
VHILS. DISSECÇÃO/DISSECTION 
 
 
This is Vhils' first solo exhibition in a museum and the most extensive display of a career which, 
albeit recent, has already gained a foothold on several continents. Vhils' work has developed from 
a historically marginalised context (indeed, in decline since the 1970s) which holds a special 
political and socio-economic significance: the “South Bank”, on the left-hand side of the Tagus, the 
riverside dormitory and industrial belt that sprang up across from Lisbon. He was born and bred 
there, and there he studied and developed an artistic conscience which makes him, in his work, 
both highlight and unite the people with the territory, the images with the abandoned architecture, 
the works created with the materials of those memories of a time and a place of work and life. The 
suffocating urban space and its suffocated citizens, or the reverse of urban glamour, are always 
present in an oeuvre where the faces appear as a type of “portraits”, in a global identity card of the 
underprivileged and the rebellious, true protagonists of Vhils' works. 
 
Vhils uses décollage (a technique expanded in the 1960s by Parisian nouveau réalisme), yet 
imposes an unexpected superimposition (found, trouvée; or forged, assisted) of posters and the 
intervention (by way of cutting and new superimpositions/collages, which he calls grafts) on their 
different layers, in order to create autonomous and random figurative imagery, generated from the 
assertive imagery of the advertising or political discourse present in the medium. 
He also uses, in the context of urban or street art, the carving of faces (or other realistic figurations, 
or even words) on that quintessential of urban media that is the wall, yet he turns the technique of 
drawing/inscription into something unexpected by means of carving/drilling or micro-explosions and 
the way in which he thus uncovers and reveals the hidden, unexpected layers of the walls. 
And finally, he uses, still in the context of graffiti, the subject matter and social content common to 
that urban culture, but sustains an unexpected representation of that subject based, not on the 
general enunciation of protest values, but on the close relationship established with each social 
and historical reality, in a survey/analysis of the real conditions of the environment where he is to 
develop his intervention, on the use of the images of some of the local protagonists (residents of 
impoverished neighbourhoods being pulled down, people forced to resettle, the deprived, etc.) who 
are thus turned into the embodiment of a message, specific and generic faces simultaneously. 
The levels which we have classified here as unexpected are not only what gives weight to the 
innovative character of Vhils' artwork but the very guarantee of the historical and aesthetic quality 
of his oeuvre. 
 
Presently, his endeavour is to render the initial actions of territorial marking in urban areas of 
dereliction and exclusion (due to neglect, abandonment or intentional isolation) compatible with the 
development of studio work, for galleries and collections, and with institutional projects or 
commissions, at times political, at times corporate. This direction has been enabling his recent 
research into new aesthetic solutions (recourse to relief, for instance), new working materials 
(polystyrene, cork, metal...), and has also obliged him to resist the temptation of creating works 
through the accumulation of elements or a mere game of scales. Vhils makes use of the materials 
like a post-Renaissance sculptor, combining different blocks to compose his work, but he also uses 
them like a modern sculptor, being capable of dealing with the idea and practice of industrial 
manufacture and mass production. And, finally, they keep him close to a certain primitivism, which 
can either be found in the prehistoric tradition of the incision, in its tribal continuity, or even in the 
spontaneity of the most basic urban markings of street art. 
 
 
EXHIBITION ROUTE 
 
In the exterior, on the Naphtha Storage Tank which rises at the entrance of the Electricity Museum, 
we can see an authentic panorama (spanning a surface of some 700 m2). Its 360º of images are 
revealed on its exterior. They integrate the strategy of advertising but deny its immediate and 
utilitarian purpose. This piece works in zoom and simulates quasi-Photoshop optical effects: a 
sequential montage of shots of individualised faces (portraits, albeit unidentifiable, of citizens, such 
as those he captured in his latest local projects in Brazil, China or in Lisbon) retains the tension of 



an advertising poster but personifies the human side of the city, decrying, in the exhibitionism of its 
excessive obviousness, the destiny of the more vulnerable protagonists of the contemporary city 
and imposes their faces upon us like devastated landscapes. By making us realise that there is 
nothing new to see (these are faces of various ages, genders, races, customs and traditions, faces 
which, owing to globalisation, we can find in all cities) in those faces which can be seen so clearly, 
Vhils shows us how, in the contemporary city, from seeing so much, we can no longer see! 
 
