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INTERVIEW F.B. in conversation with E. Dannielle Slaughter

E. Dannielle Slaughter Your works seem to stand as a type of  memorial to the missing children of  Bra-
zil, but as you compile more stories the memorial changes. The nature of  memorials, historically, is in a 
fixed state, how do your evolving memorials reflecting the continuous problem of  the missing children 
you are working from? 

F.B.The disappearances of  people has occurred in the past and it is still happening everyday 
in Brazil, however in different contexts. Before, the disappeared were undesired citizens 
according to an oppressive regime. Today, the victims are children and teenagers from a 
class socially excluded. Because there is no proof  of  a death, memorials in my work are 
more a homage than a stone representing a grave. The memorial is a kind of  manifestation, 
reflection, and meditation to think about the highest number of  missing people in Brazil. 
But certainly, memorial and monuments took another form of  representation at the end 
of  twentieth century.  After the fall of  the Berlin Wall, the Holocaust, the end of  Apart-
heid in Africa, the end of  dictatorship in Latin America, and the forbidden archives were 
opened, it aroused the necessity to talk about a recent past. Oblivion became intolerable 
and injustice unacceptable, changing the artists perspectives to think about memorial. The 
dictatorship in Latin America was responsible for the disappearance of  a highest number 
of  people. Families didn’t know if  a relative was dead or was hidden in somewhere. And 
this feeling of  uncertainty is painful, traumatic, and makes me think about the difference 
between death and disappearance. In death, there is a body that represents the materiality 
of  a life that has been gone, while in the disappearance, the materiality is present in pictures, 
clothes and personal objects left behind by the disappeared. Many families had a millennial 
right violated, denied, which is the right to give a respectable burial to their loved ones, 
and to venerate their memories when visiting their graves. And this feeling of  absence, 
has led artists and writers at the end of  twentieth century to tell what has not been told, 
and to manifest the pain and trauma caused on people. From public spaces, memorials and 
monuments turned to be constructed inside galleries and museums. The monuments and 
memorials became a kind of  “vesture” of  an event. The documents became monuments, 
and essentials to construct the works of  artists such Christian Boltanski, Rachel Whiteread, 
Susan Salcedo, Antônio Manuel, Madres de Plaza de Mayo, H.I.J.O.S (Hijos and Hijas por 
la Identidad y la Justicia contra el Olvido y el Silencio), Illya Kabakov and others. In order to 
relate to the Holocaust or the repressive regimes of  dictatorship in Latin American and Russia, 
these artists evoke through their works the occurrence of  forgetfulness. The impossibility to 
remember about everything that has been forgotten, they re-construct the tragedies through 
a kind of  post-minimalist art, which Andreas Huyssen in his book Present Past calls memory 
sculpture. I find his concept interesting because he refers to an artistic practice distinct from 
the idea of  a public monument or memorial, and the viewer needs to create dialectic with 
the object, with the work of  art to understand it.  Using real names or real personal objects is 
not important anymore, but rather the truth is the fact, the event, and the tragedy.  This way 
I construct my work. 
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Slaughter Your sculptural textiles act as readymades while referencing a previous owner. How present do 
your want the specific child to be in your finished pieces? 

F.B I create characters because nothing is certain about the disappearances. The only way 
to think about the missing children is by using my imagination. And the text can bring 
the viewer into the work, and represent the pain and trauma of  an absence that can never 
be recovered. Once I use fiction to retell stories of  missing children, there is not certainty 
in the stories, as there is no certainty in the disappearances. The only truth is about the 
disappearances. Although individual narratives are created, for me it is very important that 
it can be understood as a collective event.  I try to narrate, hopefully without sensational-
ism, a world that could belong to a child, that speaks on its own, where images and words 
create a parallel between reality and fiction.

Slaughter There seems to be a connection between the impermanence of  the materials you choose and 
the concepts and stories you are working from. Can you talk a bit about that? 

F.B. Some works, like I Wish I had a Crystal Ball, or the Memorial for Missing Children 
where I printed stories and names on thermal paper, were used as a metaphor for the 
impossibility to retaining a memory permanently. In The House of  Dolores, objects are 
preserved in boxes with salt, which by the time, will grow rust on objects and create holes 
in fabric. This idea of  impermanence is an analogy of  contemporary society where the 
new becomes obsolete very quickly.  The texts will disappear as the memories of  the dis-
appeared are condemned to fall in oblivion.  

