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PHOTOGRAPHY, MONTAGE AND ARCHIVE | Gustavo Balbela

ARTICLE

PHOTOGRAPHY, MONTAGE AND ARCHIVE
AN ATLAS OF ADICTATORSHIP AND
ITS LANDSCAPES

GUSTAVO BALBELA
Norwich University of the Arts, United Kingdom

Abstract

The far-right turn in Brazilian politics led to the re-emergence of a ghost that has been
hindering our political agency since the dawn of the republic but that had been hidden for
a few decades: the Army and its violent political agency. This essay will frame the archive
as an important instance within the artistic practice | have developed as a response to the
apparition of this military monster during the Bolsonaro years. In a body of work called
“Concrete Witnesses Inquiry,” | have combined images and texts (collected mainly from
the press) with an urban landscape photographic work that presents overpasses built
in my hometown, Porto Alegre, during the 1964 military dictatorship. Following authors
such as Georges Didi-Huberman and Allan Sekula, | suggest that the archive can be seen
as a central axis in this process, allowing me to connect otherwise unimportant elements
from the urban landscape with violent historical processes, often considered distant and
abstract.

Keywords: Dictatorship, Brazil, Overpasses, News, History
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The current astonishment with the fact that things we are experiencing
are ‘still’ possible in the twentieth century is not philosophical. This
astonishment is not the beginning of knowledge — unless it is the
knowledge that the view of history which gives rise to it is untenable.

We are in danger of being surprised by events as we were in [the] 1964
[military coup]. For lack of political will, competence, anticipation, virtu,
as Machiavelli said, we may again be run over by fortuna’s wheels.?

his paper will reflect on the artistic practice and theoretical research that

led me to develop a body of work called Concrete Witnesses Inquiry:2 an

artistic investigation that seeks to give visibility to a long-lasting (but largely
ignored) military and authoritarian tradition in Brazilian politics by articulating
history and landscape through photography and archival work. This body of work
looks at overpasses and tunnels built in my hometown, Porto Alegre, during Brazil's
civil-military dictatorship (1964-1988). Throughout the Inquiry, | sought to associate
those road structures (generally taken as ordinary and insignificant) to the violent
regime that produced them (often seen as a distant immaterial abstraction, when
not erased by their apologists, even though it tortured, censured and murdered
hundreds of Brazilians).#

While photography and everyday urban spaces were already the centre of my
previous practice, the development of the Inquiry led me to explore new methods, such
as collecting a variety of media (from newspaper articles to paintings and decrees).
Such items were organised in a digital archive and then arranged and presented as
an installation, where archived material coexists with photographic images from the
overpasses. The unfolding of public and private life events — such as the crisis in
Brazil's politics, the COVID-19 pandemic and my experience as a master's student —
significantly shaped my practice and its outcomes throughout this process.

Thus, it will be relevant, in the scope of this paper, to articulate the Concrete
Witnesses Inquiry not only with scholarly and artistic references which affected
the work — such as Georges Didi-Huberman, Allan Sekula, Carlo Ginzburg and Aby
Warburg — but also with a broader context that affected me in that period. We will
start by reviewing Brazil's political context by the late 2010s and by looking at a
previous response | developed to it, through my earlier photographic work. Then,
we will look at archival procedures | developed in 2020, but that were abandoned
after a while. Finally, we will observe how the archive returned to my work, now
articulating it with my photographic practice, leading me to develop that atlas-like
installation that makes the Inquiry’s core: a surface where appropriated images and
texts are presented alongside my overpasses’ images.
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Figure 1

Concrete Witnesses Inquiry exhibition at
the UFRGS’ Arts Institute Gallery, 2022.
Courtesy of the artist.

11

| did not use to pay close attention to politics before 2018. While | attended a
progressive community high school and many of my closest friends were actively
engaged with left-wing parties, | grew up in a conservative catholic family. It took
the election of Jair Bolsonaro and the rise of neo-fascism in Brazil for me to pick a
side. At that point, | was 21 years old and had already taken my first steps into being
an artist. Facing politics in such a violent way, thus, changed the way | approached
my work, too.

