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I worked with Francis Offman for the first time three years ago, 
at the time of an exhibition at Galleria P420 inserted in Open 
Tour (a project for art students involving the leading institutions 
and galleries of the city), when Offman was taking the course in 
painting taught at the Academy by Luca Bertolo. In the planning 
of the exhibition, I had asked Luca to suggest some students, 
and (rather reluctantly) he wrote just three or four names on a 
piece of paper, with Francis at the top of the list. I didn’t know 
him, and I knew nothing about him. Luca had mentioned that 
Francis was from Rwanda, and spoke of the “sincerity” of the 
work he was developing in the course, but he said these things 
with the terseness of someone who believes that biographical 
notes and works should be kept at a proper mutual distance. 

I often wonder what should be revealed of the history of 
an artist like Offman, and the answer is almost nothing, or 
everything but without too much emphasis, hopefully with just 
a few pithy phrases. The only thing I feel I should add is another 
phrase, which Francis likes to repeat: “I waste nothing.” He is 
referring to the attitude of gathering and safeguarding: canvases 
and papers he may have found in the classrooms at the academy, 
perhaps already utilized and set aside by other students, old 
sheets, the tissue paper of shoeboxes, wrappers used for bread 
and coffee grounds collected from the pot over a time span that 
can last for months. 

These things and his way of using them can contain direct 
though very fleeting references to his country of origin, though 
instead of revealing a political undercurrent in his work (which 
exists, of course, though as I was saying, I believe it is misleading 
to unravel it too thoroughly), they offer many indications on 
certain aspects of his practice, which seems to be organized 
around a single rule: buy nothing, and take care of waste.

The actions that go into Offman’s practice rely on 
encounters with evocative materials, in forms and times that may 
seem erratic and very long at times. The choice of papers and 
other materials like jute and linen, for example, is a reaction to 
random and extemporaneous stimuli, while the preparation of the 
mixture of coffee develops across a very wide time span, regulated 
by daily salvaging from the coffeemaker, after which only in the 
summer does he spread the substance in the open air to dry, then 
sifting it to make a blend with glue, plaster and pigment.

On occasion of Francis Offman,
solo show at Baleno International, Rome, 2021

Text by Davide Ferri



Francis Offman, installation view, 2021, 
Baleno International, Roma, IT

I realize that thus far I have described Offman’s work in 
a way that differs from my intentions, perhaps, lingering over 
only certain aspects – the biographical side and the dimension 
of the process that comes prior to the construction of the image – 
which seem to be simply a preamble to the story of his paintings. 

The things I have mentioned – the mixture of coffee, 
plaster, different types of paper reduced to scraps and torn 
bits – constitute a sort of initial palette, a sampling of “colors/
materials” and signs that suggest basic elements of painting 
(marks, brushstrokes, gestures that assert or erase) arranged 
and combined on a surface (canvas or paper) in a context of 
variability and improvisation, as can be seen in this exhibition 
at BALENO, which includes eight recent paintings displayed 
along the three rooms of the gallery space. In Offman’s works 
the same things combined and recombined in different 
ways constitute images in the form of dialogues or contrasts 
(sometimes true battles) between different fields and tones – 
misty, powdery and earthy, or warm, bright, shrill – capable of 
dilating and expanding, of reciprocal thrust or compression. 

Once the image has been organized as an encounter 
between heterogeneous materials/elements, a new range of 
gestures interacts with them. The brush reconfigures and 
re-balances, underscores and amplifies, consuming and 
exhausting a rugged, layered surface with irregular, frayed 
contours. In this way, the surfaces – canvas or paper – thicken 



Francis Offman, installation view, 2021,
Baleno International, Roma, IT

due to continuous additions and accumulations, and take on 
a vaguely rigid form that generates a contrast with the volatile 
appearance – like standards, tapestries or banners – with which 
they enter the space, paintings without stretchers or support 
structures, with a material life that fastens into the surface, 
impregnating it with time, with a past and a present that collide 
and intermingle.

Offman’s paintings are undoubtedly abstract. But they can make 
vague allusions to landscape (with certain yellows, browns 
and greens that suggest the vitality of the earth, or certain 
blues that are wedged into things like fragments and portions 
of sky and waterways), but there is nothing – a horizon line, 
a reference to definite figures – that can really characterize 
them as such. Let’s put it this way: Offman’s works are abstract, 
but for me they seem to evoke, though without description, 
the image of an exuberant and 
contrasted landscape, a landscape 
of continuous movements, tremors 
and telluric subversions. 

