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. lLG(}kjng at the photographs, I could easily imagine the road’s demo-
lition and the attendant clangor, an urban cacophony that is all
too familiar around Rio today. Yet on the exhibition’s opening day,
S?Pmﬂlbﬁ‘r 7, Brazil’s Independence Day, | was confronted instead with
dissonance of a different order. Protests—abour, among other things,
the city’s rampant gentrification in advance of the sporting events and
an increase in police aggression—had turned violent: The police fired
tear-gas bombs and rubber bullets at protesters. It is in this context
that one must also understand Rocha Pitta’s work. The artist confessed
as much in a public conversation at the gallery: “We need to shatter
that narrative, to intervene in that narrative of progress, of Rio as a city
that i1s improving.”

Even as the exhibition was going on, the artist was in the midst of
negotiations with the family of Amarildo de Souza. On July 14, this
torty-three-year-old bricklayer had been stopped for questioning by
police near his home in the Rocinha favela. He never returned home.
And since his body has never been found, his presumed death cannot
be legally recognized. Rocha Pitta constructed in his honor a tombstone
made of concrete, intending to site it near the family’s home. (The
tombstone’s twin was recently on view at the ArtRio fair.) On its raw
surface, one sees fragments of cement bags, the material of this man’s
trade, and newspaper images of Souza. While the photographs from
the highway engage a proleptic commemoration of what will soon
disappear, the tombstone proposes to serve as a site to mourn a disap-
pearance that the state apparatus cannot acknowledge. A spectral logic
thus emerges: Ghostly presences, human or architectural, confound our
conventional oppositions between what is absent and present, dead
and alive. Rocha Pitta ever so subtly weaves together images of the past
and present, and in so doing, poses the question of Rio’s future.

—Kaira M. Cabanas
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