FRIENDSHIP

By Bernardo Pinto de Almeida
Friends do not share something (birth, law, place, taste): they are shared by the experience of friendship. Friendship is the con-division that precedes every division.
— Giorgio Agamben, What Is an Apparatus? And Other Essays. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2009
Among the various relative acts that shape a life, Friendship is one of the few that requires absolute commitment. Because the act that gives rise to it, that is, the occurrence of this act, creates a world, a secret community that is cut out of the remaining world, with its own laws (which do not conform to other laws but are unspoken) and that, despite inhabiting this world, albeit on its margins, expands it and makes it ours, like a territory given as a gift, as a pure offering. 
Friendship, which is a close relative of love, is distinguished from the latter by its independence and particularly by being almost completely unnecessary. Which means that we can live without it and fulfil most of our destiny without it. Without love, however, we would fade away and become either monstrously egotistical beings, with a limitless capacity for hurting others, or, worse still, deplorable people lacking in any support, given over to the most total abandonment. Even the most abandoned figures in Beckett’s plays acquiesce to love.
Friendship is not necessary as long as we know nothing of it. No one could honestly claim to need friends before he or she has met them. And if someone whom we took to be a friend turns out to be false, betraying the duty required by Friendship, we can forget him almost immediately, albeit with a sense of sadness, because the impossibility of betrayal resides like an inexpugnable force in the very nature of Friendship; not only does the simple emergence of betrayal break the illusion of Friendship but the brutality and shock of this discovery also transports us from one state, in which a space was opened up in us by a person who, in betraying us, no longer deserves it, to a different state in which oblivion and indifference reign.
Yet, despite being the fruit of illusion, it is real. That is, its effects and the practising of it are real, as is everything that it effectively gives us and demands of us. Furthermore, what it gives us cannot really be replaced by anything else. However, its existence is illusory in so far as Friendship genuinely belongs to the domain of creation. Like art, it rests on an illusion that acts like a grain of sand around which the pearl is formed regardless of the size that it will acquire later, when it attains its definitive shape. And, belonging to the domain of creation, it opens up a creative ability in those who open themselves up to it. 
In this respect, it could be said that Friendship is an art, an archaic art, which is renewed ad infinitum with each new Friendship that is created but which, as an experience, remains absolutely unique, since no friend resembles or is equivalent to any other. Creating a Friendship, like creating a work of art, precisely because it is the most noble cultural act of which we are capable (unlike love, Friendship is not natural to man, which is one of the essential differences between the two phenomena), consists of an act of adding to the world something which was previously not in it; something which the world can do without when it knows nothing of it but which, as soon as it is created, belongs as much to that world as the things that were there from the start.
Friendship is not necessary, that is, it is not a given, right from the start. Rather, it is of the order of the encounter. We find the possibility for it in someone, that is, the possibility of sharing the experience of it. Love is a given: we are born of it, we are brought up in it, we seek it as a necessary part of our existence; if we lack it or lose it, we are deprived of an element that is intrinsic to our presence in the world. Our entire life is tied up with that primary need that is still inseparable from our most intimate agenda. By contrast, Friendship cannot really be sought but only found. Or we can take the decision to go in search of an unlikely encounter with it. Friends find each other but also choose each other, pick each other out of the crowd and individualise each other. They are neither inherited from others nor shared with others. Love can and wants to be shared but Friendship does not. A son shares his parents’ love with his siblings. Spouses, as parents, share their love for their children. There may be mutual friends but Friendship itself is not susceptible to being shared since it is unique. For this reason, jealousy, which involves a suspicion of privation or betrayal, cannot exist in Friendship but can harm love.
It is at once an act and a process of sharing. We find someone and we share an act with that person that consists of sharing Friendship itself, just as a pact is shared. We know this from a very early age. Our first friends, who are found in the course of childhood games, stand out from our other companions and, by reciprocal choice, sign a pact that can last a lifetime. Friendship is that pact, that process of sharing, and that act. At the same time, it is the recognition of the place that is occupied for us by the other, who thereby partakes of that sharing and that gift with us. Friendship is therefore irreplaceable since each friend creates a unique experience, which, being unique, cannot give way to another or be replaced. It is disinterested in respect of both carnal desire and the advantages that it might bring, and although we might expect care and attention from it, the intrinsic pact on which it is founded is determined by loyalty: firm obedience to a loyalty that cannot be questioned. 