In one of the paintings of 
this show I have observed at great 
length (Untitled, 2018), for example, 
a rip, a scrap taken from a bread 
wrapper, like a final gesture that 
denies or erases, or like a sign that 
refuses to find a precise location, 
issuing slightly from the perimeter 
of the surface, suspends the image 
in a sort of perpetual unfinished 
state. In another one of the pieces 
in the show (Untitled, 2019), where 
the rips seem to float on a brown 
background, ready to combine 
and accumulate at the center or to 
scatter themselves at the borders, 
the image prompts the same sense 
of lack of resolution, with the deep 
brown that seems to underscore 
and underpin irreparable fractures. 
Something irreparably bent.



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2018
acrylic, ink, coffee ground, collage on 100% cotton paper, 56 × 76 cm



detail
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Francis Offman, Untitled, 2018
acrylic, ink, collage on 100% cotton paper, 36 × 50 cm



detail



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2018
acrylic, ink, collage on 100% cotton paper, 56 × 76 cm



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2018
acrylic, ink, coffee ground, collage on 100% cotton paper, 56 × 76 cm
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Francis Offman, The ‘t’ is Silent, installation view, 2022,
8th Biennial of Painting, Museum Dhondt-Dhaenens, Gent, BE



Francis Offman, The ‘t’ is Silent, installation view, 2022,
8th Biennial of Painting, Museum Dhondt-Dhaenens, Gent, BE



Francis Offman, Expressions. The Proposition, installation view, 
2021, Castello di Rivoli Museo d’Arte Contemporanea, Rivoli, IT



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 107 × 123 cm



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink, paper and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 157 × 96,5 cm



detail



Francis Offman, The ‘t’ is Silent, installation view, 2022,
8th Biennial of Painting, Museum Dhondt-Dhaenens, Gent, BE



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 111 × 165,5 cm



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink, paper and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 88 × 149 cm



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink, paper and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 108,5 × 114 cm



detail



Francis Offman, Painting Stone, installation view, 2021, Villa Lontana, Roma



Francis Offman, installation view, 2021, Herald St, London, UK

His canvases are not mounted on stretchers. The irregular 
shape of the surface reflects his engagement with processes, 
using scrap materials, such as restaurants’ paper place mats 
and discarded cardboard pulped into a thick medium, used as 
the base for the coloured and juxtaposed collaged fragments 
that comprise his work. Offman recycles coffee dregs to give 
bulk to the surface. The sense mixture holds and absorbs 
ground pigments, it retains colour and its textural bulk gives 
an extra dimension. The surfaces take on a somewhat rigid 
form that contrasts with their appearance. Although essentially 
abstract in form, his work suggests fragmentary landscapes, 
and recalls the strong light and colours of Rwanda. The use of 
coffee refers to its commodification as a primary export from 
much of Africa and as such it stands both as a memorial and 
a bittersweet reminder of the effects of colonisation on land, 
traditions and peoples. 



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink, paper and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 111 × 115 cm



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink, paper and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 115 × 149 cm



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 137 × 165,5 cm



Francis Offman, Tragitti divaganti, distrazioni da una meta, 
installation view, 2018, P420, Bologna, IT



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink, paper and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 59 × 71 cm



detail



Francis Offman, You Might Know, installation view, 2021, MA*GA, Gallarate (MI), IT



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, paper and Bolognese plaster on linen, 197,5 × 165,5 cm



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic, ink, paper and Bolognese plaster on cotton, 119,5 × 149 cm



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2017
acrylic and Bolognese plaster on linen, 158 × 96,5 cm



Francis Offman, Tragitti divaganti, distrazioni da una meta, 
installation view, 2018, P420, Bologna, IT



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2018
acrylic, ink, collage on 100% cotton paper, 56 × 76 cm



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2018
acrylic, ink, collage on 100% cotton paper, 56 × 76 cm



Francis Offman, The ‘t’ is Silent, installation view, 2022,
8th Biennial of Painting, Museum Dhondt-Dhaenens, Gent, BE



