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Overlapping traumas? The post-traumatic memory cultures of post-communist Poland 

and post-dictatorship Brazil 

As a scholar researching on the forms of contemporary post-traumatic Polish identity and their 

cultural expressions, I decided to pursue, during my visit at the University of São Paulo, 

preliminary research on possible similarities and parallels between the post-traumatic memory 

cultures of Poland and Brazil. If for the former, the traumatic kernel would be constituted by 

the experiences of the Second World War and the Shoah, overlapping with the consequences 

of other historical ordeals, such as the state of dependence during the communist rule (1945–

1989), but also the trauma of serfdom, abolished only in 1864; for the latter, the founding 

experiences would be Brazil’s colonial past and slavery, as well as the dictatorship, 1964–1985. 

Another premise of this anticipated affinity between Poland and Brazil (or between Central-

Eastern Europe and South America more broadly) would be the position of these two countries 

on the map of global politics, economy and cultural production: recovering from various forms 

of dependency (Soviet control vs. dictatorial regime); provincial, yet very much aspiring to the 

global North (or West); rapidly developing and proud of their own achievements, but full of 

resentment towards the more privileged regions; striving for social, gender, sexual and racial 

equality, however haunted by a colonial or semi-colonial past, class divisions and patriarchal 

culture. Thus, despite strong historical, cultural or demographic differences between those two 

countries, their public spheres are both shaped by regular outbreaks resulting from internal 

tensions in the field of historic and mnemonic narratives. Those eruptions usually take shape of 

culture wars, initiated from the very conservative and patriarchal positions defending 

“traditional”, “family”, “patriotic” or “national” “values”: suffice to mention recent battle over 

the play The Curse staged at Teatr Powszechny in Warsaw (January 2017) or shutting down 

the Queermuseu in Porto Alegre and subsequent events around the exhibition at São Paulo 

Museum of Modern Art (September 2017). The final impulse for this parallel has come from 

the recent endeavors to match the two regions in the field of art history, namely, MoMA’s 

2015/2016 exhibition Transmissions: Art in Eastern Europe and Latin America, 1960–1980 

and – probably inspired by the former – The Other Trans-Atlantic. Kinetic and Op Art in 

Eastern Europe and Latin America 1950s–1970s at the Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw 

(2017/2018).  
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My main point of reference in the research on contemporary post-traumatic Polish memory 

culture is the experience of the Second World War and the Shoah: for, the latter took place 

mostly on these terrains, making Christian Poles witnesses to the destruction of 3 million Jewish 

compatriots, as well as of thousands of foreign Jews in the death camps. The Holocaust and the 

post-war relocations of whole ethnic groups: Poles, Germans, Ukrainians, Lemkos, resulted in 

creation of quite a mono-ethnic Polish society, occupying territory that not really corresponded 

to the map of pre-war Poland. Forty-five years of communist rule, due to its strict rules of 

memory politics and severe censorship, froze any working-through or healing processes, which 

could and should take place in Poland: many of the wartime experiences and traumas were 

banished from the official memory (e.g., Warsaw Uprising or Katyń massacre), many identities 

denied (e.g., those originating from the former Polish Eastern Borderlands – now terrains 

belonging to Ukraine, Belarus and Lithuania) and many affects repressed: among them those 

arising from repressed memory of Polish role (usually that of a spectator, sometimes of an 

accomplice, sometimes of a rescuer) in the catastrophe of Polish citizens of Jewish descent (cf. 

Niziołek, 2015).  