The affect that is born within Friendship thereby acquires a density that takes root in the deepest part of us, sustained by the pact. We can be friends even before we are aware of that affect, because Friendship is not born of an affect. It creates it. As Bataille and Blanchot taught us, we can even take as friends those whom we have never met but in whose works we recognise that which is of the nature of Friendship.
I became a friend of António in 1983. I had seen the successive exhibitions that he had staged in Galeria 111 in Lisbon and Porto and I immediately wrote a piece about him in the newspaper Expresso, where I worked, which suggested that when ‘the 1980s’ arrived, he was already there. By this, I was referring to the return to painting that defined the decade and particularly to a certain dimension of poeticism that his work brought to Portuguese and European art as an absolutely innovative element. Later, having decided to interview him, I sought him out in Lisbon. 
This first encounter marked the start of what would be a long Friendship between us, of the kind that I have described above: a unique experience that was never interrupted until his untimely death in the late 1990s. What most surprised me at first was a genuine discovery that would only be confirmed in the time that followed: namely, that there was in him an absolute identity between personality, thought, sensitivity and work, which at the same time made him the highest expression of what his artistic work revealed and meant, and made his work the most precise translation of what was most deeply him. Which means that in António Dacosta there were no fractures, gaps or cracks between what he thought, felt, said, wrote or painted. Everything seemed to spring from a common origin, as if a single river flowed in him, with no contradiction or effort involved, and its source was the same, although the colour of each current appeared to be different. 
That experience that was communicated in him, of a deep identity between all of the expressions and acts that he undertook, made him in some way extremely powerful, since, despite his apparent physical fragility, everything in him worked according to a principle of harmony that nothing seemed able to interrupt. And that quality imbued his presence with a very rare dimension of integrity and stability, making us believe in a kind of pure subjective fulfilment that was formed, as if it were sculpted, by the time of his long and rich experience, and which therefore gave those of us who were close to him a sense of enormous security and even hopeful confidence in the possibility of being able to grow to a similar degree. 
With António, as hardly ever before or since, I perceived that there could be extremely unique people in whom being and existing coincided absolutely, with no differentiation. In such people one can find the entirely unlikely possibility of a perfect coincidence between the ontological and the psychological, or an ontology that is immanent in subjectivity and expression. His body of work, and each individual part of it, thereby stands out as an almost philosophical statement of this same exemplary experience. In my still inexperienced eyes, António thus became the closest thing to a wise man that I had ever known.
In the years that followed that first encounter, I saw him again countless times: in Portugal, which he often visited with or without his family, or in France, where I regularly went to visit him, as his family almost became like a second family to me. I shared meals with him and Miriam, a cherished Friend whom I hold in the highest regard, and with Lisa and Carlos, whom I saw grow up and with whom I shared walks, countless conversations and, on rarer occasions, correspondence.
In order to relive an experience which none other would later be able to replace, it became a necessity for me to go to the Dacostas’ house in Lardy, a discreet and tranquil village like those of Alberto Caeiro but in the outskirts of Paris, at some distance from the railway station that linked it to the capital. But my visits took place without any fuss, since it was just like arriving home, confirming that everything was in the same place, or being surprised by some new object, a warm jacket that Mimi had him given for his birthday, a radio that hadn’t been there before or, on a more secret plane, some of the new paintings that were slowly released from his lazy hand, which never made works that were not absolutely fundamental to the deepest sense of an oeuvre which he nevertheless did not mythologize.
I have hardly ever met anyone with so little trace of what we call ego. I would even say that time helped him to eliminate every last vestige of ego-fuelled affirmation, which was replaced by an easy, reserved and ironic good nature or by the attentive courtesy that, in him, served as a door to the curiosity and attention with which he received everyone who approached him. 
