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Introduction

This thesis studies works of visual art in and about Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, which are often aimed
at creating opportunities for residents and fighting territorial stigma. In recent years, artistic favela
representations have received considerable media attention in Brazil as well as internationally,
which is related to the worldwide fame favelas have attracted in fields such as tourism, cinema,
television, design, architecture, and academic research by Brazilian and foreign scholars. Recent
mega-events in Brazil, most notably the 2014 Fifa World Cup and the 2016 Olympic Games, only
heightened this global popularity through extensive global press coverage. During the World Cup,
for example, players of the English and Dutch national teams visited the favelas of Rocinha and
Santa Marta respectively, which received considerable media attention in their home countries.
However, while it has certainly increased in scale, this globally-oriented showcasing of favelas is a
recurring phenomenon rather than a new one. In 1961, for example, various Dutch newspapers
wrote about the dire living conditions in Brazilian favelas, brought under international attention by
the publication of Carolina Maria de Jesus’ diary Quarto do Despejo. In one of the articles, the
author closes with a striking statement: “A start has been made, because no one will be able to say
that they did not know [about favelas]. Carolina Maria de Jesus has pointed us to our responsibility”
(Boltendal, 1961, my translation).
The success of de Jesus’ book is a good example of how artistic representations can raise
international awareness about issues such as poverty and inequality, but the Dutch article poignantly
asks about the responsibilities of de Jesus’ Dutch readers. Research into representations of poverty
has shown that a raised awareness of poverty and hardship is not a guarantee for social action or
societal change (Boltanski, 1999; Sontag, 2003; Chouliaraki, 2006; 2010; 2011; Seu, 2010;
Hutchison, 2014; Corpus Ong, 2014). As Lilie Chouliaraki (2006, p. 18, emphasis in original)
describes in her well-known account on the distant spectatorship of suffering: “No, we cannot say
we didn’t know, but can we act on what we now know? What are we supposed to do with our
knowledge of suffering?” Over the course of my PhD-research, this question became increasingly
important to my approach. Through conversations with artists from Rio’s favelas, I became aware
of the problematic nature of many of the projects I studied and how I myself – speaking and writing
from a privileged position – often reproduced rather than challenged global inequalities. Several
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authors have pointed to the similarities between commercial depictions of favelas and the
work of artists and academics in these neighborhoods (Valladares, 2005; Freire-Medeiros,
2009, p. 587; Robb Larkins, 2015, pp. 161-164; Frenzel, 2016, pp. 9-10; Custódio, 2017, pp.
17-). Building on and extending this important body of work, this thesis explores the relations
between the academic, artistic and commercial interests in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. It asks
not only what visual artworks can do in/for favela spaces, but also what we – the international
art audience – do with the knowledge we acquire through artistic representations of favelas.
To address the latter question, I will focus on how artistic favela representations travel
across cities, countries and continents. The title of my thesis refers to this process of
‘worlding’; depicting and/or describing favelas to ‘the world.’ For Ananya Roy (2011a, p.
312), worlding is “a practice of centering, of generating and harnessing global regimes of
value.” Abdoumaliq Simone (2001, p. 17) rather speaks of “a state of being ‘cast out’ into the
world,” in which “the capacity to maintain recognizable and usable forms of collective
solidarity and collaboration becomes difficult.” For art projects in Rio’s favelas, reaching a
‘global’ audience necessarily implies a physical and symbolic detachment from the peripheral
neighbourhoods from which they started. My goal in this study is to examine how this
happens exactly, as well as what the consequences of this detachment are for different people
involved in the production, dissemination and consumption of the artworks under study. As
such, the thesis is not so much about favelas as physical territories, although lived realities
will be frequently referred to, building on my ethnographic fieldwork, conversations with
favela residents, and on academic or local journalistic accounts. Instead, I discuss how actors
from different backgrounds have transformed favelas into artistic objects to be looked at and
thought about in a globalized context, and how this affects the different people involved in
this process.
Throughout the chapters, two characteristics of this worlding process will repeatedly
return. The first concerns a set of interrelated dichotomies, such as global North vs. global
South, Brazil vs. Europe, favela vs. asfalto (asphalt, the formal city), rich vs. poor, and center
vs. periphery. Crucially, art practices often aim – with various degrees of success – to invert
or redefine the value judgments attached to these dichotomies, with the goal of challenging
dominant power relations. While sympathetic to these attempts and mindful of the very real
practices of exclusion that lie at the basis of these oppositions, my analysis tries to call this
dichotomous framework into question because it ultimately maintains the idea of favelas as