Therefore, the crucial feature of Polish memory culture after 1989 (it needs to be noted, 

however, that considering these almost 30 years as a homogenous period would be a crude 

simplification) is its inherent “post-ness” that may be grasp in three “working” categories: post-

dependence, post-memory and post-trauma. These notions – similar to the other “posts”, like 

postmodernism or postsecularism – are characterized by several common features: specific 

belatedness, temporal shift, the practice of quoting and mediation, defining the present always 

in relation to a troubling past, oscillating between continuity and rupture. Thus, there is post-

dependence, since the whole Polish culture and collective identity after 1989 worked in the 

shock dynamic of “regained freedom”, fueled by economic vitality of the first years of 

capitalism and catching up with the West; moreover, the times of communism are constantly a 

decisive point of reference in identity and memory politics. Post-memory: because if the legacy 

of the Second World War defined the dynamics of the most important public debates and 

memory conflicts after 1989, it is exactly the generation “after” (cf. Hirsch, 2012) who played 

a crucial role in them. Finally, post-trauma: due to the reasons already outlined above – post-

communist Poland noted a resurgence of traumatic memory so far repressed by the state or – 

as in the case of the Shoah – shoved by collective affects to the ambiguous sphere of non-

memory: burgeoning under the surface, not openly remembered but also far from forgotten (cf. 

Mróz, 2000; Kapralski, 2012).  
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However, this state of latency noted a spectacular eruption in 2000, after the publication of Jan 

Tomasz Gross’s book Neighbours about the Jedwabne massacre (Gross, 2003), which brought 

to light the facts that had been known yet somehow dormant in collective memory: Polish 

complicity to the Holocaust. Book by Gross was echoed by not only a fervent public debate and 

opening an official investigation by the Institute of National Remembrance, but also by several 

artistic responses, to name a few: Our Class (2008/2012) – a theater play by Tadeusz 

Słobodzianek, Aftermath (2012) – a thriller film by Władysław Pasikowski and Ida (2013) – a 

drama film by Paweł Pawlikowski. Although it was Ida that received the biggest recognition 

worldwide, Pasikowski’s Aftermath is the most interesting example here: due to its pop-cultural 

genre and, in particular, to the fact that it openly addressed the so far commonly concealed facet 

of the Holocaust: its economical aspect. For, the beneficiaries of the disappearance of 3 million 

Jews from Polish terrains were undoubtedly their Polish neighbors who took over their both 

real estate and movable property. For, as Andrzej Leder aptly showed in his book from 2014, 

the Holocaust may be seen as an element of a longue durée process of social change, as a part 

of Polish “dreamt revolution”: namely, an abrupt change of class status of thousands of Poles 

– members of mostly peasant society – resulting from the Holocaust, the nationalization in the 

first years of communist regime and the fall of the aristocratic/noble class (Leder, 2014). Thus, 

a tacit underlining of the war trauma might be the trauma of ages of serfdom: forced free labor 

of peasants (who constituted a vast majority of Polish society) “tied” to the lord’s land, which 

was abolished only in 1864. According to some scholars, then, repressed memory of this Polish 

version of slavery as well as of the colonization of Ukraine still visibly influence the social 

structures and national imagery of contemporary Poland (e.g., Sowa, 2011; Huk, 2013). 

However important for the present identity struggles and memory politics, these two collective 

traumas operate in almost completely distinct symbolic and imagery circuits.  

Yet, another manifestation of Polish posttraumatic culture after 1989 is important to mention: 

namely, a visible rise of autobiographical production of the so-called second generation – the 

descendant of the Shoah survivors who decided to stay in Poland, even after the anti-Semitic 

upheaval started by the communist Party (aiming at reorganization of its structures) in March 

1968, which resulted in forced emigration of more than 15,000 Polish citizens of Jewish 

descent. Thus, books of authors such as Ewa Kuryluk (2004; 2009), Agata Tuszyńska (2005), 

Bożena Keff (2008), Anda Rottenberg (2009), Magdalena Tulli (2011; 2014), or, recently, 

Monika Sznajderman (2016) might be considered strong identity declarations, variants of the 

“coming out of the cellar”, as Michał Głowinski put it (2005), that was possible after 1989. Yet, 
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they also emphasize the permanently traumatic underpinning of Jewish life stories in the post-

war Poland: state of constant secrecy and exclusion from family’s story (since their parents, 

survivors themselves, very often did not want to share the knowledge about their Jewish identity 

in order to protect the children) and post-war marranism; identification as a Jew in a sole version 

of stigmatization from the outside, offered by Polish compatriots, and permanent rejection from 

national(istic) Polish narrative; affective dynamics of fear and shame as an indispensable 

element of second generation Jewish-Polish identity; finally, a recurrent structure of inherited 

trauma in their biographies: experiencing the 1968 events as a second Holocaust, everyday 

language and imagery shaped and underpinned by the Shoah and special significance of 

posttraumatic Polish landscape, which only for some of Polish citizens shows its sinister lining. 