Above
- A mother holding a poster of  her 
missing daughter: a picture of  her as a child and an 

mage of  what she might look like today. 

Left
Mães da Sé, 2012

Mães da Sé Church,  São Paulo, Brazil
photo courtesy Mães da Sé
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Slaughter Your sculptural work is a type of  surrogate for loss, but you in turn construct the final narrative. 
What lies in the narrative of  the fable for you and the eventual procession away from childhood innocence? 

F.B. Is not art a fiction? There is no lie, but there is imagination, invention of  situations 
and stories due the impossibility of  certainty in the case of  each child. I understand my 
work is more about an absence than loss itself. The absence is in the uncertainty of  facts, 
information, destination, and we are not able to finish a puzzle. The hope of  families to re-
encounter their children can last their entire life. It is a trauma that cannot be cured.  This 
absence will be always present. The same happened with many of  those who disappeared 
during the dictatorship in Latin America. Those who could escape, survived, but those 
who stayed, had an end that until today is unknown. I don’t see my works as surrogates, 
but instead, the impossibility of  surrogating something that is impossible to be replaced. 

Slaughter So you are saying that you do consider your work to be fables? What about fables outside of  
your work? Hansel and Gretel for example? 

F.B. Usually, children’s stories have a happy ending, but not here. And the way to write 
their stories is only possible in fragments. I consider my stories writings of  violence. They 
are not fables. They have no end, and always will have a gap between what is real and not.  
Actually, the stories are more synopses for possible stories than for a story itself. Many cir-
cumstances I let the viewer to complete the text according to what is given to him. They 
are incomplete texts. In Hansel and Gretel, although we know the end of  the story, it is 
also an open text due many interpretations we can make about the characters:  the mother 
who abandons her children, the mother that could be a stepmother, and the witch, and 
other different interpretations. But my inspirations come from writers such Paul Auster, 
Alberto Manguel, Jorge Luis Borges, and Rubem Fonseca. 

Auster’s literary work appears to be constructed from life, from facts. He is the writer but 
at the same time the one experiencing the writing, aspiring to understanding a reality, 
making a map of  an individual and social placement. It is almost a life-book, and the reader 
recognizes in his characters behaviors and ideas that exist in real life.  In most of  his books 
the theme of  loneliness is a constant, and a feeling of  isolation is apparent in social or 
professional lives. This feeling of  isolation is shown in different slope, be it social or profes-
sional.  There are many metaphors in your books that make me like more the stories due 
the lack of  clarity.  Art and literature are two path to deal with fiction. The good thing on 
both is that you can create a truth. We are always tangled in this web of  possibilities. The 
difference for me is that we artists have to work with visuality, and the visual has to con-
vince (or not) the viewer that the truth is true. And this might be our constant challenge. 
In fiction the writer works with a visual imaginary. Words will be transformed on possible 
images. In literature words become images and in art images can become words. But is all 
fictionalized in certain way. 

Slaughter Your process involves working with those closest to the victims of  childhood abduction, people 
who are very much victims themselves, but the finished work retains a clinical or outside perspective. How 
important is this balance for your work? 
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F.B. A question I ask myself  all the time is how I can measure the distance between writ-
ing and describing, report and fiction, testimony and images, once I am working with a 
subject that is almost impossible to “translate” into images and metaphors?  What are the 
borders/frontiers to say what is unspeakable? The testimony is all that remains after a 
tragedy. It raises questions between fictitious and descriptive. The text then becomes a nar-
rative of  this testimony, a way to elaborate and denounce the violence and the obscure side 
of  humanity marked by brutality. It is a memory of  the maleficence, The works propose a 
reflection of  a world of  tragedies, opening a space for listening to the voices of  those who 
are condemned to silence in a society dominated by exclusion and social differences, but 
at the same time, opens possibilities and ways of  multiplicity of  actions and gazes that art 
can invent. Through the testimonies/archives, I can understand the trauma experienced 
by people after having a relative go missing. It is mourning without a body that can last 
the entire life of  an individual. The objects and texts gather fragments of  individual and 
collective stories, like the reports, and I want the viewer to experience the work according 
to his imagination as the same way it happen to me when I posses an archive. 

