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Considering the upper part of the first panel, one can notice that Almada de-
picted a couple standing in a balcony underneath a stripped awning, watching 
the whole scene developing in both triptychs. One might posit the hypothesis 
that this is a self-portrait of him and his wife, considering that the other depic-
tions Almada made of Sarah would show her with her elbow resting vertically, 
her hand holding her face —the same position of his depictions of the female 
figure of Europe. This figure is flanked by a man whose oval-shaped face, head 
and hairline have some affinities with a few of Almada’s self-portraits. The col-
our of the couple’s skin is dubious, with a shadow-light playing of dark brown 
and lighter surfaces, but the woman’s skin is lighter than the man’s. It is possi-
ble, therefore, that this image is a portrait of Almada, with his darker skin, and 
Sarah, who echoes the figure of Europe from his first studies for this triptych.

Fig. 6. First panel of tryptic A Sunday in Lisbon (detail). Photograph by the author.

The second panel of this triptych is, nevertheless, the most striking one, since 
the central figure of the panel and of the whole three-part composition is a 
monumental African fishmonger sitting down. The central panel shows two 
working-class women that have been elevated to monuments: strong, power-
ful, barefoot women. It is very clear that the seated woman is black, but it is 
more ambiguous if the one standing is too. Almada fills the “white of the eye” 
with blue, as if indicating the eye colour there instead of the eyeball, which is 
black. It could however be a pictorial device to associate the woman with the 
sea. A sketch for this character shows that, at least at an earlier stage, Almada 
first thought of portraying her as a black woman too. (Fig. 7)
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Fig. 7. José de Almada Negreiros, study, gouache, Indian ink and graphite on paper. 
Private collection. © Paulo Costa, Gulbenkian Modern Art Centre.

What is unquestionable is that the centre of the triptych is occupied by a 
black fishmonger sitting down. There is no other painting, public or private, 
that elevates such a figure to a central monumental position like this one. 
Moreover, she rests her head in her arm, also recovering the position of the 
figure of Europe in the sketch previously shown (Fig. 3), which was meant for 
this same panel. One cannot know the motivations of the artist and there is no 
document that attests to this, but this extraordinary idea of transforming the 
figure of Europe into a black powerful fishmonger could not but displease the 
authorities. 

Yet, nothing is mentioned about her, not in official documents, interviews, 
testimonies, or art historical accounts.59 Neither José-Augusto França nor any 
other art historian mentioned that this woman was black. Furthermore, using 
the primitivist trope of the mask, Almada leaves the skin colour ambiguous 
in several other characters in the murals. It is even more ambiguous because 
some characters are clearly depicted as white, contrasting with the darker 
skin tones and the play of contrast light/shadow. 

Since 1954 and until 2017, white scholars writing about the murals did not 
mention black people depicted in a dignified way in both triptychs. Was it be-
cause they could not see what was not supposed to be in official commissions, 

59   The first mention is by Pinto dos Santos 2017, 19, 328. 
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even in a singularly provocative case as this one? Or were they accustomed to 
not see them? The central woman was not supposed to be a subject either of 
painting or of a modernist art history analysis and therefore it was not noticed 
that she was there, depicted as a monument.

Fig. 8. Central panel of triptych A Sunday in Lisbon (detail). Photograph by the au-
thor. 2024

THE SECOND TRIPTYCH: WHO ARE THE EMIGRANTS AND 
WHERE ARE THEY GOING?

In the second triptych there are class differences in the people depicted. 
Several of the characters on the balcony in the left panel are middle-class, 
including a family seen from the back, already described by José-Augusto 
França who derogatorily mentioned a “low bottom” that he believed to identify 
the woman as Portuguese. Although their skin colour is, again, ambiguous, es-
pecially in contrast with other characters who are indeed white, the darker skin 
tones in this case are probably cast by the shadow provided by their umbrellas. 