In 2019, | started to develop “Letters to Ultramarine” (2019), a body of
work that investigated how images from the Global North affected the spaces |
inhabited. Only through this process did | realise that, as an upper-middle-class
young Brazilian, the landscape around me and my expectations towards it were
usually shaped by the image of the North American suburb. The development of
this work allowed me to perceive how historically determined those expectations
were. Moreover, the fact that | could see them materialised in the spaces | inhabited
was a symptom not only of my race and class position within Brazilian society but
also a symptom of Brazil's position within the global system.

I now recognise that such practice already reflected the intention to produce
visibility to something abstract by carefully arranging elements that initially may
seem ordinary and unimportant. That is: a US-styled post-box could get lost amidst
the residential neighbourhood where | first found it. However, if placed alongside
similar images, that montage procedure could make visible a more elusive but no
less real presence.
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Figure 2
Concrete Witnesses Inquiry exhibition
Untitled, from the Letters to Ultramarine

series, 2019. Courtesy of the artist.

Such a method, | understand, also reflected an underlying diagnostic about the
historical moment we lived in just as Bolsonaro promised to bring the American
way of life to the Brazilian middle class. In his effort to realise in Brazil the ideal of
‘progress’ defined by North American standards, our own ‘Tropical Trump’ would
bend on his knee to the ‘Real Trump’, getting nothing in return but mass shootings®
and these Statue of Liberty replicas.®

Just as the upper-middle-class gated communities | portray in “Letters to
Ultramarine” and the American suburbs, Bolsonaro and Trump have differences
that might be as hard to precisely identify as they are easy to generally feel. Brazil's
long tradition of military authoritarian interventions in civil politics, combined with
Bolsonaro's close ties with the army, for example, make him a particular type of
‘wannabe dictator’. Possibly a far more dangerous type than Trump, according to
philosopher and political scientist Marcos Nobre.’

Bolsonaro was admitted into the Brazilian Army Officials Prep School in
1973, at the height of our latest military dictatorship (which lasted from 1964 to
1988). He was promoted to captain just as he was forced to leave the institution
after he was caught planning a terrorist attack to demand better wages for the
officials. Despite his crime (or maybe because of it), he would be continuously
elected to legislative positions from 1989 to 2019, when he became president.

Throughout that period, Bolsonaro always defended the interests of the
military and security agents, often attacking the newly borne 6" Republic democratic
regime. He was first elected as one of Rio de Janeiro's City Councillors in the first
elections under the 1988 democratic constitution. Since then, he echoed the voices
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of those who never wanted the end of dictatorship in the first place. Later on, as
a Federal Representative, he would publicly side with army officials accused of
crimes against humanity, defend torture, and, at one point, even suggest that the
president at the time should be shot.

As a grotesque spokesperson for military interests within civil politics,
Bolsonaro managed not to be excluded from the military circles he was a part of
before he was expelled from the army. Thus, when his popularity began to grow
by the late 2010s, many high officials in the armed forces publicly supported his
candidacy. A former captain, Bolsonaro was elected president with a former general
as his vice-president. They would go onto forma military government elected by vote,
as journalist Leandro Demori puts it.2 Bolsonaro's election, thus, was just the latest
example of the Brazilian Army acting as if they were the Republic’s patron, feeling
entitled to take back control whenever civilians made a move they disapproved of.
As the Brazilian human rights activist, jurist and journalist Sobral Pinto famously
summarised: “The military, having proclaimed the Republic [in 1889], thought they
owned the Republic and never accepted not being the Republic owners.”

That background will allow us to recognise how meaningful it was that, at
the first signs of an organised opposition since Bolsonaro took office, he called his
supporters to a demonstration in front of the army headquarters. His followers
shouted for a 'new Al-5', referring to the 1968 5" Institutional Act, the decree that
marked the escalation of violence during the military dictatorship, which effectively
closed down the Congress, suspended constitutional guarantees, and formalised
state-led censorship.

