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“I claim for the architects the rights, 
and liberties that painters and poets 

have held for so long “
Visual poem by Pancho Guedes 

I
Alheava_a arquitectura em Moçambique
I am Portuguese, from Mozambique, born in Nampula in 1970, the year in which Portugal 
began to lose military control of the former Portuguese colony with the military operation 
Nó Gordio (Gordian Knot). 

After the independence of Mozambique following the civil war, in 1976, my mother, my 
brothers and I were forced to come to Portugal to study. For the same reasons, in the 1980's
and the early part of the 1990's, my father and uncles decided to return permanently to 
Portugal, the country where some had been born and had left when children. 

Since 1999, I have developed and presented the project alheava, which has as its central 
theme Portuguese colonial and post-colonial collective memory. 
"Alheava" is the conjugation of the verb "alhear" [to alienate] in the imperfect past tense. 
This use of the verb tense refers to the past – which in turn alludes to memory as the raw 
material of individual and collective identity. In this way, the mechanisms of the production 
of the imaginary are dealt with, establishing a cognitive map of a given lived experience. 
"Alhear" suggests a state of separation, an effect of deviation, an absence of roots, a 
sensation of loss and a feeling of shifting. The reality portrayed is that of the post-colonial 



condition reflected in the experiences of the Portuguese people who lived in the several 
different African colonies in the period before the 25th of April 1974 revolution.

The history of my family forms the base of the project and allows it to address other themes
such as Portuguese identity and colonialism. With regards to the work process, and because 
it deals with a return to my origins, to my family's past, I began by recording in various texts 
(that were eventually integrated into the work), the memories that I had of the short time I 
lived in Mozambique. Second, I recorded in audio and video conversations that I had with 
family members in which they remembered their experiences and past stories from the time
they lived in Mozambique, events that happened during the process of decolonization 
(coming to Portugal) and others that occurred during the process of adapting to the country,
the different places where different parts of the family went to live. Then I made an 
inventory of all of the material items (consisting of decorative objects, furniture, collections, 
photographs, movies, etc.) that would allow me to (re)tell, present and make present the 
testimonies referred to. The conceptual phase of the project, the work that would be 
presented in the different exhibitions were designed and defined. Altogether, the different 
works and exhibitions of the project alheava come close to being symbolic portraits; they 
constitute documental vestiges of a situation that defined the history of Portugal. 

My grandfather was a house builder in Nampula, Mozambique. Anchored in these 
references is the structure of a narrative critical of the exporting to Africa of western 
thought patterns, in this case exemplified by the introducing of modernist architecture to 
the Portuguese colonies in Africa. 

II
Geração Africana 
In the fifties and sixties of last century, a generation of architects who had studied in 
Portugal in the Fine Arts Schools of Lisbon and Porto, between the end of the 40's and the 
beginning of the 50's, with different ages, went to Africa for different reasons. They knew 
the premises of the Modern Movement and its appropriation - better yet, its reinvention - in
Brazil; they left for Africa, affirming a modernity that was distant from the official 
architectural models conveyed by the Estado Novo regime in Portugal.

In Africa, they built buildings applying the principles of European modernism adapted to the 
tropical climate. They applied the teachings of Le Corbusier, summoned Brazilian tropical 
modernism, reclaimed the link between art and architecture. They wanted the buildings to 
be complete works, integrating on the facades with balconies, boxes and protrusions, tiled 
panels, built-in pebble murals, glazed tiles, engraved marble, ceramic panels, figurative and 
abstract designs, sculptures, colorful geometric shapes and volumes.

Far from Portugal, in the midst of Estado Novo, the architects of this "African generation" 
created freely and built more than they would build in the metropolis, making a free 
architecture.
With a very strong presence in the cities, since the early 1950s, they built the new Angolan 
and Mozambican cities, cities that needed and had room to grow.
The quality, intelligence and uniqueness of the works, are an expression and impulse of 
freedom that extended the universe of architecture, and marked the 20th century in Africa.

Manuel Santos Maia, June 2018 