A man with a hat waves a handkerchief in the left corner of the central pan-
el, a clear indication that the ship was departing, adding to the single man de-
picted in the right panel carrying coal (and not “sand” as França described) to 
the ship’s engine. Also signalling the situation of parting of loved ones are the 
two women hugging behind the people on the first row of the balcony next to 
the ship. This means they are closer to the viewer’s sight, and they too become 
monumentalised, comforting each other over the departure of loved ones in 
an embrace of shawls and covered heads, signs of their lower social condition. 
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A white woman wears an absurd hat with a bird covered by a net that França 
described as if it was a “caricature”; however, the bird is in fact a caged white 
dove which opens the possibility of a symbolic meaning60 — a white dove was 
for long a Christian symbol for peace and freedom, and it became a laicised 
one when Picasso made a lithograph in January 1949 that would be used in the 
Paris Peace Congress promoted by the French Communist Party in that same 
year. In Almada’s estate there is a set of lined sketches from one of the stages 
of augmentation and transfer of the design — in other words, they are already 
very close to the final decisions put on the wall. The one corresponding to the 
central panel shows that Almada had not drawn the bird and net yet, although 
the hat was already strangely shaped. (Fig. 9 and 10).

Fig. 9. Lined sketch for central panel of the triptych Departure of Emigrants. (Detail) 
ANSA-A-1362-1, CEDANSA – NOVA FCSH / © Herdeiros de José de Almada 
Negreiros

60   This was first suggested to me by a visitor to whom I made a guided tour in 2017. 
I am thankful for that suggestion.
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Fig. 10. Central panel of the triptych Departure of Emigrants. (Detail). Photograph 
by the author. 2024

A caged symbol for “peace and freedom” cannot but echo the political con-
text in Portugal. In 1945, pressured by the outcome of the war and the interna-
tional situation, the dictator Salazar had made a discourse signalling a “dem-
ocratic opening” with the promise of free elections. But the opposition was 
rapidly controlled, and the threat of several coups since just before the end 
of the war was debunked (namely by the UK, with a vested interest in main-
taining the Portuguese colonial regime). The conditions for free elections were 
never met, and in 1949 the opposition candidate Norton de Matos was forced 
to withdraw for fear of falsified results (Rosas 2013, 221-235). It is also worth 
signalling that Portugal was one of the few countries that did not sign the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights proclaimed by the United Nations in 
1948. It is therefore plausible to consider this strange hat as a commentary on 
the political situation after the war and the false promises of freedom. 

The group of people depicted already embarked in the lower part of the 
ship are obviously from a lower social status. They travelled third class, look-
ing anguished, and their faces are portrayed as masks — this primitivist trope 
I mentioned earlier (the mask) was not present in Almada’s visual works be-
fore the murals or after. It is relevant to point out that Almada participated 
in a modest, albeit very important show promoted by young oppositional art 
critic Ernesto de Sousa in 1946 comparing African and modern art61 (Pinto dos 
Santos 2017, 18), and it was probably then he gained a more vivid awareness of 

61   The exhibition took place at the Colonial School, where administration people 
for the then colonies were educated. For more information see (Pinto dos Santos; Dias 
Ramos 2023, 162-169).
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the graphic characteristics of using the mask as a pictorial device, as well as its 
expressive potential for depicting poverty and distress (Fig. 11).

Almada also plays with the shadow / light contrasts, fostering ambiguity 
about the skin colour of the ship’s crew, depicting two sailors completely black 
(the details cannot be seen other than in close-up view) (Fig. 12) as well as a 
couple of passengers highlighted only by the contour of their profile in red and 
yellow (Fig. 13), the contours of the woman’s breasts being almost undistin-
guishable when seen from the ground. Another example are the two figures 
that emerge from a window of the ship, the one in the back a black shadow 
whose expression can only be detected up close. (Fig. 14)

Fig. 11, 12, 13. Central panel of the triptych Departure of Emigrants. (Details). 
Photographs by the author. 2024

Fig. 14. Left panel of the triptych Departure of Emigrants. (Detail). Photograph by 
the author. 2024