Such chants and violent ideas had not been a common sight in public life
since the 1990s and were usually seen as an idiosyncrasy restricted to a small,
white, elder, urban elite (generally speaking, those that felt represented by the
1964 military coup). Thus, the images showing hundreds of supporters calling
for a dictatorship in front of the Army’s headquarters were something | had never
seen before. At the same time, however, that was the image of an old, recurring
ghost. It was clear that the (symbolical and, sometimes, literal) heirs of the army
that tortured and killed their own people in the 70s wanted revenge. They could no
longer tolerate civilians pretending to have the nation’s helm in their hands.

It already looked like Bolsonaro was setting the stage for a decades-long
tenure not as president but as dictator at the Planalto Palace when the COVID
pandemic hit Brazil. His government’s response was to deny the crisis, calling
Brazilians to go to work usually, as the disease was nothing but a little flu, as
Bolsonaro infamously said.’® When the conservative Congress and the oligarchic
Supreme Court surprisingly attempted to keep Bolsonaro from force-contaminating
Brazilians by the thousands, his government quickly reacted by intensifying those
threats against the democratic regime, making their intentions even more explicit.

On March 31st — the date when the Army celebrates their 1964 military
coup™ against an elected government — he and his defence minister, General
Fernando Azevedo, flew in a military helicopter over a demonstration. They waved at
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his supporters on the ground through the helicopter's opened door, signalling that the
army had Bolsonaro's back as he attacked the Congress and the Supreme Court.™
As historian Caroline Bauer points out, an idealised utopian dictatorial past was
actively mobilised by Bolsonaro in a symbolic battle for memory." Thus, Bolsonaro
oriented his followers, but that symbolic battle made me feel adrift in time. The
Military Dictatorship | used to read about in history classes came back to haunt us,
and | felt that | did not have the tools to make sense of such a chronological mess.

I11

To me, COVID's fear and shock came along with those caused by the now constant
attacks on Brazil's (fragile and only somewhat effective) democratic institutions. | felt
the need to think about that threat through my work, but, at first, the methodology |
had developed in “Letters to Ultramarine” for investigating the urban space did not
seem to fit this new kind of problem. Social distancing was, in Brazil, a privilege for
the few, in which | was included. Thus, luckily locked inside my room, the city receded
into the distance. As the world seemed to be silently falling apart, | feverishly read
all the newspapers | had in my hands — to paraphrase Didi-Huberman's depiction
of Bertolt Brecht during his exile' — trying to keep up with what was going on in
hospitals nearby and the palaces, headquarters and ministries farther away.

That was when | started clipping photographs and headlines from
newspapers. | would archive them in an accordion folder, dividing them into
categories and assembling them over a white background. | would photograph my
compositions and store the clippings in the folder. If the world did not seem to fit
within the boundaries of logic — | may have thought — maybe neither should a work
that attempted to react to it. Kept away from the urban landscape and absorbed in
an endless stream of chaotic events, headlines and press images became operative
devices for meto conceive those seemingly inconceivable times. Having never felt like
| was manually skilled, making collages was to me an experience as alien as wearing
N95 respirators or cleaning every piece of grocery with alcohol before putting them
in the pantry. However, in all those cases, those seemed to be necessary responses
at that time.

| would keep developing that practice for a few months. Curitiba, PR and
Manaus, AM, two 1,6m wide panels shown at Eric Lawton's exhibition, “A Forged
and Delicate Future,” at the Robert Capa Centre in Budapest, were probably its
most interesting results.’® Such panels, completed in 2021, already showed some
differences from the initial collages | had made in early 2020. Then, in addition
to newspaper clippings, | would sometimes add other elements (such as a torn
cover from Brazil's constitution) or a reproduction of technical advice from Brazil's
Federal Council of Medicine defending the use of chloroquine for COVID-19.1

At that point, | sometimes looked online for specific images | felt were
needed for my compositions, downloading them and printing them with my ink-
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Luz ultravioleta ode eliminar

Figure 3
Ultraviolet light might eliminate dreams,
collage, 2020. Courtesy of the artist.

jet printer. But that was a shy movement: | would print the downloaded images
on newsprint paper, hiding their digital origin and integrating them into the file |
had already built. While | was happy with the pieces | had shown at Capa Centre, |
believe that process was much more important for the doors it opened (as we will
see) than for the primary results it produced.