Those stories show very clearly that the process of creating collective narrative of Polish 

memory that excludes the trauma of the other – the minority(ies) banished from the national 

imagery – must end as a forgery.  

According to the famous statement of Jeffrey Alexander, “Cultural trauma occurs when 

members of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a horrendous event that leaves 

indelible marks upon their group consciousness, marking their memories forever and changing 

their future identity in fundamental and irrevocable ways” (Alexander, 2012, p.6). Yet, it is 

interesting to examine the societies in which this “horrendous event” is still discussed and 

subjected to fierce reinterpretations, and the very process of defining the dominant trauma is 

influenced by dynamics of repression, non-memory or collective amnesia, expulsion of 

minorities’ narratives and memory wars. Contemporary Poland seems to encounter exactly this 

sort of problems.  

Brazilian memory culture, although in many aspects utterly different from the Polish one, might 

be an interesting field of comparison for the processes described above. For, to begin with, it 

may be attributed with the aforementioned “post-ness”: inherent belatedness, visible connection 

of the present to the troubling “before”, yet without open confrontation with the past or 

addressing the consequences of former structures of violence and exclusion. Unlike other 20th-

century dictatorships in South America, Brazilian military coup (31 March 1964) did not have 

strong features of a rupture, also the process of coming back to democracy was long and 

gradual, by some called an “unending transition” (Lissovsky and Leite e Aguiar, 2015, p.23). 

It started after the most brutal period of the regime, 1969–1973 – marked by illegal 

imprisonment of members of both guerilla movements and opposition to military dictatorship 

in broader sense, as well as in tortures and disappearances – and through the slow “opening up” 
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led to the Amnesty Law from 1979 – which, however, encompassed not only (part of) the 

opposition but the regime’s perpetrators themselves (cf. Schneider and Atencio, 2016, p.4). 

Even the ending date of the dictatorship – 1985 – is discussed and some historians argue that 

the year of 1988 (Brazilian Constitution) or even 1989 (first direct presidential elections) should 

be treated as such instead (p.15). Also processes of coming to terms with the past have been in 

Brazil long and dilatory: there were two installments of a (broadly criticized) reparation 

program for victims’ families (1995/2002) and only in 2006, Brazilian state broke its “politics 

of silence” (p.6) by launching cultural and educational programs dedicated to the dictatorship 

period, aimed at Brazilian society as a whole. The thirty-year delay in creating the Comissão 

Nacional da Verdade (National Truth Commission, founded in 2012), ongoing impunity of 

former perpetrators, visible lack of interest in military past on a societal level, as well as small 

number of commemorative practices dedicated to these events (like monuments and memorials, 

cf. Lissovsky and Leite e Aguiar, 2015) keep Brazil in a “frozen time” (Seligmann-Silva, 2010, 

p.13) of never really started and certainly never finished process of working through a collective 

trauma. Moreover, relatively scarce number of testimonial, literary, cinematic and artistic works 

dedicated to the topic led Márcio Seligmann-Silva to diagnose a lack of memory culture in 

Brazil (2010, p.14; for opposite view see Schneider and Atencio, 2016), as well as 

“privatization of the trauma” and inability to establish collective narrative about the violent 

events from the military times – thus, only “precarious images” of these may be created 

(Seligmann-Silva, 2014, p.30, 32).  

