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Cutting Edges: Contemporary Africa in the etchings 
of Mario Soares

“I don’t like making portraits because my 
spirit feels like I’m not doing my work.  

My work, I like it to be very busy.”

Kayra Uguz 
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Day To Day Of People of Johannesburg 
2017

Looking at Mario Soares’ prints, one 
gets the feeling of having found an old 
family album. An intimate perception 
of familiarity frames the compositions, 
as we get the sense of having been 
there, and having known them, when 
faced with the spaces and subjects 
seized by his etchings. This owes much 
to the artist’s careful detailing of the 
minute particulars of urban South Afri-
ca and Mozambique, two countries in 
which Mario has lived. But the affec-
tive is neither sidelined by this cos-
mopolitanism, nor overcome by it. The 
single subject is depicted always in 
relation to the larger urban whole, a 
rendezvous that proposes a structuring 
modality centred on the social experi-

ence. High-rise urban plans, loud mar-
kets and highways suffocated by snak-
ing traffic are episodes Mario is drawn 
to, and it isn’t difficult to see why. 

 
Mario started making art at the age 
of six in Mozambique, drawing as fre-
quently, and in as many ways as he 
could. For him art and education were 
the pillars of his childhood, occupying 
an even amount of importance, and 
deserving an equal amount of time. 
When he was eighteen, Mario joined 
a circle of artists in his home town, 
a lively body of talented painters who 
would inspire one another and share 
ideas. This laid the foundation for 
Mario’s relationship with local artistic 
groups, to which he would find him-
self drawn throughout his entire career. 
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In 2008, Mario moved to South Afri-
ca, finally leaving painting and Mozam-
bique behind. Joining  Artist Proof Stu-
dio in Johannesburg, the artist began 
experimenting with printmaking, and 
found that the medium offered him 
what he had been looking for. Mario 
still works in print, specialising in etch-
ing on steel plates. He manoeuvres 
the medium with remarkable tech-
nical skill, his hands registering min-
ute details like a photographic lens.  

In Heroes’ Square (Maputo) Mario 
looks at his time in Mozambique. We 
see a scene scattered with faceless 
market-goers, the facades of shops 
and a plethora of trees lined up in 
uniform in the farthest point of the 
landscape. Amidst the anonymous 
bodies and nondescript architectural 
fragments, the artist has positioned 
an intriguing portrait of a young man.

Placed in the corner of the frame, he 
looks at the viewer, acknowledging 
their presence and gazing back in a 
confident, if daring gesture. Like an en-
tire composition of its own, the portrait 
reckons with the boundaries between 
the alien and the familiar, attesting to 
an intimate relationship that manag-
es to break the motion engulfing the 
wider image. The portrait invites the 
viewer to slow down, activating not a 
private (nor inner) access to any par-
ticular subject, but rather a remodula-
tion of the social space that is framed. 
The customers lose their anonymity in 
a subtle moment of recognition, as if 
each granted a portrait of their own, 
and propose to fractionate the distance 
that had at first been so palpable.      

Asking the artist about his subject 
matters, Mario states that “[I] don’t 
like making portraits because my spir-
it feels like I’m not doing my work. 
My work, I like it to be very busy”. 

His compositions are mostly bound 
to spaces, rather than people, al-
though I think that the two are al-
most indistinguishable in his work. The 
streets are people-like, alive and full 
of noise, whilst the subjects flirt with 
the urban potential of nondisclosure.   

 “I am looking at the movement” says 
the artist, movements enacted onto 
the streets in such regularity that 
they seem to have folded kinetic en-
ergy into themselves, finally springing 
outwards. Yet the action is not im-
posing nor frightful, but rather com-
forting, as white noise can be, as if 
the streets have begun humming af-
ter being mute for so long. The son-
ic and the kinetic build up the famil-
iar, in Mario’s prints, a circumstantial 
give-and-take between the image and 
the viewer. The cityscapes are almost 
formed as noisy portraits, subjects in 
their own way, and Mario’s prints cap-
ture their peculiar, urban subjectivity.  

Heroe’s Square (Maputo) 
2018



Amidst the noise, there is in Mario’s 
work, something that listens out for 
the hopeful. The artist has recently 
opened a studio in Parkhurst Johan-
nesburg in the hopes of making way 
for young talented artists to have ac-
cess to specialised printing equipment. 
The drive behind this leap of faith was, 
Mario tells me, a desire to collaborate 
“with other talented people who have 
their talent but do not have access to 
resources”. Mario not only wants to 
establish his practise in South Africa, 
but is looking to bring printing equip-
ment back to Mozambique where he 
says are many young people who need 
printmaking. The potential of printmak-
ing as a technology that can interfere 
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See more of Mario’s work at 
www.gunsandrain.com

Faraway II 
2018

in social structures bubbles under the 
surface in works such as as Faraway II. 
Here the artist looks particularly closely 
at a few individuals as a face turned 
profile, a short buzz cut or a single 
ear mark each body mimetically and 
with photographic attention. This slits 
the dizzying scene down the middle, 
asking the viewer to regard the sub-
jects with gentle observation. Crumpled 
t-shirts and disfigured shadows catch 
the viewer’s eyes as the scene crip-
ples time along a horizontal axis. The 
anonymity that in Mario’s other works 
had felt incapacitating collapses in on 
itself and we are asked to look closely 
at bodies that begin to surpass the 
gridlock of urban traffic. Those imaged 

in prints such as Faraway II have not 
moved beyond the urban context, but 
are neither defined by it. The bolts 
of capitalist trade are unhinged here, 
and the potential of subjectivity be-
gins to rise from amidst the vents.  
Picturing the individual within the col-
lective, Mario’s work fractionates the 
deafening clamour  that cloaks the cap-
italist food chain. There are moments 
in which his prints perform a staging 
of cultural critique in which individu-
ality operates as a radical technology 
of subversion, and the system can be 
momentarily outperformed. The act, 
though fleeting and subtle it may be, 
looks forward to a time in which it can 
assume life outside of Mario’s borders. 