We enter through a black tunnel, a “passage”, lit only by multiple screens displaying pre-recorded 
television footage accompanied by ambient sound compositions formed by the noises and sounds 
of the urban environment. The images are obliterated by vinyl stencils that reproduce faces 
identical to those which he carves onto walls and posters, which creates a distancing barrier in 
front of the moving images of the city. 
This solution of a “nocturnal” corridor connecting the outside of the building to the exhibition 
establishes the short-circuit between a multiplicity of diverse realities: between what is (the) outside 
and what is (the) inside (of the museum); between night and day; between excess and depuration. 
Moving from a setting of darkness lit up by flashes to one of prevalent white light constitutes the 
first stage in the revelation of Vhils' reflective leitmotif in this exhibition.  
 
In the next section, the artist presents the radical development of one of his most popular bodies of 
work: the dioramas. Vhils creates them as monochromatic and abstract sculptures but composes 
his elements in such a way that, with them (and by manipulating the lighting), he creates or 
exposes the same type of faces that he uses in other media. It is a sculpture guaranteed by the 
recourse to tromp l'oil and anamorphosis, resources with special decorative connotations or 
semantic games in the history of post-Renaissance Western art. The ensemble's colour (or rather 
its replacement with white monochromatism), accentuates the importance of the interplay of light 
and shade, a trap for the appetite for construction of all authoritarian utopias: a city that is a face or 
a face that is a city; except that here city and face blend into an expression of disenchantment, 
alienation and desertification that no gigantic scale or monumentality can hide. 
 
At the centre of the show we have a sort of “exhibition within the exhibition”. Nine “tower-
rooms”, again all white, where the artist simulates the fragmentary enlargement of sections of the 
diorama. With the structures placed on an imaginary grid (of urban chess or a game) they are 
revealed after all as being display devices for works of art or artistic documents: inside them we 
can see showcases with the artist's works, just like at an old natural science or art museum; each 
of the techniques that he develops (dioramas, posters and other works on paper, compositions in 
metal, compositions in wood, videos...) is displayed assembled into its own group, with each type 
of work separated from the rest, as if subjected to a rigorous scientific classification like samples of 
different tissues or organs that compose the artist's body of work. 
 
Hidden and revealed by the mismatch and superimposition of the vertical profiles and the top lines 
of those “showcase-towers”, we finally have access to the piece that acts as the strongest 
metaphor of the dissected (sectioned) body on which Vhils intends to work: the frontal section of 
an urban metro carriage (some five metres in length) has been cut lengthwise and crosswise; its 
constituent parts detached and exposed. 
Unlike scientific and medical dissection which enables us to understand the differences, the 
particularities, the specific characteristics of each part of the sectioned body, here, after everything 
is separated it is then rendered similar, with all differences being neutralised. In fact, a white, 
uniform and homogenising coating of paint covers the hundreds of parts into which the body has 
been fragmented, preventing us from understanding its structure and its workings. Displayed in a 
vertical position and expanded in that vertical space so as to configure an explosion and the 
dispersion of its parts, this piece by Vhils constitutes the most ambitious of his career and reveals 
the artist's critical, and to a certain degree disenchanted thought on the urban reality of our days: 
the denunciation of the city that expands, that neutralises all differences of what forms it (of what it 
swallows up), as if its constituent elements were already digested. A city that eliminates the 
specificities of the rural, between the urban and the sub-urban, which ignores the individuality of its 
citizens, that renders uniform the universal memory of the cities, globalising what is equal and 
covering with this mantle (with the symbolic whiteness of amnesia) that which is diverse. The very 



suggestion of the piece as an explosion frozen in space and time points us towards the 
understanding of a perpetuation without remission of this negative reality – the formal beauty of the 
piece not allowing us to forget the cold, inhuman image it conveys. 
 
Throughout the exhibition we can view some videos that show us how, by means of controlled 
explosions, Vhils brings to life on the walls abandoned by the speculative growth of cities and the 
post-industrial decay of certain economic activities, solitary faces or solidary, political, poetic 
slogans. These pieces are the positive counterpoint to the phantasmal-body of the metro carriage: 
they impose a direction (in their phrases/images) while also opening up to the viewer directions for 
multiple (poetic/political) interpretations; they are justified by the (violent) action and are exposed in 
the specificity of a (non-neutral) time and space; they detonate the homogenising epidermis of 
reality, exposing in depth the layers of one of the elements that still preserves the memory of the 
cities: the walls of their buildings. 
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