Francis Offman, The ‘t’ is Silent, installation view, 2022,
8th Biennial of Painting, Museum Dhondt-Dhaenens, Gent, BE



Text by Simone Frangi

A tenacious trans-continental genealogy exists in painting, 
which concentrating on the substance of its materials and 
freeing up the fibers of their surfaces from the narrow limits of 
signification, constantly takes its distance from specific themes 
and subjects. The disappearance of the substantial human figure 
in the paintings of Francis Offman, the artist from Rwanda 
now based in Italy, and its molecular dissolution in the traces of 
his semantic activities, is a recent event in this non-linear and 
unaligned history, which the modern colonial gaze has hoped to 
be able to tame under the trademark of abstraction. Nothing, in 
fact, is abstract, in the sense of ab-solute and universal: even less 
so painting, conveyed by water at “room temperature,” bonded 
by forms of solidarity with the sun’s rays or with humidity, 
which depending on the variation of the seasons interfere with 
the dryness or malleability of the material of the painting itself. 
For Offman, recognition of this ecological interdependency 
in the painted work means not offending the intelligence of 
nature, and acknowledging that we are alive and sentient, as 
much as we are experienced and enacted. The abstraction with 
which Offman is engaged in painting seems to immerse itself, 
without intention, in a visual training the artist has experienced 
in life: weaves of banana leaves, monochrome mixtures of dung, 
architectural forms and designs, emerging in a Rwanda of the 
memory. The abstract in which Offman is involved takes its 
distance from the jargon encoded by the Western masters in 
our history books, and more perceptibly approaches a form of 
everyday material economy, similar to what the sound artist 
Aurélie Lierman defines as “Afrique concrete.” Offman treats 
painting as a tool for recording of movements and occupations 
of a human body that can no longer be considered the measure 
of things. Painting treats Offman as a presence that trudges 
on, that takes responsibility for its interaction with things, 
and with the contingency of its existence: every material that 
passes through the hands of the painter faces us, in fact, with its 
own more or less violent story of extraction. Its treatment, its 
modification.  The conceptual architecture of  Offman’s work 
shifts towards a process of “product development” in which the 
artist monitors aspects of sustainability and material biography. 
In a sizeable number of the infinite, nameless series Offman 
has activated in 2020, coffee makes a mimetic appearance: if 
when it reaches us that powder has already passed through 

Francis Offman
Untitled, 2020 - in progress
Oil paint and coffee on canvas and chestnut paper 



Francis Offman, 2021, installation view, 
P420, Bologna, IT

many hands, what does its further manipulation imply? What 
ethical scenarios open up in its use, “getting one’s hands dirty” 
with a history steeped in the reactivation of imperialist routes, 
prolonged by the neoliberal circulation of a resource that is 
by now a luxury. As Jessica Sartriani states in a recent essay 
on Offman’s practice, “a package of coffee represents a map,” 
because after the demise of the myth of “purity” of the colonial 
product par excellence extracted from exotic and subjugated 
Ethiopia, every container transports a mixture: the grounds 
are thus a trans-colonial cartography that ties knots between 
different European settlements in Africa, Asia and Abya Yala 
– places of expropriation and of (agri)cultural standardization 
through the enforcement of monocultures – and sheds light 
on the constituent relationships between colonialism, the 
plantocene and the trans-Atlantic and trans-Mediterranean 
traffic in racialized bodies. The relationship between Offman 
and painting is mediated by the alchemical principle of 
“migration of matter”: if every substance has a diasporic 
structure and leaves a sign of its passage, then paint, like coffee, 
can spread beyond its boundaries to become a social space. 
Exempted from the discourse of cultural language and linguistic 
codes, the painting can literally become a platform to express 
complex concepts in the accessible form of the epiphany. In 
other words, a way of accessing the depths of the idea, without 
impeding access through language, a true device of limitation 



Francis Offman, 2021, installation view, P420, Bologna, IT

invented by the sciences. The rumination permitted by painting, 
that slowness that resembles a form of reflective grinding, forces 
us to call upon the fourth dimension. Time, deep and abyssal, 
neither linear nor circular, is the “right unit of measure” to 
quantify and qualify the efficacy of the painted surface, by now 
a cosmopolitan zone because it is open to misunderstanding 
and interpretation. In Offman painting is a place of maceration, 
not gestural, not performative: it is a swampy space of inertia 
and exertion. If the invention of social technologies like racism 
has sanctioned a colonial standardization of the landscapes of 
knowledge, in painting there is something that resists, since it 
has nothing to do with the rationality sustained by capitalism. 
If there is a possible redemption through painting, it is that of 
opposition to dehumanization.