Yet, not only the military dictatorship seems to occupy Brazilian collective unconscious: also 

the trauma of slavery has only partially found its way to collective recognition and social 

change. Brazil abolished slavery only in 1888, as the last nation at the continent, it also imported 

the biggest number of enslaved Africans (5,532,388 since ca. 1550; Araujo, 2010, p.2). Former 

slaves were never offered a financial compensation after abolition and were rejected as prospect 

workers in early years of capitalism, since Brazil encouraged immigration from European 

countries instead, along with the idea of “whitening” the country (Araujo, 2010, p.4). Struggle 

for equal rights for Afro-Brazilians started in 1930s, yet it was the idea of “racial democracy” 

that dominated the official dicourse, i.e. recognition of the importance of Brazil’s African 

heritage, yet with accompanying conviction that it will finally dilute in a specific Brazilian 

culture created by three races (African, indigenous and European), thereby annihilating the 

questions of race as a social construct and racial inequality as such. The idea of racial 

democracy was critically approached by academics in the 1960s, and discussion about racism 
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and inequality intensified in the last years of military dictatorship when Afro-Brazilian 

movement strengthened, aiming at creating new positive identities. Presently, however, despite 

affirmative actions on municipal and state levels, introduced since 1990s, and emergence of 

initiatives promoting racial equality as well as academic works identifying trajectories of racial 

discrimination in Brazilian society, there are still few memorial or museums commemorating 

slavery and the slave trade in Brazil and racial segregation and inequality have still not been 

publicly recognized as a long-term consequence of the country’s history of slavery (Araujo, 

2010, p.8, 33).  

These two kernels of the posttraumatic condition of contemporary Brazilian memory culture: 

slavery and dictatorship, similarly to Polish society’s concealed germs of serfdom and the 

Shoah, although constitute the “groundwater” of social processes and energies, rarely intersect 

in cultural and commemorative production. Neither they create synergic symbolic and imagery 

vocabularies that would enable breaking this aforementioned “frozen time” of “acting out” 

rather than “working through” the traumas (cf. LaCapra, 1999, p.713). Yet, they happen to 

overlap, like they did, for instance, in case of the figure of Chico Rei, a mythical king of Congo 

enslaved in Brazil, who became a frequent protagonist of literature and film during the military 

regime as an allegory of life under oppression of dictatorship (cf. Lee, 2012, p.7; Gordon, 2015, 

p.166). I will shortly analyze three examples from the contemporary Brazilian culture that in 

different ways are scene for overlapping of these two collective traumas: firstly, critically 

acclaimed book by Bernardo Kucinski K; secondly, two exhibitions recently displayed at São 

Paulo’s institutions: Ways of Seeing Brazil: 30 Years of Itaú Cultural at Oca (25 May – 13 

August 2017) and Osso – Exposição-apelo ao amplo direito de defesa de Rafael Braga (Bone: 

An Exhibition/Call-to-Action for Rafael Braga’s Broad Right to Defense) at Instituto Tomie 

Ohtake (27 June – 12 August 2017). However arbitrary, these examples might create an 

interesting parallel for the processes undergoing in the present Polish memory culture.  

The book by Bernardo Kucinski – first published in 2011, just before the creation of the 

Brazilian National Truth Commission, is a fictionalized account dedicated to the history of 

disappearance of the author’s sister, Ana Rosa Silva, and her husband Wilson Silva in 1974, 

during the military dictatorship. The book, a debut of the journalist and retired professor from 

São Paulo University’s School of Communications and Arts, turned to be a notable success and 

since 2011, there have been several editions of the novel in Brazil and it has been translated 

into seven languages. K, although openly blurring the status of the described events 

(“Everything in this book is invented but almost everything happened”, Kucinski, 2015), was, 
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however, interpreted as an autobiographical account (albeit written from the point of view of 

the author’s father, Mejer Kucinski) and became recognized as a long-awaited artistic voice 

from the relatives of the disappeared. It also filled a need, shared by many Brazilian academics, 

for a proper testimony documenting the trauma of military dictatorship, so far missing from the 

national literary scene. “Our testimonies are suffocated by the ‘politics of forgetfulness’ that 

we have not yet been able to dismantle” – Seligmann Silva (2010, p.14) wrote just a year before 

the publication of K. Kucinski overtly broke the Brazilian culture of silence and forgiveness: 

he used real names of police and military perpetrators, as well as of Ana Rosa Silva’s coworkers 

from Chemistry Department of USP who had decided to fire her after disappearance by a secret 

vote. Thus, publication of K became rather a complex event, a part of a “cycle of cultural 

memory” as Rebecca Atencio called it (2016, p.127), coinciding with the creation of the 

