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The recent work of Isabelle Ferreira, a French artist of Portuguese descent, 
is kindled by the fire of personal and collective histories of the Portuguese 
migratory diaspora of the 1960s. “Notre feu,” which the artist kept in her main 
language – meaning “our fire” – marks a symbolic return to her parents’ country. 
For her first exhibition in Portugal, Ferreira presents the inaugural series of this 
phase, "L’invention du courage (o salto)", from 2021, as well as other works from 
the same period, and four new series, created in response to this invitation.

Greek mythology tells us that the titan Prometheus stole fire from the gods to 
give it to humans, suffering terrible punishment as a result. This myth represents 
technological advancement and its comforts as essential conditions of human 
life. And the hardships of the Salazarist dictatorship (1932-74) were precisely 
what led many Portuguese to seek economic dignity in other countries. 
Symbolically, fire covers a spectrum ranging from destruction to regeneration, 
a spectrum which hovered over the dangerous crossing from the Iberian 
Peninsula to France. The “leap” (“salto” in Portuguese) – the crossing of the 
Pyrenees on foot, tracked by the Portuguese and Spanish police – is evoked  
in the works exhibited here, as is the gesture of the “smuggler” who tore  
the immigrant’s identity photo in two halves upon receiving part of his payment. 
One was for the family in Portugal, and the other for the immigrant who, upon 
arrival, sent it back to relatives as a sign to pay the remaining amount.

Isabelle Ferreira’s work, which ranges from sculpture to image, drawing  
to painting, does not take history literally: the photographic portraits  
and landscapes she incorporated into the sculptures are anonymous, despite 
naturally alluding to the people and landscapes of Portuguese immigration.  
In their silence, in their gaps, they constitute a global history made up of 
partial records, as if Ferreira were lending her destiny to other lives. 

The second generation, to which the artist belongs, inherited a new destiny 
haunted by the sacrifice of their parents – “our” invisible history, silent,  
perhaps even silenced. Immigration diverts history, affects national fates.  
We are welcomed at the entrance by a tarot of celestial cards made of 
fragments painted in shades of blue, which Ferreira presents as clues revealing 
the importance of colour, cut, and matter. It also shows tearing, a gesture  
whose economy defines the artist’s modus operandi and which, in its restraint, 
exposes the beauty of organic life, of skilfully handled material, of the hand  



and its tool, and even of the industrial pattern. The two generations thus meet 
in the matrix of labour’s gestures – carrying, lifting, separating, cutting, joining, 
arranging, orienting, configuring – and in landscapes from other lives, such  
as the Pyrenees mountain range, which Ferreira often crossed since childhood, 
this time around to set up an exhibition.

Joana P. R. Neves

Isabelle Ferreira’s (1972, Montreuil, France) work 
has been exhibited at venues such as the Fondation 
Calouste Gulbenkian Paris, the Château d’Oiron, 
the Institut d’art contemporain de Villeurbanne, 
the Espace de l’Art Concret, Mouans-Sartoux, 
and the 23rd edition of L'art dans les chapelles, 
Brittany. In 2008, she created the site-specific 
work, SpacioCorès, for the Centre d’art Passerelle, 
Brest, which she reinterpreted for the Kunstverein 
Tiergarten, Berlin. She has received several 
institutional grants and awards and has been  
a resident at notable institutions, including the Cité 
des Arts, Paris, Location One, New York, the Terra 
Foundation, Giverny, Astérides, Marseille, and the 

Domaine de Kerguéhennec. In 2018, she was  
in residence at the Josef & Anni Albers Foundation. 
In 2019, she won a public commission for the town 
of Vitry-sur-Seine. In 2021, she was awarded the 
Ekphrasis grant (ADAGP, AICA and Quotidien de 
l’Art). Her works are part of collections such as those 
of the Musée d’Arts de Nantes, Frac Normandie, Josef 
& Anni Albers Foundation, CNAP – Centre national 
des arts plastiques, Fonds d’art contemporain – Paris 
Collections, Fonds municipal d’œuvres graphiques  
et photographiques de Vitry-sur-Seine, Frac 
Auvergne, Frac Poitou-Charentes and recently Mrac 
Occitanie. The artist is represented in France  
by Galerie Maubert..
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