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Approximation and escape
By Celso Martins

Painter Albrecht Durer completed his famous watercolour Wing of a Blue Roller in around the 

year 1500. What we can see at the Albertina Museum in Vienna is literally the appendage of 

a brightly coloured bird that barely resembles the conventional still life of its day. If  this study 

for the most part continues to reflect his abiding interest in the drawing and painting of birds 

and other animals, ultimately this composition has been the focus of a disproportionate amount 

of attention within his body of work as a whole, never more so than for the contemporary au-

dience who have elevated it to iconic status. We could ask ourselves whether this is because 

all we see is one part of a physical form, paradoxically complete, enclosed within its frag-

mentary condition and open to something that goes far beyond its representational purpose.

Our awareness of an overlap between the representational purpose of painting and something be-

yond, an-other reason to continue to paint, has become ever clearer as technological advances of 

the modern day permitted other approaches to depicting the visual (such as photography or film) 

and painters could work without any obvious reference point to a semblance of reality. In short, it 

became abundantly clear that painting could represent something, but didn’t necessarily have to. 

Distancing themselves from such a purpose, artists such as Kandinsky, Malevitch, Mondrian, Albers 

and Rothko sought to free themselves ontologically from painting in an act of divesting, reducing it 

to its most basic elements, to the essential core of form, line and colour. Now that painting’s eman-

cipation from its most potent social purpose has come full circle historically, the relationship art of 

this kind has with the world around it has become splintered in countless debates, corrupted by 

other visual media and by the changes wrought by the widespread increase in mass-produced images.

Rita de Sá’s obsessively-worked canvases make us reflect on where we stand with contemporary 

painting, to the extent where it becomes difficult to decide if  these are representative, or more akin to 

abstract expression. This boils down to one of the work’s fundamental qualities: more than represen-

ting something, they seem to be the result of some slowed-down movement, a process where forms 

are incrusted which, taken to the extreme, could be a metaphor for the actual history of painting itself.

 

As we ponder the titles chosen for the work in this exhibition, and its most extensive series 

– After You and After After Turner respectively – they offer some clues to help us understand 

the artist’s relationship with this history. And here, right away, we come across the ambi-

guity of the word After – meaning either perhaps “based on” or “in the aftermath of”, inter-

pretations that are not incompatible with each other or even could be called complementary.



Joseph William Turner was a landscape painter without equal, but the atmospherics of  his 

greatest canvases bursting with a sublime Romantic sensibility, promptly heralded an ap-

proach where theme and genre of  painting were clearly secondary to the intrinsically ex-

pressive possibilities in their rendering. In other words, the representational impulse is pres-

ent, but possessed by a throbbing energy which is the embodiment of  flux and movement.

What Rita de Sá manifests in this far-ranging pictorial adventure, is not simply the 

themes, Romantic inclinations or peculiar aesthetic sensibility of  this English paint-

er, nor even his rather specific approach to light. What she has inherited is the capacity 

to paint as if  traversing a territory whose collapse so inspired the Modernists, and which, 

in her particular case, takes form in an energy field of  clusterings, tensions, mutations 

and polarisations, that no longer fit the definition of  landscape processed with the na-

ked eye, but which articulate the compass points of  a surface experienced abstractly.

The forms depicted in Rita’s drawings and paintings frequently culminate in sharp an-

gles, made up of  broad  strokes of  oil pastel in richly-moderated tones. If  we wished to 

make out something, it could be meteors  hurtling  from one void to the next, or moun-

tains  with their summits covered in snow. Curious  how  the  archetypes we as-

sociate with mountains and meteors can be seen as opposite poles of  movements 

of  ascent and descent, distancing and approximation, confluence, and dispersion.

In some cases, as in the series “After After Turner”, this pair of  signifying figurations, which 

elude full revelation, reveal faint but vibrant pencil markings like a kind of  filigree, which 

could be either a disruption, or simply intimations of  where painting (the invasive form) 

and the more meticulous and discreet unfurling of  drawn line (which punctuates) meet.

 

There is a playfulness as destabilising and asymmetrical as it is appealing, like Durer’s wing, or 

Turner’s skies teeming with nuance, but on a far more intimate scale, irregular and errant enough 

for us to not mistakenly call this Minimalism, but forceful enough to perceive the constant hound-

ing of  a mantra. Rita’s body of  work is a romp through painting and drawing, where structurally 

they clash and thrash it out. Eventually, in the series of  drawings “Looking after you too” (2021), 

a human – or at the very least animal – element insinuates itself, into this polarizing game. With 

utter, quasi-monumental intent, in this large-scale pencil drawing where two forms close in al-

most passionately which are then flanked by small torn sketches, like splintering planes that to 

an extent zoom in and out, we get the sense of  a dance as brazen and secretive as a love affair.

In its singular way, this series highlights the eloquence of  a show that appears to suggest the artist 

seeks to help us see what lies beneath, to catch the invisible unawares as it briefly surfaces, whether 

it be a landscape, a body, or an elusive hint of  something for which we have yet to find a name.



AFTER YOU #50
Oil on paper
65 x 50 cm



PROXIMIDADES
Técnica mista 

impressão e acrílico sobre papel
115 x 62 cm



AFTER YOU #45
Oil on canvas
120 x 100 cm





LOOKING AFTER YOU TOO series  #1
Graphite on paper
105 x 140 cm
Detail



LOOKING AFTER YOU TOO series  #2 - #13
Graphite on paper (Individually framed)
Variable dimensions





AFTER YOU #42
Oil on canvas
140 x 110 cm

AFTER YOU #43
Oil on canvas
140 x 110 cm





AFTER YOU #40
Oil on canvas
140 x 110 cm

AFTER YOU #41
Oil on canvas
140 x 110 cm



AFTER AFTER TURNER series #108
Oil and graphite on paper
140 x 105 cm







RUN series 
Graphite and watercolors
Variable dimensions







 AFTER YOU #51
 Oil on paper
 76 x 56 cm
 



AFTER YOU #46
Oil on canvas
120 x 100 cm



AFTER AFTER TURNER series #162
Oil and graphite on paper
76 x 56 cm





AFTER AFTER TURNER series #181
Oil and graphite on paper
56 x 76 cm







AFTER AFTER TURNER series #133
Oil and graphite on paper
28 x 38 cm

AFTER AFTER TURNER series #134
Oil and graphite on paper
28 x 38 cm





AFTER YOU #20
Oil on canvas
190 x 130 cm
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RITA DE SÁ

Lives and works between London and Caldas da Rainha, Portugal. Finished 
her Master’s degree in Visual Arts Education at the Faculty of Fine Arts, Uni-
versity of Lisbon in 2014.
In 2004 she was awarded a Visual Arts degree from the School of Arts and 
Design in Caldas da Rainha.
In her practice she explores the relationship between memory and gesture, 
through a variety of mediums such as drawing, painting, installation, and vid-
eo. She often plays with the mechanisms of personal and collective memory, 
creating images where bodies and/or spaces (co)habit, whether physically in 
the image, or in the eye of the beholder. Among her solo and group shows, 
of note are Plei, at RE:CENTRE Art Residency, in London, 2019; Choose Your 
Hero, at RE:CENTRE Art Residency, in London, 2018; O Peso e a Ideia, at 
Plataforma Revólver, in Lisbon, 2012; Co-Pression, at Museu Casa Bernardo, 
in Caldas da Rainha, 2011.