Comissão Nacional da Verdade and other commissions and resulting in the new investigations 

into Ana Rosa Silva’s case. Moreover, K happened to be used to an evidence or mandatory 

reading during works of the commissions and its publication fostered reforms and changes at 

the university where Kucinski’s sister worked (pp.125,128-129). Publication of K became for 

Brazilian memory culture and public sphere an event that might be compared to the crisis 

caused by the Polish premiere of J.T. Gross’s Neighbours – a moment of unexpected agency 

and capacity to unearth the latent trauma. Yet, it is important to emphasize that if Gross’s book 

was primarily a historical account, Kucinski’s book occupies the hybrid sphere between 

testimonial and literary: on one hand it is, then, a ground-breaking account of concealed 

collective past; on the other – it intentionally employs the conventions and topics of traumatic 

literature in order to both express and rend problematic writing about trauma of military 

dictatorship in present Brazil. I would like to shortly analyze Kucinski’s choices and discuss 

their significance for K as both a product and an agent of Brazilian memory culture.  

In the self-referential fragment of the novel, its protagonist, K, a Yiddish poet, struggles to 

create a book that would record his experiences of search for as well as pay tribute to his 

disappeared daughter: “It was as if the essential element was missing. It was as if the words, 

though chosen with great care, hid or mutilated his feelings, instead of expressing the fullness 

of what he’d experienced. He found that he couldn’t express his tragedy in the limited meaning 

of a word, in the excessively precise constraint of a concept, in the vulgarity of an idiomatic 

expression” (Kucinski, 2015). Although he spent his whole adult life creating poetry in Yiddish, 

the traumatic experience turns out to be impossible to grasp, to confine in the narrative means 

that are available for him. Some chapters earlier, after unsuccessful attempt to organize a funeral 
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to Ana Rosa, since Jewish tradition rejects the possibility of a “matzeiva without a corpse”, he 

decides to create a small book in memoriam instead, with photos and testimonies of daughter’s 

friends. It is to be a one-person Yizkor Book, an elegy to this who vanished without a trace – 

like the Jewish residents of European towns and villages during the Shoah. Yet, the private 

album cannot be finished since the printer refuses to prepare it. The book K wants to write is, 

then, at the same time a reflection of the album he prepared in Ana’s memoriam and of the very 

book by Kucinski we are reading – the book construed as a memorial. The planned book – as 

well as K itself – is to be an auto/biography: dedicated to the other, yet written from the self.  

Yiddish seems to be a natural choice of language for K – most of Yizkor Books, published in 

Israel and United States by the survivors, were written in Yiddish or Hebrew. Yet, it proves to 

be a language incapable of grasping a mourning father’s pain: “Was it possible that the Jewish 

people, who’d been through so much, were unable to express suffering in their own language?” 

Yiddish for K is rather the language of artistic creation and poetic expression than “the language 

of the exterminated Jewish population of Europe” (Lawrence Douglas, quoted in Wieviorka, 

2006, p.78): an idiom of diaries written in ghettos, of Ada Lichtman’s testimony at Eichmann’s 

trial or of the first edition of Nuit by Eli Wiesel. Still, it is the Shoah that founds the baseline 

reference for the language of trauma in K: although K himself left Poland in the 1930s, his wife 

who lost all her relatives in the Holocaust brings to home the silence of the survival. Thus, “for 

him his daughter’s tragedy was a continuation of the Holocaust” and describing military 

perpetrators, Kucinski writes about “Brazilian Himmler” and invokes the name of Goebbels. 

