspired by the 
philosopher’s image of political utopia. Arendt has continued to be an 
inspiring source for Canoilas and when she writes about the fighting of 
‘everyone against everyone else, and above all against his neighbour’ (1951) - 
than this is also a way for us to look at Endless Killing, Canoilas’ new piece 
created for the Centro de Arte Contemporáneo de Huarte in Navarra. Endless 
Killing finds its historical precursors in the work of artists from previous 
centuries and not so much in 20th century political propaganda. We have to 
look at this work as a signifier of contemporary meaning and not purely as 
appropriation of expired aesthetical and representational values. The sense of 
urgency in this new work is pre-eminent. It is built on the very moment thus 
contingency decides upon its aesthetic character. 

The principal inspiration for Endless Killing is Albrecht Altdorfer’s 
painting The Battle of Issus (1528-29)6. Altdorfer was one of the first true 
landscape painters and a pioneer of copperplate etching. The Battle of Issus is 
his most well known painting. Its subject is the victory of the young Alexander 
the Great in 333 B.C. over the Persian army of King Darius III in the battle of 
Issus. Issus was an ancient town in southeast Asia Minor near modern-day 
Iskenderum, Turkey. The violence of the 16th century painting and its natural 
surrounding are shifted into a contemporary battle. The idea of backstabbing 
is transferred into a classic exercise of painting.    
 Like in Altdorfer’s work all figures depicted are male. For Canoilas the 
idea of a man killing a woman or vice versa is unbearable and therefore not 
depictable. All men are of white skin and naked. Similar to a domino effect the 
forty men kill each other in a kind of chain reaction using forty different ways 
to finish each other of. In harmony with occidental traditions the paintings 
movement progresses from the left to the right. One is confronted with an 
overload of metaphors. Besides the Battle of Issus this ‘collage of thoughts’ 
features an abundance of appropriated historical paintings.  

The forty men resemble the motion of the figures in Pieter Bruegel’s 
tragic image The Blind Leading the Blind (1568), where Bruegel gave visual 
expression to Christ’s words about people’s inner blindness to true religion.7 
Endless Killing consists of a 4-meter high sheet of paper that fully covers the 
exhibition walls, creating a panorama display. We see different characters 
bending and leaning over with the only aim to reach and liquidate the next 
                                            
5 In this context it should be noted that the position of the icon in theology and 
culture developed from a difficult start, due to the fact that Christianity was 
influenced by the ‘Bilderverbot’ of the Old Testament. The icon only gained some 
significance after Constantin der Grosse (†337) allowed pilgrims who came to 
Jerusalem and Palestine to take home some image souvenirs.  
 
6 158 x 120 cm 
 
7 “They are blind guides, and if one blind man guides another they will both fall into 
the ditch.” (Matthew 15:14). 
 



neighbour’s body. For Canoilas it is important to copy paintings and not 
photographs, every centimetre of paint develops a certain plasticity and takes 
on the combined luminosity, colour, tension and weight of a giant orchestra in 
harmony.  

Similar to David Cronenberg’s film A History of Violence (2005) 
Endless Killing speaks of the unbearable violence in the world. Like in the 
movie, which criticizes the American dream fiercely, “the violence is all very 
intimate and close-up, hand to hand, face to face”8. Unlike in the end of the 
film however, where the handsome hero Joe returns to his family dinner table 
after killing his brother with a smoothly targeted headshot, there is no “true 
hero (…) who refuses to die”9 anywhere to be found. In Endless Killing no one 
plays the hero.  

Below the backstabbing men a second layer emerges. Similar to 
Altdorfer’s Battle of Issus the passage is divided into day and night. The entire 
movement of the timeless period runs in reverse to the progress of the violent 
act. While the white men action takes place from left to the right, the action in 
the background runs in the opposite direction. Night relates to elements of 
water and fire, daytime recites air and earth. In its passage a black elephant 
features in real scale. With the elephant - a symbol of power, strength and 
royalty – the artist draws reference to Teixeira de Pascoaes (fig 1). In an article 
published in 1913 Pascoaes categorized ‘saudade’, commonly referred to as a 
feeling of longing, melancholy, or nostalgia that is supposedly characteristic of 
the Portuguese temperament, as a “creation, a perpetual and fruitful marriage 
of Remembrance with Desire, of Evil with God, of Life with Death . . .”10. The 
twofold analysis of Pascoaes helps Canoilas’ collocation of the Endless (which 
suggests infinity) and Killing (which equals discontinuance). The 
juxtaposition of moods applied here continues through various stages of the 
painting, which in scale is akin to a huge fresco.  