IV

Over time, as | slowly began to inhabit the city again, | eventually became aware of
the connection between the 1964 dictatorship, repeatedly invoked by Bolsonaro,
and the overpasses, which would become a theme in the Concrete Witnesses
Inquiry. When | began photographing them, however, | thought | was starting a new
body of work and that that brief period collecting headlines and making collages
was just another pandemic habit that would eventually fade away as soon as we
all had vaccines.
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It was just when | started to think about how | would present those images that Figure 4

Conceigdo Overpass, Installation view

| realised | had a problem on my hands. | was sure that those overpasses Were o, ine concrete witnesses inquiry
operative spaces that could offer an opportunity to articulate a violent past and ~ exnibition 2022 Courtesy of the artist
a recurring present in a way that resisted the far-right's nostalgic call for another
dictatorship. Those were meaningful yet forgotten landscapes that could be turned
into a tangible portal, a privileged point — to quote Gilbert Simondon'” — from where
to access an apparition that otherwise could not be seen.
| soon realised, however, that while those photographs worked well to highlight
those spaces as notable features in the city, those images were not enough to project
a new meaning on them. So, influenced by Alan Sekula’s and Robert Smithson's work,
| had written some essay-works that could be presented with the images, hoping to
build some context around the photographs. But even with these texts, | felt that my
images could not connect the world, how | felt and what | knew about it.
For those photographs to work as | intended — | then realised — | needed
to provide the viewer with a completely different set of instances so that other
connections could be established around (and within) my images. | needed to set
up a “‘micro arena of information exchange,"® to quote Sekula. It was while | faced
that problem that my previous work with newspaper clippings re-emerged. At that
point, | was almost two years removed from the first newspaper collages, a period
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marked by the experience of academic life through my first year as a master’s
student, when | decided to collect images from the news again, | was equipped
with new tools.

Firstly, since my previous work with newspaper clippings, | had read
Georges Didi-Huberman's book on Bertolt Brecht's Kriegsfibel, a fascinating work
with newspaper images and poems by the notorious playwright. Through Didi-
Huberman's eyes, Brecht's book becomes a means to think about history, war,
dialectics and politics. Reading that book made me realise that a bit like Brecht,
my emphasis while clipping newspaper had always been in the heuristics of the
montage rather than in their graphical arrangement as a collage.

Secondly, the demands of academic writing (as well as the contact with
a writing style rich in footnotes employed by authors such as Didi-Huberman,
Aby Warburg and Carlo Ginzburg) made me develop a taste for referencing and
commenting on what was being assembled. Not only was | interested in the
juxtaposition of the elements more than in their graphical interaction, but | also
noted that showing where those elements were coming from could be generative
within the work."

Finally,during those early months as a master's student, | had the opportunity
to attend a workshop in which fellow Brazilian researcher Italo Alves taught me
how to use Zotero, a research assistant software that organises documents and
automates quotations. | soon realised that that could also be useful to my artistic
practice. So, | set up a Zotero library dedicated exclusively to organising, not books
and papers | would cite on my dissertation, but newspaper articles and blog posts
(and their images) | thought could help me to think through my overpasses and
their connection to Brazil's authoritarian past.

Moving my appropriated images archive from an accordion folder to Zotero
not only allowed me to automatically keep track of the origins of the pieces | was
assembling but also brought my collection practice far closer to my everyday
experience with the news, which took place mostly on twitter and on newspaper
websites, rather than through printed newspapers. On top of this, | now accepted
that that was not an archive of newspaper images but rather an archive of anything
| could find online.

