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Here on the mobile screen, it’s hard to figure out, but what 
you are seeing is a picture of Tom at the precise moment he 
lost his head, Renato was telling me while we were drinking 
a beer at the Embaixador’s esplanade, late in the afternoon 
of March 22. It was raining. A lot. And every time Renato 
spread his fingers over the screen in one more magnifying 
movement, the water droplets created a deformation trace, 
like little iridescent lenses shredding what was left of poor 
Tom. I’m not sure I said it to Renato, but at that moment 
I remembered Pedro Miguel Frade and Espinosa. From 
the latter I recalled how he supported his astonishing 
philosophical contribution to the world with the meager 
retribution that came from a day job as a lens polisher.  
The former brought back loose memories of the book Figuras 
de Espanto (Figures of Astonishment), among which were 
the widespread mistrust of the Middle Ages towards the (new) 
lens technology (something like if God wanted us to see  
better, he would have given us more powerful eyes!),  
its sedimentation in the Renaissance period, its contribution 
to the discovery of the infinitely small and the infinitely large 
(micro- and telescope), its role in the invention of photography.

It was simply fitting that Tom had just lost his head in 
that image: the “astonishment” to which the title of Pedro 
Miguel Frade’s book referred was linked to the late 19th 
century folk belief that guaranteed that photography held 
hostage the soul of the photographed. According to this credo, 
each portrait would therefore correspond to a soulless, living 
dead person who had inadvertently allowed himself to be 
hypnotized by the infinite blackness peeking from the camera 
shutter. Applying the same logic, we can deduce that, for these 
first viewers, photography would be none other than the soul 
imprinted on paper, which rendered it a kind of corpus delicti 
and, simultaneously, the place of reification of that intangible 
essence of the portrayed in the form of a black and white 
miniaturization of his image. The “astonishment” was not  
-at least at first- the expression of a wonder;  
the “astonishment” was the expression of a terror.

I suspect that every author who has devoted himself 
to photography has inevitably been driven to the question 
of death. Photography is always in the past, on the side of 
unrecoverable things. And contrary to what Victor Espadinha 
says, remembering is not living; remembering is voluntarily 
experiencing this state of living-death, it is giving substance 
to the ghost. It is appropriate, therefore, that this exhibition is 
called Finito. It makes sense that it presents images of ghosts 
and all sorts of soullessness. It is curious that each of them is 
a veiled tautology of the ontological condition of photography 
itself, and it is ironic that, in the form of its perpetual 
reproduction, none of them has either body or substance.

In fact, the iconographic content of these images is 
what matters the least. From what I’ve been able to follow 
of Renato’s work, I’ve often seen him involved in complex 
experiments that seek to provoke a particular effect much 
more than to create a specific object. Over the last few years, 
optics has been his favorite field of research. Lenses, lights, 
transparencies, and motors have been the condiments with 
which he has been testing various recipes that aim at the 
possibility of still being amazed by the phenomena of visual 
perception. In this case, the emphasis is on the (also defunct) 
mechanics of photo development. The astonishment it seeks 
to provoke does not belong to any particular image:  

it is the astonishment of the process itself, of the alchemical 
phenomenon that makes aspects of the world appear on  
a mute white surface.

Access to this experience belongs, of course, to the order  
of fiction. We are in the field of artistic experience, of the  
“as if”. This is not a laboratory, and these are not photographs. 
The projectors hold the images inside and the apparitions 
are not fixed anywhere. The alchemical magic is emulated 
through a mechanical, programmed, sequential, syncopated 
apparatus, and the images being projected are what matters 
the least. Renato knows that images can’t matter. He knows 
that amid the scopic nausea in which we are collectively 
immersed, images tend to level each other out, to cancel their 
symbolic power, their ability to signify. Neither punctum nor 
studium - the contemporary image has become the caricature 
of its own flux, what matters is always the next image. 
Therefore, insisting on the same, on the infinite repetition of 
what is presented, especially through images that proclaim, so 
unpretentiously and so devoid of pathos, their fateful vocation, 
is a poetic gesture. Almost as poetic as carefully forging 
astonishment in the simulacrum of a photo development.

Bruno Marchand
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Finito, 2022
Optical devices, diverse materials
Variable dimensions

A) Finito – Damaged head photo
B) Finito – Checking lens
C) Finito – It must be dark
D) Finito – O positivo, o negativo
E) Finito – Cloudy days are perfect
F) Finito – Body and lens
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Activity
Para-functionalities
with Carlos Mensil

Saturday, 14 May 10:00–13:00

Free participation
Registrations: publicos@sismografo.org
Limited capacity

“Finito”, by Renato Ferrão, is the starting point of “Para- 
-funcionalidades”, a workshop led by visual artist Carlos 
Mensil. It was very early on that artist Carlos Mensil 
discovered the pleasure of playing with the physical, 
chemical, and mechanical properties of the paraphernalia 
of objects he had access to in his father’s workshop. In this 
activity, he brings objects that he has been exploring in 
his works since then: motors, valves, water pumps, hoses, 
potentiometers, transformers, lamps, different types of 
magnifying lenses… Of industrial origin, these objects 
are, by definition, endless reproductions of each other, and 
their functionality usually leads them to paths far from the 
field of art. Here, after a guided tour of the Renato Ferrão 
exhibition, the participants will discover the properties of 
each component, looking for the transformative or expressive 
potential of each one. Unexpectedly, the objects return to 
certain functionality and, by chance, become artworks.

CARLOS MENSIL (Santo Tirso, 1988) is a visual artist, 
lives and works in Porto. Graduated and master by the 
Faculty of Fine Arts of the University of Porto, he has 
exhibited regularly since 2012 and is a co-founding 
member of the independent collective Campanice.  
He is represented by NO·NO Gallery (Lisbon).