Yet, the most striking figure hides in the left edge of the left panel, barely no-
ticeable if seen from the ground. He emerges from behind an undoubtedly 
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white (female?)62 figure and stares right into the viewer with eyes wide open 
and a curly Afro hair, his nose and features highlighted in red contours (Fig. 15). 
The matching sketch strongly underlines African features (Fig. 16), but the final 
figure depicted is quite different: his features changed from the sketch ver-
sion and now resemble Almada himself and some of his earlier self-portraits.  
There are no dots marking a transferred drawing, thus the final version of this 
figure was decided right there on the spot. The similarity is striking, suggest-
ing that this might be a second self-portrait of Almada in these mural paint-
ings (considering the first one to be in the opposite triptych alongside maybe 
Sarah Affonso, which nevertheless cannot be proven). This hypothesis leads 
to consider that Almada portrayed himself as one of the emigrants, forced 
to leave due to the vexations and constraints he faced as an artist in his own 
country, or the dark inside of the boat from where he stares back serving as 
metaphor for that same condition. Almada had left the country to live in Madrid 
for five years before he was married and had children but would not leave again. 
Nevertheless, despite the changes between the sketch and the final version, 
the character is depicted as a black person, unambiguously, expressing his 
helpless condition by staring outside the painting. 

Fig. 15. Left panel of the triptych Departure of Emigrants. (Detail). Photograph by 
the author. 2024

62  The sketch marks the breasts of this figure, and they are still defined, but more 
discretely, in the final version. But the hat points to a masculine figure. It is a rather 
strange androgynous character.
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Fig. 16. Lined sketch for central panel of the triptych Departure of Emigrants (Detail). 
ANSA-A-1361-1, CEDANSA – NOVA FCSH / © Herdeiros de José de Almada 
Negreiros

The emigrants on the Rocha do Conde de Óbidos mural paintings are probably 
departing for the then colonies, mostly Angola but also Mozambique, as well 
as for Latin America. Before the Second World War, the overseas destination 
of emigration was mostly Brazil, and during the war, especially in the first two 
years, a vast number of refugees crossed the Atlantic through Lisbon to reach 
the United States and other countries in America. That number was residual by 
the time the first Maritime Station became operative in 1943, and the migration 
numbers also dropped during the war period. After the war, emigration rose im-
mensely with 5000 people leaving the country legally already in 1945 (illegal em-
igration also occurred) (Santos 2023, 99). Just after the Second World War and 
before Rocha do Conde de Óbidos was inaugurated on 19 June 1948, the most 
popular destinations were Brazil and Venezuela, but soon the dictatorship’s 
political police, PIDE, imposed restrictions to reduce the migration to those 
countries. In 1947 the Minister of Internal Affairs, Augusto Cancela de Abreu 
(who had already asked for reports on Almada’s murals when he was Minister 
of Public Works, between 1944 and February 1947), temporarily suspended all 
migration to foreign destinations to instead promote migration to the then 
African colonies (which was not considered migration, since the territory was 
seen as part of the nation). The Junta de Emigração (Emigration Board) was 
created in October 1947 to control this exodus, and to manage migration ac-
cording to national needs, including labour necessities and white colonisation 
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in Africa to secure territories in face of international pressure and the debates 
on the autonomy of African peoples (Santos 2023, 108 and ff). The colonisation 
exodus increased in 1947, and decreased again, in 1948, the year Almada was 
painting the triptych Departures of Emigrants, when 4984 people departed for 
the colonies and 10322 to Brazil, Venezuela and Argentina (Santos 2023, 110). 

Almada painted migration at a time when all efforts were made to increase 
a white colonisation of Angola and Mozambique, and when a Board was creat-
ed to manage emigration as a tool to “relieve tensions and balance socio-eco-
nomical needs” (Santos 2023, 98), even though the desire to emigrate to Latin 
America continued to increase. In fact, when the liberation wars broke in Africa 
in 1961, there were more Portuguese in Argentina and Venezuela alone than in 
all the colonised African territory (Teixeira 2001, 32).63

EPILOGUE: MASS CULTURE AND CUBIST TECHNIQUES TO 
MONUMENTALISE COMMON PEOPLE

José-Augusto França had already noted that Almada works the “line” differ-
ently from Picasso: as a “characterising note” and “surrounding continuity”, 
which I take to be a very insightful point. But I would go further, benefitting 
from the close look enabled by the scaffolding.