While downloading images from the internet was never a technical
limitation in its own right, Zotero was a missing piece that allowed me to organise
that process. With such a tool, searching the web for meaningful images became
a gesture as well integrated into my practice as searching the city for photographs.
Soon, historical paintings, maps, and images from recent and old news started to
feature on my studio wall, side by side with my photographs of the overpasses.
Later on, | would link the Zotero library with an Adobe Lightroom catalogue where
| could visually search through my archive, too, setting up sequences of images
just as | had always done with my own images. Combined with Lightroom, Zotero
became a site for collection and montage, where | could bring together actions and
places vastly scattered through space and time.
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The formal problem | had outlined before, however, remained: How should |
show these images? How could | arrange this growing archive in a way that would
not only help me project new meanings into my hometown's overpasses but also
help me critically orient myself in time? How could the items | had archived help me
build a micro-arena of information exchange, one that could help me imagine the
survival of Brazil's authoritarian tradition through Porto Alegre’s road infrastructure?

Vv

| faced a practical problem, which was an epistemological problem, too. Namely,
how can that "non-philosophical astonishment” — to invoke Benjamin's quote in
the epigraph — be turned into a “philosophical kind of astonishment” in the face
of sustained and surviving violence? What kind of approach could allow me to
articulate the past so that those overpasses could be felt as being part not only
of the military dictatorship that built them but also as part of a centuries-old
tradition of an army ruling over its own people? How could | offer the viewers a
way to establish connections, even if fragile ones, between the urban landscape
and those supposedly past events that, nevertheless, insistingly kept unfolding in
front of our eyes? How could we avoid being run over by the “wheels of fortuna,’
to which echo José Murilo de Carvalho already called our attention twelve years
before Bolsonaro's election but that we still could not even see?

Answering these questions would mean reacting to a past that, at one point,
was presumed to have been overcome but that seemed to tragically re-emerge in
the present like a ghost, producing the experience of chronological hunting. Things
seemed to be out of their time, but that apparent anachronism did not keep them
from affecting the present. Reacting effectively to those times, | now suggest,
meant to offer to the spectator a structure capable of making sense of history
beyond causality or chronology, thus offering an image for those shape-shifting
“wheels of fortuna” — or, rather, to the steel tracks under “fortuna’s” tanks’ — as they,
once again, threatened to smash our political power.

My attempt to do so — admittedly limited but, | would argue, significant
nevertheless — would come after my contact with yet another book from Didi-
Huberman: his Atlas, or the Gay Anxious Science, a work in which he explores Aby
Warburg's famous Atlas Mnemosyne. Didi-Huberman's second?® major work on the
German art historian's work motivated me to take a step back from my practice, one
that allowed me to realise that the archival and photographic methods could work
together as part of a single, broader endeavour. If Didi-Huberman'’s work on Brecht's
Kriegsfibel was important for me to reframe my collecting methods and even my
reasons for collecting at all, his work on Warburg's Atlas was fundamental for me
to rearrange what was collected and, more importantly, how to rearrange it vis a vis
what |, then, considered “the work itself” (that is, the overpasses’ photographs).
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Amidst the dialogues Didi-Huberman establishes while thinking through
Warburg's Atlas — dialogues with Nietzsche, Goethe, Goya and Benjamin, to
mention a few — one specific passage of the book was particularly important for
me to conceive that articulation. That is when the author establishes a polarity
between the ‘tableau’ (painting, board) and the ‘table’ (table, working surface). If a
tableau is usually taken as a ‘definitive instance in the eyes of positivistic history, a
table’ is a dynamic space where “we alternately place and get rid of everything that
its ‘work plane’ greets without any hierarchy.”

Didi-Huberman was commentating on art history, highlighting that the core
of Warburg's method was to look at the tableaux only after placing them on a table:
a broader instance where multiple ‘tableaux’ interact with each other, such as the
panels of his Atlas Mnemosyne. To me, however, that passage opened the door for
something else entirely: the possibility of a polarity to be worked within the Concrete
Witnesses Inquiry. | immediately thought of my black and white photographs
as tableaux: printed in fairly large formats and framed, they would stand still
and imposing on the gallery wall, categorically highlighting those landscapes as
meaningful samples from the city space and displacing them to the exhibition
room. But | could also balance and oppose the tableaux, offering a more dynamic
space where my texts and items in my archive would be greeted alongside my
own photographs in a levelled plane. A ‘table’ could do just that: projecting new
meanings over the overpasses’ photographs while challenging that ‘definitive’ and
‘grandeur’ character | had just attempted to build around them.