And even if the destruction of Jews during the Second World War is put in a wider net of 

historical fates of Jewish nation: destruction of the Temples, inquisition, pogroms – yet, the 

context of Holocaust is prevalent and construed as a universal imagery of trauma.  

The context, in which the name of Goebbels appears, deserves some more attention. It works 

as a metaphor that is bound to show the impunity of contemporary Brazilian politics, which 

grant street names to the former perpetrators and criminals of the regime, such as Milton 

Tavares Souza or Artur da Costa e Silva. The ubiquitousness of the toponymy of violence, 

which K desperately chases, intertwines with a forced invisibility of the victims: K’s daughter 

receives a street of her name, along with other disappeared by the regime, in the suburban Rio 

de Janeiro. The collective trauma of Brazil is pushed to “the back of beyond”, like the streets 

named after the disappeared in cities’ topography, “this wall” – the wall of silence surrounding 

the disappearances – “would still be standing, unbreached.” K is, therefore, written not only as 

an intimate study of personal tragedy but as a proxy for a shared experience of Brazilian 
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contemporary society, affectively marking its presence in the feelings of guilt and shame: 

“‘Institutional totalitarianism’ ensures that the guilt, fed by doubts and impenetrable secrets and 

reinforced by the compensation, remains within the survivors as a personal and family trauma, 

and does not become the collective tragedy that it was and continues to be half a century later.” 

But there is another order of violence and trauma present in the streets that become transparent 

even for K himself: that of colonial past. Thus, he recalls that after he had arrived in São Paulo, 

somebody showed to him the street of Fernão Dias – “a famous hunter of Indians and runaway 

slaves”. It is a rare moment in the Kucinski’s book that the trauma of slavery, so essential for 

Brazilian imagery, appears as a point of reference for the post-dictatorship condition. 

Otherwise, slavery is rather a lacuna of K, a concealed mystery of the past – like disappearance 

of Diva – a “young mulatto girl” who looked after K’s daughter in her childhood. Even if Diva 

“had been like a member of the family”, almost like a sister, living with them for over a decade, 

she decided, to K’s surprise, to leave, in order, as we can imagine, to break a phony pact of 

“almost like a family” – Brazilian social relations based on inequality and racism.  

The similar message – that the traumas of the Brazilian past may overlap only if we look at 

them at the right angle – seems to be conveyed by the exhibition Modos de Ver o Brasil: Itaú 

Cultural 30 Anos (Ways of Seeing Brazil: 30 Years of Itaú Cultural), showed at the Oca pavilion 

in Ibirapuera Park in São Paulo from May to August 2017 and celebrating the anniversary of 

the biggest art collection held by a private institution, one of the biggest Brazilian banks, Itaú. 

Curators of the show (Paulo Herkenhoff, Thais Rivitti, Leno Veras) decided to divide exhibits 

from the bank’s collection into four sections, corresponding with Oca’s floors: one dedicated 

to São Paulo itself, one with focus on technology, one devoted to form and materiality of art, 

finally one covering the colonial period, slavery, and their impact on contemporary society and 

culture. Colonial period appeared as the only historical topic of the exhibition itself – a time, as 

curators state, of “a symbolic invention of Brazil”. Due to the educational mission of the 

exhibition (the show was “particularly meant for people who are not familiar with art”), the 

“Africa and Baroque” level was arranged into smaller thematic divisions, using both historical 

material and contemporary artworks. Thus, there were (among others) sections covering: the 

cartography as well as the invention of Brazilian landscape as a strictly colonial practice and its 

contemporary reinterpretations (e.g., Frank Post’s Village on a Wooden Plain vs. Jaime 

Lauriano’s Novus Brasilia Typus: invasão, etnocídio, democracia racial e apropriação 

cultural; yet, there were no photographs from Victor Frond’s Brasil Pitoresco, also in the Itaú 

Collection, which perfectly display landscape convention as a tool of power); Brazilian “golden 
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heritage” of Ouro Preto; the violence of colonial past as well as commodification and reification 

of human lives under the slavery (e.g., Ana Maria Pacheco’s Estudios para Bandidos; Adriana 

Varejão’s Azulejão, Sereinha; Alex Cerveny’s A Raposa e as Uvas); contemporary effects of 

slavery and the colonial past of the global market (e.g., works by Jaime Lauriano, Tuca Vieira, 

Rossini Perez); popular art (Djanira, Heitor dos Prazeres); significance of religion for Afro-

American identities (Mestre Didi); artistic responses to present struggle with racism and ethnic 

stereotypes (Sidney Amaral, Rosana Paulino, Jaime Lauriano).  

