
 

“Homenagem àquele que conhece e testa.  

O mestre deu açúcar, o idiota viu sal.” 
 

Quartrain from ‘The Bijak of Kabir’. Kabir was a 15th century 

saint-poet from Varanasi. Translated to Portuguese by Luís 

Almeida. Mural on wall: acrylic, pencil, graphite, ink, sequins, 

glitter, gouche, watercolour, and a watercolour on paper. 

within the group exhibition ‘Da Natureza Dos Afetos’, a 

project of Henrique Neves, with Guillaume Viera, Cláudia 

Guerreiro, Letícia Larin and Max Provenzano.  

 

Casa d’Avenida, Setúbal, 2025 

 

The idea for this mural began with seeing the salt seepage of the walls in this centuries-old house, as 

island formations, and then switching the reading of salt to sugar (the sugar plantations on islands of 

the Madeira and the Azores). The wall then could be imagines as a map, with compressed longitude 

and latitude lines, a foldable map one could carry around in one’s pocket as one travelled.  

 

When I read the Kabir verse, which is the title of the mural, I was thinking about labour. I had just 

visited the Museu dos Trabalhadores, in Setubal, a museum dedicated to the workers of the sardine 

packing industry. The verse also reminded me of a children’s story from the Panchantantra, a collection 

of stories from India which upholds the importance and value of salt.  

 

The verse made me think of the work that goes behind the production of both salt and sugar. I had 

been thinking of lifetimes of work that are invisibilised, through no pay, or meagre pay that doesn’t 

match the work done, and so doesn’t generate wealth for the ones who work; from the erstwhile factory 

workers of Xabregas, Lisbon, to the salt workers in Setubal, to people enslaved, indentured, from all 

over the world, economic refugees, and immigration within one’s own country, from the past to today. 

 

The map draws on devises of imagery in hand-drawn Portuguese maps of the past, seeing the salt 

seepage resembling a 3D computer generated topography image.  

 

The symbolism and memories in the map, from bottom left moving right: 

1. The Banyan tree, a species native to South-Asia, a sub-species of which can be seen in Lisbon, 

were common in a city I studied in:Vadodara, in the Indian state of Gujarat. Vadodara is named after 

the tree ( Vad= Banyan tree). The tree has aerial roots and propagates through the root system, so all 

trees in an area are interconnected underground. Here it is a witness and anchor for the map. 

 

2. The pillar of light = spirit as witness. 

 

3. Three little vignettes drawn in graphite at the mural’s base: a memory from Portugal, a memory 

from the day before, and a memory from another place from my life, from left to right: 

i) A memory of the rice fields in the Sado river valley, across the Sado river from Setúbal. 

Knowledge of rice production was brought by people from Guinea Bissau, who were enslaved and 

brought to Portugal. Their descendants in the area of Alcaçer do Sal carry the memory of their ancestors. 

I learnt this on a day tour of African history in the Sado valley, by the organisation Batoto Yeto. The 

tour was like a pilgrimage, walking the route taken to work in the fields. At the end of the tour, white 

chrysanthemums were thrown into the tributary that irrigates the fields, to remember the ancestors. 

The white flowers on a dark blue background in the mural denote this: people who were enslaved and 



passed away after back-breaking work in foreign lands. I tied this to other immigrants who were also 

forced to work away from home, represented by the customary offerings of flowers for the dead in 

other cultures (red roses for Islam and marigolds for people from Hindu or Buddhist backgrounds). 

ii) An image of commuters in a train from Lisbon to Setubal crossing the 25 de Abril bridge over the 

Tejo, possibly working in Lisbon: The daily commute. 

iii) An image of the cliffs in Dona Paula, Goa, overlooking the Arabian sea, a place of peace for me, 

close to where I grew up. 

 

4. Seeing the tile mural depicting St.Francis Xavier on the building of the Cruz Vermelha Portuguesa 

in Largo da Misericórdia, Setúbal, reminded me of the recent 18th exposition of the mummified body 

of St.Francis Xavier in Goa (November 2024 till January 2025), at the Basilica of Bom Jesu, in Old 

Goa. The reliquaries here face each other like mirrors. They hold an Egyptian symbol/story of the 

afterlife, when Anubis weighs a dead person’s heart against a feather. The person enters the afterlife 

if the heart is as light, or lighter, than a feather at the end of one’s life. I painted the reliquaries turning 

into mirrors as a reminder for me of other quadrains attributed to Kabir, about the heart being a mirror, 

to be polished clean continually, and that there is clarity in seeing only if, “..the heart’s doubleness 

goes” or that, “Unless there is heart on heart, no happiness.” 

 

5. There are five rivers of cloth bales running from the top right to the left across the water in the map. 

These are the five rivers of the Punjab, (the word Pun-jab comes from Persian words for five and 

water and means land of five rivers), a vast very fertile well-irrigated land in an area whose 

demarcation lies in north-western India and north- eastern Pakistan. Today in India, after disastrous 

chemical treatment of the soil and new farming practices in the 70’s which was termed India’s Green 

Revolution, land yields have dropped drastically and this along with other factors, has created an 

economic and social crisis. The community from India that is the largest Indian demographic of recent 

immigration to Portugal is from Punjab.  

The bales of cloth also refer to the past: the linkages of the movement of money through textile imports 

from India connected to the enslavement of people from Africa, indentured labour from India and the 

sugar exports, the triangular trade of cargo and people carried on merchant ships.  

 

The green cloth depicts the rice fields and tenant workers in Goa’s past. The main crop of rice is grown 

during the monsoon. The drawing depicts the field workers wearing protective clothing against heavy 

rain while they work, and the owner of a manor house asleep in the verandah on a ‘planters’ chair. 

 

The scroll in the middle-left speaks of love and protection, like a talisman. My father worked on 

merchant vessels all his life so the ships reminds me of my parents. It’s difficult work, where something 

undone could mean death. My father has gone through a near ship-sinking, and a high-jacking that 

lasted over a month, and as with all mariners he is full of stories, some of which I heard for the first 

time a few months ago when my parents visited me in Lisbon. He particularly also has a deep kind of 

peace. 

 

6. The child chewing greedily on a sugar cane stick is a darkly humouress look at the innocence of 

consuming sugar as a child. Gnawing on a small bit of sugar cane was a rare pleasure if one could lay 

one’s hands on a stick, then oblivious to the politics or history of the sugar industry and its toll. I was 

thinking of sugar that’s now so easily available and the relentless appetite for it. The child stands on 

my attempt at a trompe-l’oeil of Brecha da Arrábida, trying to take a cue from the beautifully painted 

trompe-l’oeil of marble throughout Maria João’s lovely home. Maria Joao later told me that the first 

owners of this home was the family of the Duke of Aveiro, this being just one, of their summer houses.  
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