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2019-2021
acrylic, ink, paper, Fondu concrete, Bolognese plaster on linen, 204 x 166,5 cm



detail



detail



Francis Offman, 2021, installation view, P420, Bologna, IT



Francis Offman, 2021, installation view, P420, Bologna, IT



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2021
acrylic, ink, coffee ground, 100% cotton, Bolognese plaster on linen, 214 x 146 cm



detail



different view



detail



Francis Offman, 2021, installation view, P420, Bologna, IT



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2021
acrylic, ink, coffee ground, Fondu concrete, Bolognese plaster on cotton, 137 x 202 cm



detail



Francis Offman, 2021, installation view, P420, Bologna, IT



Francis Offman, 2021, installation view, P420, Bologna, IT



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2021
acrylic, ink, paper, linen, coffee ground,

Bolognese plaster on 100% cotton, 232 x 272 cm



detail



detail



Francis Offman, 2021, installation view, P420, Bologna, IT



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2019-2021
acrylic, ink, paper, coffee ground, Fondu concrete,

Bolognese plaster on linen, 165,5 x 202,5 cm



detail



detail



Francis Offman, Untitled, 2019-2021
acrylic, ink, paper, coffee ground, Fondu concrete,

Bolognese plaster on linen, 166 x 202 cm



detail



detail



Francis Offman, 2021, installation view, P420, Bologna, IT
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Books always have two sides. They can deliver a blow or provide 
knowledge. I accept both, as long as we have books. The project 
I’m working on for the Quadrennial also stems from these 
reflections.

The two books I would like to draw the audience’s 
attention to are a version of the Bible translated into 
Kinyarwanda and a French grammar text from 1900. The 
Rwandan Bible has a red cover, while the other book is blue. 
They are books I have chosen and have kept with me for a long 
time. The French grammar is a reference to what happened in 
Rwanda, to its political history. The Bible, on the other hand, is a 
reference to the religious sphere, which has also played a certain 
political role, because Christian institutions have played a great 
role behind the scenes in several episodes of the history of my 
country, as in many others. The other books are collections of 
short stories from all over the world, but on their covers there is 
a layer of coffee, so it is impossible to determine their content.

Seeing my mother clutching this Bible in those years made 
me want to measure it with a calliper, to measure its value. But 
then again, even a calliper is unreliable, not only because it is 
unable to measure what I’m looking for, but also because it is 
the instrument that was used to determine the ethnic difference 
between Tutsi and Hutu in my country; it was the same 
instrument used by Cesare Lombroso.
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Many of the monochromes I create, like the one exhibited 
at Palazzo Braschi for the project Quotidiana, curated by the 
Quadriennale, are like planispheres in which it is impossible to 
make out borders. This is, after all, the world I believe in, in spite 
of the fact that I still have great difficulty travelling, due to the 
renewal of my residence permit and passport. And, perhaps, that 
is why these works have a certain gravity, they are capable of 
drawing viewers in.

Painting with coffee taught me how to work with the 
seasons, as traditional craftsmen did. Bologna, in fact, is very 
humid. I start preparing these works in the summer, so that they 
can dry quickly. In the hot season, I prepare the canvases and let 
them dry. I do the imprimatura, I bind the material with Vinavil. 
I have to do it at this time of year, otherwise mould might 
form. So in summer I don’t paint. It is in winter that the coffee 
preparations come into contact with the more artistic colours 
and materials, the acrylics, the inks. In the meantime, I start 
collecting coffee, I put it on the radiator to dry. Then once it’s 
summer again, I put it in the sun, and so on. I like this routine 
because it has a human rhythm. In fact, I don’t produce much. 
I let some works that I prepare in the summer sit for two years 
before deciding to go back to them.
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Francis Offman, Untitled, 2022
1 canvas, acrylic, coffee grounds, Bolognese plaster on cotton 385 × 220 cm,
22 books with coffee grounds on the cover, 1 Bible, 1 French grammar manual,

81 callipers, installation, variable dimension



detail
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