Almada, in fact, used the graphic design strategies that he mastered — 
by then he had produced hundreds of book covers, promotional pamphlets, 
publicity illustrations, posters, comic strips, and so on, in Portugal and Spain 
— aiming to enhance production and expression, and emphasise a visual mes-
sage. These were therefore publicity or information techniques used in mass 
visual culture that were not only transferred to mural painting (supposedly a 
“high” art) but in fact blown up by Almada to their fullest potential. The line is 
used as a substitute for tridimensional illusion, eschewing any trace of natural-
istic representation, and its effect is exaggerated by repeating the contours 
in different colours. This intensifies the proximity and the presence of the de-
picted figures. Although static, they are given a transient quality — the rever-
beration of light via the coloured contours is momentary, and it has the effect 
of a poster that needs to vibrate so as to capture one’s attention, for a short 
period of time. But here, the temporary becomes permanent. 

Moreover, Almada used techniques foreign to fresco and mural painting 
that were actually Cubist, such as the mixing of sand to produce textures, 
which can easily be observed on a close-up look, and boldness of contours 
and fillings, contrasting with smooth surfaces with colour overlaying of differ-
ent tonalities obtained by more or less diluted paint.64 These kinds of tech-

63   Many thanks to Afonso Dias Ramos for this reference.
64    Milene Gil’s team described “the use of textured, opaque, and transparent 

paint layers” and their variants in the different panels, also providing information about 
the granulated surface: “the paint layers, particularly the backgrounds, are generally 
very textured, and grains of aggregates can often be seen through the paint and even 
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niques are invisible when seen from the ground, but they add up to a visual 
effect of colour reverberation and monumental impact. In addition, the depict-
ed scenes gain this immediate quality by being fragmented into geometrical 
figures and depicted through angular and curved lines that are almost always 
closed to give a finished shape to every element, even those such as the wav-
ing water where the boats stand (Fig. 17). 

Fig. 17 A and B. Central panel of the triptych A Sunday in Lisbon (details). 
Photographed by the author. 2024

Although the strong black contours can also evoke the delimitations required 
for the composition of stained-glass — that Almada experimented with when 
working for the first time with Pardal Monteiro, in the Our Lady of Fátima 
Church (1938) — the fact is that here the contours are duplicated, triplicated or 
even quadruplicated. Hence, there is a multiplied intensification impossible to 
achieve in the rigidity demanded by the stained-glass technique.

For instance, the face of the seated fishmonger supported by her hand is 
emphasised by the juxtaposition of pale yellow, black thick lines and dark brown 
and ochre/brown filling (Fig. 18 A), while her arm is marked with a sharp and 
bright red line (Fig. 18 B) right next to a black continuous contour that defines 
the hand base. The black lines also seem to bear some component that makes 
them shine — which is not possible in fresco painting. Although a conclusion as 
to whether the artist mixed something with the black pigment to make it glossy, 
or if this effect was a reaction to a previous and urgent intervention of restaura-
tion in the 1970s (that covered the surface with a vinylic substance to stabilise it) 
was not reached,65 I believe this was a deliberate decision by the artist.

on the paint surface. In addition to the texture conferred by the granulometry of the top 
plaster and pigments used, it is possible that grains of calcium carbonates and sands 
were occasionally added to the paints.” (Gil et al. 2024, 3310 and 3322).

65   Milene Gil’s team analysed the presence of oil paints and PVA in the binders, not 
being able to affirm for sure which were the artist’s choice, and which were the remains 
of past interventions (Gil et al. 2024, 3325-3326). 
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Fig. 18 A and B. Central panel of the triptych A Sunday in Lisbon (details). 
Photographed by the author. 2024

Other examples can be seen in the red, blue, brown, black and light yellow 
used in the hand of the standing fishmonger (Fig. 19), the red contour in the 
arm of the juggler (Fig. 20) or the blue contour emphasizing the face of one 
embracing woman at the balcony (Fig. 21) and more, such as in the previously 
mentioned face of the staring (perhaps) self-portrait inside the ship (Fig. 15). 