 

Victor Frond, Lunch at the farm 

It is significant that 30 years of the collection was marked by this specific change of “way of 

seeing” Brazil – putting focus on the colonial past of the country and its consequences. 

Especially, that those 30 years have been also the time of affirmative actions and growing 

recognition of racial segregation and inequality of Brazilian society. Yet, there was a specific 

glitch in the floor’s display. Thus, next to Miguel Rio Branco’s photo series Indian Triptych 

from 1985 and Karin Lambrecht untitled drawing (1996), both in red chromatics, there was a 

work by a Northeastern artist Manuel Messias dos Santos (1945-2001), a woodcut Isto Significa 

meu Sangue do Pacto. The title quote (“This means my blood of the covenant”, Matthew 26:28). 

is localized on the bottom of the engraving; over it, there is a glass of red liquid, put against a 

white background, with one red drop dripping from above – where a red plain occupies two 
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thirds of the image. Messias’s work was 

accompanied by a short description of artist’s taste 

for biblical quotes and “monumental space”, as 

well as a comment: “In the period of the 

dictatorship, its impact was of pain and distress, in 

which paschal sacrifice was a metaphor for the 

victims of the terrorism of the political police.” 

This made quite an unusual statement: not only the 

work did not match the narrative of the exhibition, 

also its description used rather rare in Brazilian 

public sphere strong wording to invoke the military 

past: the word “terrorism” for the acts of the 

dictatorship. Therefore, Messias’s woodcut 

becomes suddenly a punctum of the exposition, a 

point of intersection of the collective traumas of 

Brazilian society. It happens in the mode of twisted 

afterwardness, Nachträglichkeit, in which the tale 

of slavery enables understanding the trauma of the 

military period. 

Finally, I would like to shortly present another exhibition displayed at Instituto Tomie Ohtake 

from June to August 2017: Osso – Exposição-apelo ao amplo direito de defesa de Rafael Braga 

(Bone: An Exhibition/Call-to-Action for Rafael Braga’s Broad Right to Defense). The show, 

curated by Paulo Miyada and presenting the works of 29 Brazilian artists, was prepared in 

collaboration with the Instituto de Defesa do Direito de Defesa (The Defense of the Right of 

Defense Institute). Its protagonist was Rafael Braga, born in 1988, who after the mass protests 

in June 2013, was arrested for carrying two plastic bottles of cleaning product that supposedly 

could have been used as Molotov cocktails. Braga, “young, black and poor” (Laureiro, 2017), 

unlike his fellow protesters coming mostly from white middle class, was the only person who 

was sentenced after the demonstrations – for five years, based only on two police officers’ 

testimonies. Paroled in 2015, he started working as an administrative assistant in a law firm. 

Yet, in January 2016, Braga was incarcerated again, this time for 11 years, due to possession 

of 0.6 grams of marijuana, 9.3 grams of cocaine and a firework, even if he denied all charges 

(Laureiro, 2017). The exhibition was a form of protest on his behalf, against structural racism, 

Manuel Messias dos Santos, Isto Significa meu Sangue 
do Pacto 
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police violence and mass incarceration of the black and the poor. Title osso, bone, is a metaphor 

of fragility of individual life in the systems of power and in the state of emergency, thus many 

of the artworks – which were accompanied by the printed dossier of Braga’s case – dealt 

specifically with the topic of brittle matter, transience and vulnerability, conceived in more or 

less abstract way. Thus, the famous work by Cildo Meireles, Cruzeiro do Sul (1969-1970) was 

displayed – a nine-millimeter cube made of pine and oak wood, which indigenous peoples used 

to rub together to start a fire, put directly on the floor of the gallery; as well as Tommie by Paulo 

Nazareth – a small figurine of the athlete with a clenched fist.  