Slaughter Because of  the sensitive nature of  the factual basis for your work, how do you see social respon-
sibility in relation to you as the maker? Do you ever feel your work can be construed as exploitative of  
personal tragedy? 

F.B. Brazilian history is characterized by turmoil, exploitation and political/social instabil-
ity. For years, under dictatorships, people were forbidden freedom. Even in a democratic 
system, human rights are still absent today. Many things in Brazil are hidden, covered 
by the power of  those who constructed a society that prefers to be silent than to look 
around itself. It is a country that hides its documents, and a country without documents is 
a country without a memory. In the same way, a letter without a sender is a letter without 
destination. As an artist, for me it is almost impossible to be distant from all these events, 
and is important for me to rescue stories from oblivion.  The discrepancy of  social classes 
in Brazil and the violence in the urban environment, are things that increase each day, and 
the battle against violence is endless. It is not my responsibility to solve the problem, to 
do the police work, but I can use the strategies of  art to challenge people’s perspectives to 
see the world, to break their silence, to give voice to those forgotten, and to make people 
to look around themselves. And I believe art has this power. It can make people reflect and 
think about what is happening outside their lives.  

All the individual stories are fictitious. Everything is invented, and I can use a real image 
or an image of  any child to speak about the missing ones. What is important is to de-
nounce the occurrence of  the disappearance. The official files I have, were authorized by 
families and police departments to become public. They can be also found on websites. 
The encounters with families who lost a relative, occurred after a psychologist from Police 
department authorized me to contact them. To my surprise, I found a desire in the families 
to speak up, to share their pain, to make their stories public, as asking for help. For them, 
to make the images public is something that can help in someway to denounces their pain. 
My intention is to create awareness about this huge social problem in Brazilian society. 

INTERVIEW F.B. in conversation with E. Dannielle Slaughter
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Slaughter The fictional aspects of  your work cause me to question the reliability of  the photographic 
evidence that you present in your installations. In regards to artistic freedoms in journalism, does truth lay 
more in “reality” or artistic invention?

F.B. The great thing in art is that you can tell a truth using invention, and this freedom of  
being an artist is more attached to my practices than simply revealing a truth through a 
report. There is no reality in anything, because we have no proof  of  anything. The pho-
tography then is not a representation of  truth, but it is an evidence of  an existing fact, a 
disappearance.  

Slaughter How do you understand the viewers in relation to your work? Is the viewer’s roll one of  empa-
thy or do you ask that they have more of  a responsibility towards activism? 

F.B. I would be satisfied if  my work could challenge the viewer’s perspective of  under-
standing and seeing the world he is part of. I hope soon, installation can be experienced as 
a painting is. Everybody familiar with art knows how to look at a painting. If  an extra nail 
holds a chair into it, the viewers knows that he is looking to a painting and the object has 
a meaning to be there. They know or they find the relation of  the parts within the picture, 
but the same people are not able to think about a three-dimensional installation in the 
same way. All my works speak about absence. Evidently, this feeling is not given a priori, 
but it can be revealed as the spectator moves close or away of  the work, read the stories, lis-
ten to the sounds. If  the spectator is able to experience the work in this way, to understand 
I am talking about the presence of  absence, and to comprehend that what he is looking is 
a denounce of  a violence coming from the world he belongs to, I will be satisfied, because 
in certain way the work “hurt” him.  

Slaughter A greater theme in your work seems to be creating a voice for those who do not have one. Your 
current focus is specifically on the missing children of  Brazil. How do you see this evolving in the future?

F.B. Although I use examples of  Brazilian missing children, the disappearances are univer-
sal problem.  As I am a Brazilian, I cannot close my eyes for what is happening there. The 
country is already a country of  amnesia. The past tragedies during the era of  the dictator-
ship are not spoken of. The population is educated with the idea that we need to forget 
the past to construct the future. And this is the most absurd and conservative way to think 
about a future. I hope one-day, memorials can be constructed for those who are still in 
boxes with no possibility to be identified. 

My archives are not only a collection of  stories of  missing children, but also, stories about 
homeless, schizophrenics, mental illness, missing elderly, and people who lost their memo-
ries and disappeared. In some point in the future these stories will appear more promi-
nently in my work. 

F.B. in conversation with E. Dannielle Slaughter in the spring of  2013