Fig. 19. Central panel of the Triptych A Sunday in Lisbon (detail). Photographed by 
the author. 2024
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Fig. 20. Right panel of the Triptych A Sunday in Lisbon (detail). Photographed by 
the author. 2024

Fig. 21. Left panel of the triptych Departure of Emigrants. (Detail). Photograph by 
the author. 2024

Overall, the result of these combined techniques produced a proximity of the 
depicted subjects to the viewer and a visual communication akin to the lan-
guage of advertising design. Thus, the monumental figures do not have the 
distance of monuments, but the proximity seen in common people, part and 
parcel of everyday life, including the ones that crossed that station to emigrate.



TITLE:

On mural painting – Almada Negreiros, Spain and 
dictatorships.
Conservation and art historical approaches

EDITORS:

Mariana Pinto dos Santos, Milene Gil,
Simão Palmeirim

PUBLISHERS:

IHA-NOVA FCSH/IN2PAST, Lab HERCULES
-Universidade de Évora / IN2PAST

PEER REVIEWERS:

Begoña Farré Torras (IHA-NOVA FCSH/IN2PAST)
Cristina Dias (Lab HERCULES, Universidade de Évora)
Cristina Azevedo Tavares (CIEBA-FBAUL)
Helena Melo (Lab HERCULES, Universidade de Évora)
Irina Sandu ( MUNCH Museum, Noruega)
Luís Trabucho (FCT – Universidade NOVA de Lisboa)
Luísa Carvalho (FCT – Univerdade NOVA de Lisboa)
Mafalda Costa (Lab HERCULES, Universidade de Évora)
Maria Aguiar (Escola das Artes, Universidade Católica 
do Porto)
Mariana Pinto dos Santos (IHA-NOVA FCSH/IN2PAST)
Milene Gil (Lab HERCULES, Universidade de Évora)
Simão Palmeirim (IELT-NOVA FCSH)

TRANSLATIONS:

Ana Rita Palmeirim (Chapters 1 and 3)

ENGLISH REVISION:

Ana Rita Palmeirim, the editors and the authors

IMAGE PERMISSIONS:
All authors have secured image permissions for each 
chapter, respectively.

DESIGN:
Rui Miguel Ribeiro

COVER:
Detail from Almada Negreiros’ mural painting at 
the Diário de Notícias building, Lisbon. Mapa-Mundi 
(1940). Photograph Milene Gil - Project ALMADA. Lab. 
HERCULES.

FUNDING:

This work is financed by national funds through FCT 
– Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia, I.P., under 
the project: Unveiling the Mural Painting Art of Almada 
Negreiros (1938-1956) [PTDC/ART-HIS/1370/2020]

Este trabalho é financiado por fundos nacionais através 
da FCT – Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia, 
I.P., no âmbito do projecto: O Desvendar da Arte da 
Pintura Mural de Almada Negreiros (1938-1956) [PTDC/
ART-HIS/1370/2020]

Lab HERCULES  is funded by national funds through 
FCT – Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia, I.P., 
under the projects UIDB/04449/2020 (DOI: https://doi.
org/10.54499/UIDB/04449/2020), e UIDP/04449/2020 
(DOI: https://doi.org/10.54499/UIDP/04449/2020) 

O Lab HERCULES  é financiado por Fundos Nacionais 
através da FCT – Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia, 
I.P., no âmbito dos projetos UIDB/04449/2020 (DOI: 
https://doi.org/10.54499/UIDB/04449/2020), e 
UIDP/04449/2020 (DOI: https://doi.org/10.54499/
UIDP/04449/2020)

The IHA is funded by national funds through FCT – 
Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia, I.P., under the 
projects UIDB/00417/2020, https://doi.org/10.54499/
UIDB/00417/2020 and UIDP/00417/2020, https://doi.
org/10.54499/UIDP/00417/2020.

O IHA é financiado por fundos nacionais através da FCT 
– Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia, I.P., no âmb-
ito dos projetos UIDB/00417/2020 e UIDP/00417/2020, 
DOI: https://doi.org/10.54499/UIDB/00417/2020 e 
https://doi.org/10.54499/UIDP/00417/2020.

© 2024: Authors, Instituto de História da Arte - NOVA 
FCSH/IN2PAST and Lab HERCULES - Universidade de 
Évora/IN2PAST

All published content (texts and images) is the sole 
responsibility of the authors.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.34619/ar2r-b807

ISBN: 978-989-35191-4-1