 

 

Yet, there were also works which delineated an interesting field of intersecting narratives and 

vocabularies of traumatic memory: like Rosana Paulino’s collage A Permanência das 

Estruturas (Permanence of structures, 2017), openly addressing not only colonial past but also 

still alive fantasies of Western anthropology about black and indigenous people, as well as the 

idea of a constricted body of a slave/prisoner/abused worker that cannot be governed by its 

owner. On the corresponding wall, then, the work Os Desaparecidos (1979/2015) by Anna 

Maria Maiolino, from the Fotopoemação series was displayed. It shows 20 blurred silhouettes, 

standing for the paradoxical status of the disappeared by the military dictatorship: identification 

photos that do not convey any information and cannot be used as an icon of a person. Third 

Rosana Paulino, A Permanência das Estruturas 
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vertex of the triangle was demarcated by the work 

Balada (1995/2015), a book of 896 blank pages with 

a revolver bullet shot in it, by Nuno Ramos – an 

author of the famous piece 111 (1993) dedicated to 

the victims of Carandiru massacre.  

The history of Rafael Braga – although he himself as 

a protagonist of the events was somehow absent at the 

exhibition, as Marilia Loureiro (2017) rightly 

observed – was then reflected by various Brazilian 

stories of violence and trauma: slavery, dictatorship, 

mass incarceration. This overlapping of narratives 

gave his fate a historical and cultural background but 

also created an open scene for identification and 

political cooperation.  

When K in Kucinski’s book deliberates on names of 

the streets dedicated to the perpetrators and criminals, 

he makes a remark about topography of Warsaw, the city of his youth: “It’s true that a rotunda 

still bore the name of that fascist and traitor Roman Dmowski, but he felt sure the name would 

be changed soon” (Kucinski, 2015). The iconic Warsaw rotunda, a monument of socialist 

modernism, built in 1966, has never worn the name of Dmowski; moreover, sadly, it does not 

exist anymore, demolished despite its historic status. Yet, the name of Roman Dmowski (right-

wing politician and anti-Semite from the interwar period), that was given in fact to the nearby 

roundabout, still stands. From this very spot, the neo-fascist March of Independence starts on 

11 November every year. Similarly, the street of Fernão Dias in São Paulo has never changed 

its name. Noted in the last years the strong shift towards nationalistic reinterpretations of Polish 

history (especially strong are worship of anti-communist guerrillas operating in 1940s and 

1950s, as well as uncritical invoking Polish nationalistic tradition from the interwar period), as 

well as recent anti-Semitic events caused by the international reaction to the bill passed in Polish 

parliament (which would criminalize those who falsely assign the Polish nation or state 

responsibility for the crimes of the German Third Reich) indicate that 50th anniversary of the 

events of March 1968 – forced emigration of Polish citizens of Jewish descent – will take quite 

baffling but sadly anticipated shape. Recent events in Brazil display disturbing similarities: 

suffice to mention the growing support for the former regime in a public sphere or the scandal 
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with the planned appearance during the carnival in São Paulo the block “Porão do DOPS” – 

referring to the basement of Departamento de Ordem Política e Social (Department of Political 

and Social Order), where hundreds of people were tortured during the military dictatorship, and 

advertising itself with the slogan “Brazil’s biggest anti-communist block” as well as the effigy 

of Colonel Carlos Alberto Brilhante Ustra, the only officer sentenced for committing acts of 

torture during the dictatorship. The block was finally prohibited by the court, even if previous 

judge decided to allow the appearance of the block. These events clearly show, however, that 

posttraumatic societies need a long and supported by their governments processes of working 

through the troublesome past, because untreated trauma may return in a form of violence.  
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