
Gretta Sarfaty subverts female representations with 
an expressionist atmosphere

Paintings of nude women are like an analysis of your own body in the mirror and have 
already been exhibited in London and New York

Danilo Thomas

São Paulo

A naked woman is wrapped in a sailor's rope that emulates a snake. Another tries to 
undo the bars in which she is wrapped. The mouth of another, on a distorted face, eyes 
popped, lets out a scream like the one portrayed by Edvard Munch .

In works like these, artist Gretta Sarfaty , 77, dismantled the classic notions of femininity 
in the art of the 1970s and 1980s. But these are not creations subject to militancy, in 
which language is merely a means of pamphleting. "I was a feminist in my proposal. I 
never do anything calculated. It's all instantaneous. It's what I feel," says the artist.

While criticizing the representation of the feminine , the artist explored and helped 
establish new languages, such as performance , in the case of women tied to ropes and 
bars. She also innovated through video and photography, in a series of distorted self-
portraits, which undo the perfect and well-behaved image that bothered her so much in 
her youth.

"I was never an activist," says Sarfaty, with her black hair tied in a high bun and her face 
covered in makeup, sitting in the exhibition hall of the Martins & Monteiro gallery , where 
the exhibition "Gretta Sarfaty/Almost Reflections of a Woman" is on display until 
Saturday.

The solo exhibition presents a series of paintings that portray the nude female body, 
showing women in situations of introspection.

The paintings, however, allow us to see beyond the breaking of the beauty standard. 
The nude women created by the artist compose a new beauty in dark tones that reveal 
their state of mind, in front of the mirror. "I made them confronting themselves", she 
says, while leafing through the book about her life and work, recently published by Act., 
and with a series of launches scheduled in Switzerland, France and Portugal.
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The mood of the works is reminiscent of expressionism , the school that most influenced 
the author in painting. She also says she was influenced by the Italian Amadeo 
Modigliani , known for his introspective, long-necked women, and Lucian Freud , with 
his portraits that bring out the carnality of the figures portrayed.

This is the second time that the series of figurative paintings has been exhibited to the 
public. The first time was in 1997, in London, where the artist had moved to live two 
years earlier, after more than a decade in New York.

Of Greek origin, Sarfaty moved to Brazil with her parents in 1954 and became a 
naturalized Brazilian citizen. She grew up looking at herself in the mirror, in a kind of 
"autovoyeurism" that she would later take to her art, deconstructing and constructing the 
language in her self-portraits from the 1970s and in her paintings.

All the exploration of the body, nudity and the dismantling of what was understood as 
feminine were not without consequences. The conservative parents were bothered by 
their creations, as were the husband and three children.

"I had to move to another country and everything. They cut me off from everything so I 
could stay tied down," she says. "I moved to New York and did what I wanted. I said, 
'I'm not going to be a Sunday mom anymore.' I went alone, without kids. They didn't 
want to go with me."

In a New York more creative than the financial Canaan it eventually became, penniless 
Sarfaty offered her job to stay at the Chelsea Hotel, which had once been home to 
artists such as the poet Dylan Thomas.

That same year, 1983, she accidentally caused a fire in her room, which destroyed all of 
her work. However, this did not affect her relationship with the hotel, which even offered 
her to stay there permanently.

Today, she lives in Higienópolis, in the center of São Paulo, and is recovering from a 
stroke she suffered in December of last year. She works daily, using tools such as 
artificial intelligence. "It's her assistant," she says, having become involved with digital 
creations in the 2000s.

The recovery has been recorded by Sarfaty, who once again uses art as she did when 
her mother died, the reason that brought her back to Brazil and inspired works that 
speak of rescue, the past and reconciliation —with her loved ones and with her own 
identity.
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