The night brings rain and covers a maritime passage in dark clouds 
(fig2). Down on earth a palm tree is bending under the pressure of the rain. 
The mountains stretch until they touch the bottom of the clouds and on the 
horizon a fire erupts on the pinnacles turning the sky red. Reminiscent to the 
vivid tensions in Giorgione’s painting La tempesta (1507-1508) 11, Canoilas 
created a similar triangle of interaction between the two figures and the 
beholder. From the midst of the fire a figure gazes towards the viewer outside 
of the paintings frame. (fig.3) From a lower position a desperate woman looks 
                                            
8 Cronenberg about ‘A History of violence’ (in New York Times, Published: 
September 18, 2005) electronic source accessed in January 2008: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2005/09/18/magazine/18cronenberg.html?pagewanted=2
&_r=1 The article furthermore recalled some of Cronenburg’ research that gave the 
film's violence that "intimate" feel; he got hold of some self-defense DVD's that, he 
says, "basically teach you how to kill people on the street.” 
 
9 Baudrillard, Jean referring to the ‘stupid machismo of the cowboy kamikazes of the 
1950’s’ in Utopia Deferred (2006), Semiotext(e), New York, p.221 
 
10 Zenith, Richard, Teixeira de Pascoaes (1877–1952) electronically accessed 
(January 2008)  
http://portugal.poetryinternationalweb.org/piw_cms/cms/cms_module/index.php?
obj_id=4658 
11 Oil on canvas, 83 × 73 cm 



to the peak of the painting and the mountain represented within it. (fig.2c) In 
opposite to Giorgione’s painting, here the woman looks up to the man who 
directly addresses the viewer. What does the artist want to tell us - is the 
woman pleading for mercy? The celestial drama above a vast landscape 
surfaces parallels to Altdorfer’s painting. In both works the moment of 
tempest is correlated with the human contest below.  

Turning towards the daylight perspective of Endless Killing, one is 
confronted with an idyllic oriental passage, interrupted only by a black 
airplane.  This scene is set in a desert as it can be found in countries such as 
Turkey, ergo a geographical proximity to Issus is established. A mass grave 
appears as a signifier of war, yet both the plane and the grave are sketched in 
the same colour spectrum as the landscape, thus blending in with the natural 
surroundings. Canoilas asserts grave and plane the same ‘naturally existent’ 
connotation. The signifiers of war are set on equal hierarchy with a natural 
landscape that evolved over thousands of years of mankind.  

At this very moment the artist turns towards events of recent history 
and the work erupts like a volcano. We see a city where people party and 
celebrate by throwing confetti. Next thing one sees are skyscrapers. The two 
scenes are inspired by the seemingly rapid transformation from joy to sorrow. 
Canoilas lived in London when on July 6 2005 the International Olympic 
Committee announced London as host city for the 2012 Olympics for London. 
Military aircraft flew over the city sprinkling the sky in the colours of the 
union jack. A day later 56 people died, when suicide bombers, who declared 
themselves as soldiers of Al Qaida, attacked the city’s transport system. The 
contrast could not be bigger than day and night or to say it with Pascoaes a 

marriage between “Evil with God, Life with Death”.  
The events serve Canoilas as symbols, which stand in for everyday 

violence. What we are told, and the German philosopher Hans Magnus 
Enzensberger is very frank about this, is that in reality ‘civil war has long since 
moved into the metropolis’12. Wherever we look around us, the garbage piles 
are growing in Naples and people are raging, the banlieus in France are 
burning as young people feel without chance in a ever more competitive 
capitalist society. In Germany the conservative party chooses to declare young 
criminals with a migration background as enemy number one and turn the 
issue into election topic #1. In Britain 27 adolescents were stabbed to death in 
2007 alone. Of course the problems are not new but inherited.  Yet the stakes 
are set always higher when an armed band smashes up a hospital in 
Mogadishu or a group of young people in France destroys the surgery in their 
own borough. The intensity of things has changed; as for those who act out 
violently, a future and with it a concept of consequences does not exist. While 
Slavoj Zizek was arguing that ‘increasing levels of violence deliver the 
'authenticity of the Real' beyond the simulated artifice of social reality’13 we 
start wondering how real things can really get.  

The power and intensity with which Canoilas has chucked out Endless 
Killing is agonising. Endless Killing is like a snapshot of reality, what we see is 
happening around us every day. The artist talks about the violent self-
                                            
12 Enzensberger, Hans Magnus in Civil Wars: From LA to Bosnia, excerpt 
electronically accessed, http://www.cscs.umich.edu/~crshalizi/NPQ/molecular-civil-
war.html, January 2008. 
13 Zizek, Slavoj (2002) Welcome to the desert of the real, Verso, London, p.9 



destruction of those who know that there will be no victory. This new work of 
Canoilas is a universal conversation on the human condition in our age, where 
for many only the present matters. It discusses our positions as spectators to 
the (collective) violence in the world. Yet Canoilas attempts to resist hostility 
with this new work because art is an elastic concept, like a rhizome, as he 
would say, it grows with everything that aims to destroy it.  

 
 

Originally published in the catalogue accompanying the exhibition Endless 
Killing, published by Centro de Arte Contemporáneo de Huarte in Navarra, 
Spain, spring 2008 


