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You go, you stay, you never come back!  
—João Guimarães Rosa, “The Third Bank of the River” (1962)  
  
  
Mendes Wood DM New York is pleased to announce Outras águas / Other waters, Antonio Obá’s second 
solo exhibition in New York. Comprising new paintings and bronze sculptures, Outras águas / Other 
waters intertwines a panorama of references across the histories of Brazilian literature, music, and paint-
ing, exploring shared histories and personal resonances that at once engage and reconstruct the worlds 
embedded within.  
  
The point of departure for Outras águas / Other waters is the seminal writing of the Brazilian author and 
diplomat João Guimarães Rosa, in particular his short story “The Third Bank of the River” (1962). 
The story tells of a man who secludes himself from his family, his friends, and society to live in a canoe, 
sailing up and down a river in solitude. Guimarães Rosa explores this notion of solitude as a return to 
the self, defending the principle that the real encounter between a person and themselves happens 
within silence, in observation of nature, and in search for the unknown. This search is the premise of 
Obá’s exhibition.  
  
The works make references across time and place, from the Brazilian Baroque through late twentieth-
century Black American painting, to recent Brazilian popular music. These references, however, are 
freed from their roots and rendered universal to any observer—rather it is from the point of the uni-
versal unknown that Outras águas / Other waters draws upon. Throughout the exhibition Obá revisits 
places and stories from his childhood, while also representing unknown figures and figments. His ap-
proach is both biographical and oneiric—dream and painting replace reality; memory acts as the central 
axis through which he re-designs his past.   
  
Several works in the exhibition reference the Sankofa, a West African Akan symbol of a bird with its 
head turned backward and its feet facing forward. It symbolizes the act of looking back in order to 
acquire the knowledge to look forward, emphasizing the importance of one’s cultural heritage. In 
Sankofa: cavaleiro (Sankofa: horseman), 2022, a man sits atop his horse facing backward in a landscape 
dotted by fireflies flickering at dusk. Such symbols in Obá’s work are a way of seeking, through nature, 
the source of existential feelings and thoughts. Like Guimarães Rosa, Obá looks at his familiar envi-
ronment in order to subvert it, attempting to universalize these subversions through natural imagery.   
  
In Encantaria - Gorgone Macarea, 2022, a man lays in a hammock with moths streaming from his eyes. 
The background is a deep green, surrounded by a landscape that suggests the Brazilian hinterland as 
described by Guimarães Rosa—a non-place, a place both deserted and mysteriously full of possibilities. 
The moths are a Brazilian species found in the Amazon named Gorgone macarea, known for feeding on 
the tears of birds. In nature, Obá’s surrealism finds a fertile ground to represent human feelings. While 
crying, the man rests by an abyss, which could be his own shadow or an unknown trench. Obá’s com-
positions suggest an impossible pictorial scenario, their perspectives subverting the natural order of 
things.   
  
Antonio Obá rewrites his own narrative; like the nameless character in Guimarães Rosa’s short 
story, Obá also questions the truth of his reality. In his own words, his works reflect “the idea of com-
positions that emblematically play with this situation—what appears to be, what is apparently there but 
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sometimes is not, that which is sometimes bifurcated, throwing you into a visual trap that subverts the 
plot of things.” Obá’s world is a delicate construct of improbable shadows, illusion, and secret symbols 
that look toward the past to build a hopeful future—a new river, a landscape that lies beyond the 
unconscious and in the realm of dreams.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Antonio Obá (b. Ceilândia, Brazil, 1983) lives and works in Brasília, Brazil.  
 
His works have been included in exhibitions such as Path, Oude Kerk, Amsterdam (2022); Antonio Obá: 
Fables, X Museum, Beijing (2022); Carolina Maria de Jesus, um Brasil para os brasileiros, IMS Paulista, São 
Paulo (2021); Enciclopédia Negra, Pinacoteca do Estado de São Paulo, São Paulo (2021); TUYMANS – 
CAHN – OBA, Bourse de Commerce – Pinault Collection, Paris (2021); Possédé·e·s, MO.CO, Mont-
pellier (2020); 360 Panorama da Arte Brasileira, MAM, São Paulo (2019); Histórias Afro-Atlânticas, MASP 
/ Tomie Ohtake, São Paulo (2018); Arte Democracia Utopia - quem não luta tá morto, MAR, Rio de Janeiro 
(2018); Pele de Dentro, Mendes Wood DM, New York (2018); Pipa Prize 2017, Museu de Arte Moderna, 
Rio de Janeiro (2017); entre, Casa da América Latina, Brasília (2016); My body is a cage, Galeria Luciana 
Caravello, Rio de Janeiro (2016); ONDEANDAAONDA, Museu Nacional da República, Brasília 
(2015); OCUPAÇÃO, Elefante Centro Cultural, Brasília (2014).  
 
His work resides in the collections of the Pinault Collection, France; ICA Miami, United States; Pérez 
Art Museum, United States; X Museum, China; Marciano Foundation, United States; Samdani 
Art Foundation, Bangladesh; Museu de Arte Moderna de São Paulo, Brazil; Museu de Arte 
Moderna do Rio de Janeiro, Brazil; and Pinacoteca do Estado de São Paulo, Brazil; among others. 