In the stories that he told about his life, which were myriad, as he had encountered almost all of the human and cultural richness offered by post-war Paris, and all of the characters who had lived or passed through there, from Burroughs to Artaud, from Breton to Reverdy, countless people, what stood out were his delicate descriptions of everyone he had met or the simple anecdotes taken from life that encapsulated one or another aspect of experience and summarized it in precise and vivid images. In recounting those memories, there was never any sense that he was vain about having been able to mix with these people. On the contrary, his presence in these stories, in which his role was reduced to a minimum, was almost always effaced or the result of a happy circumstance. Genuinely modest, almost humble but in no way falsely so, he was a narrator who bore witness to the world and sought to extract from his experience a briefly expressed but clarifying meaning that was in harmony with his way of thinking.
This thinking, which was at once philosophical, poetic and artistic, like his poems and paintings, was largely based on the deep intuition that there is no substantial difference between the times of history and those of myth, which so frequently coincide and which, with no sense of conflict, attest to the fact that the world is still inhabited by gods and apparitions. In the same pantheist sense, he combined his devotion to the Holy Spirit, which he came to know in the Azores Islands, and his interpretation of Bernardim Ribeiro, or his readings of Surrealism and his understanding of more recent art. His thinking made him, besides the great painter and poet that he was, perhaps the greatest art critic that Portugal has ever known, as can be seen in the texts brought together in Dacosta em Paris (Lisbon: Assírio e Alvim, 1999), a book which covers several decades of careful observation of Portuguese and international art, revealing his extraordinary understanding of the subject.
I learnt more from him than I did from anyone else, certainly more than from any of the teachers that I had. Visiting exhibitions, museums, or simply walking and talking, sometimes all night, his thinking for me was a component of what I later sought to develop, without having him nearby to confirm my intuitions. I owe him more than I could say, and not only as a friend. I owe him many discoveries, many of the texts that I wrote, many ways of looking at art and life, like no other artist or teacher has given me. His way of looking at art, which was always restless and questioning, always capable of surprise (which he also sought to provoke in his paintings), was unique and original without seeking to be so. He irradiated an intelligence marked by a quality that lay between kindness and irony and which lit up everything that he touched. 
I witnessed the astonished admiration that he aroused in many of the great thinkers and artists with whom he mixed, which included almost everyone who encountered him in Portugal as well as foreign figures such as Jean-François Lyotard, Christine Buci-Glucksmann, Remo Guidieri (who wrote a long essay about him), or Antonio Tabucchi. Or Alberto Carneiro, Álvaro Lapa and Mário Cesariny, to give one more reminder of mutual Friends.
Adopting an inevitably more personal approach in a piece such as this one, in which it falls onto others to comment on the work, perhaps the most that I can say (and I think that I knew him well) is that António was perhaps the person who influenced me most and left the deepest impression on me, without ever seeking to do so. He was the Friend that I most needed because he became part of my family as well as a confidant and, on so many occasions, the dispenser of understanding advice in the face of my concerns. For many years, in the near quarter century that has passed since he sadly died, I have often wondered what António would have advised me to do in certain situations and I have always tried to be faithful to what I believed his advice would be at each moment. His advice was always offered as a lesson in freedom and acceptance; he was incapable of malice, gossip, envy or denial in his ever more luminous passage through life, just as his painting conveyed a light and a wisdom that have rarely ever been seen.
On the night that he died, Mimi telephoned me an hour or two later. I had been expecting the news ever since he fell ill and was therefore not really surprised. I had only sought to avoid facing the emptiness that subsequently opened up and stayed in me for a long time, preventing me from going to Paris for the funeral or returning there for several years.
At the other end of the line, Mimi told me in her steady, calm voice, sounding as stoical as she has always been before and since, that the end had come. And, as if to console me, she said ‘António has asked me to tell you that he is leaving you his head’. In everything that I do, I am still trying to understand what I should do with such an inheritance.
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