Organising my work between those two poles was the turning point in my
attempt to insert the overpasses in a broader visual system, one whose building
blocks were the images archived in my Zotero Library. Just when | got to see
the Mnemosyne working — through Didi-Huberman's thought — | realised that an
atlas of images and texts could answer my problem. In such a system, an Atlantic
practice would be the means to “reread the world: to differently link the disparate
pieces [...] in a way to orienting and interpreting it, no doubt, but also of respecting
it, of going over it again or reediting and piecing it together again without thinking
we are summarising or exhausting it."??

The atlas, thus, became a meeting point (and working surface) to confront
(and signify) phantoms that had been haunting me. That dynamic composition
of elements became the practical and theoretical image of a syntax capable of
making heterogeneous orders of reality meet:

It is a “table” on which one decides to place certain disparate things with a view
to establishing multiple “intimate and secret relations,” an area possessing its own
rules of arrangement and of transformation for relinking certain things whose links
are not at all obvious. And for making these links, once they are brought to light, the
paradigms of a rereading of the world.?®
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L d

That was how, not only did images from my digital archive find a place alongside Fioure 5
Detail from the Correspondence Panel,

my overpass photographs, but also how images from the “Letters to ultramarine” ¢, ete witnesses inquiry exnibition,
body of work were found to be operative within the Inquiry too. That was how a 2022 Courtesy of the artist
reproduction of a map from the 1700s found its way alongside a calendar and a
photograph from the Congress with confetti flying as the 1988 constitution was
being approved. That was how a photograph of a Statue of Liberty replica found
its way alongside Victor Meirelles’ “The First Mass in Brazil” painting from 1861,
just above a quote from a bolsonarist Supreme Court judge's injunction that kept
churches from being closed for a few days during the pandemic.*

By combining the photographs framed on the wall with the disparate
elements placed in an arrangement that does not strive for chronology, | hope
to have offered the spectator a position from where the ghosts of the past may
become more than a haunting symptom of temporal displacement. In this system
of images and texts, the overpasses become privileged points for coming to terms
with this ghost as it is: as an anachronical intrusion, but one that can critically
inform the present. Thus, through that dialectic balance between the table and the
‘tableaux, | believe to have been able to put into practice the anxious and restless
knowledge? one must accept in order to “see time," as Didi-Huberman puts it.?

In this way, | expect the Inquiry to perform a double reframing in the eyes
of the spectator: On the one hand, a reframing of the collected images and texts
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that, through the archive, find themselves in the atlas within new and unexpected
companies. On the other hand, a reframing of the overpass'’s photographs (as well
as the structures themselves) that are now entangled to a continuum of violence
that extends itself much closer to the present and far further into the past. Thus,
those concrete structures, usually taken as meaningless and tautological beyond
their use-value, were contextualised in a network of critical meanings and images.

This article has shown how the atlas and the archive were fundamental
tools in my attempt to establish a micro arena of information exchange. Adopting
a specific kind of archive was the link between the collection of diverse elements
and their rearrangement, thus potentially making it possible to access historical
processes from everyday spaces. Complementarily, through the display of that
archive in the form of an atlas, | hope to have been able to invite the spectator to
see the city, its past and its present through a dynamic mode of remembering:
one that makes sense of the emergence of ghosts of past violence as well as
their contemporary survivals. Such a mode of remembering urges us not to negate
the agency of such ghosts on the basis of their inherent anachronism but rather
to recognise the anachronic presence of a violent, oligarchic, militaristic, colonial
and racist past. “A long past that” as famously put by writer and cartoonist Milor
Fernandes, “Brazil still has ahead of itself."#
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