Introduction – 3
territories of ‘Otherness,’ which are “forever the exegetical horizon of difference, never the
active agent of articulation” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 31). Secondly, the thesis will show that,
despite good intentions and progressive discourses, the sociopolitical contexts in which favela
representations are displayed and received tend to reproduce a number of local and global
forms of inequality. With this in mind, the chapters will disentangle how artistic practices –
embedded as they are in their social, political and economic contexts – can both reinforce and
challenge existing inequalities, highlighting the dilemmas and difficulties this raises for
actors within this field.
Without a doubt, each artist or art project examined in this thesis employs different
strategies and receives different opportunities to fight the inequality faced by Rio de Janeiro’s
favelas, and it is important to be attentive to these particularities. At the same time, the artistic
and symbolic meanings attached to favelas by artists and audiences do not occur in a vacuum:
they are negotiated through collective discourses and frameworks in diverse spatial and
temporal contexts. This thesis studies the broader discursive patterns and socio-cultural
relations that determine the production, dissemination and reception of varied artists and
artworks. Various authors have described how artistic favela representations can reproduce
stereotypes and socio-economic inequalities (e.g. Bentes, 2002; Peixoto, 2007; Williams,
2008; Kertzer, 2014; Robb Larkins, 2015), and/or how representational practices can work
towards a more nuanced and inclusive imagery and practice (e.g. Bentes. 2011; da Costa
Bezerra, 2017; Custódio, 2017). These accounts are incredibly valuable to challenge
prejudice, inequality and discrimination as well as to formulate new imaginaries of
difference, and I build on these important studies throughout the thesis. At the same time, I
argue that these two key aspects of artistic production in favelas (and other peripheral
contexts), which are frequently linked to the national, economic and racial backgrounds of
cultural producers, are more entangled than most academic and popular accounts make them
out to be. In my view, the discursive and practical forms of exchange between representations
by local, favela-based actors and ‘outsiders,’ whether Brazilian or foreign, deserve more
attention in academic work on favela representations. For this reason, I deliberately selected
case studies by artists who come from different backgrounds, to concretely show how this
entanglement of relations and representations of inequality functions across the field of
artistic favela representations.
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Each chapter describes a different component of the worlding process in which the
selected case studies are embedded. After providing a more elaborate theoretical and
contextual framework in chapter one, chapter two studies the art historical background of
artistic favela representations. Chapter three focuses on favelas in urban imaginaries of Rio
de Janeiro, whereas chapter four considers the display of artistic favela representations in
Europe. The final chapter looks at how artists born and/or raised in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas
conceptualize change and transformation through the medium of visual art. In this
introduction, I will elaborate on the main arguments presented above by discussing, in turn,
two central concepts of the thesis’ approach: worlding and complicity. 1 After this conceptual
framing, the final section outlines the methodology and provides a more extensive chapter
outline.

Worlding
The worlding of favelas can be defined as the process of (re)presenting favelas to the world,
by which I refer to a ostensibly global, cosmopolitan (art) audience. Considering that favelas
are part of the local and the global periphery, this worlding necessarily implies the
transportation of images, ideas, and narratives to audiences that are physically and culturally
removed from those represented. Of course, as Spivak (1985, p. 247) and other post-colonial
theorists have influentially argued, “the ‘worlding’ of what is today called ‘the Third World’”
has a long and highly problematic history. The ways in which the West has depicted, narrated
and interpreted images of various ‘Others’ has long been aimed at establishing its own
supposed superiority. As Edward Said (2003, p. 5) influentially writes in his study of literary
accounts of the Orient: “[A]s much as the West itself, the Orient is an idea that has a history
and a tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence in
and for the West.” In my view, similar discursive mechanisms have produced a particular idea
of ‘the Favela’ for international (art) audiences, and several key points from Said’s seminal
texts resonate strongly with the topic at hand.
First of all, the relation between ‘the Favela’ as idea and object of representation, and
the real spaces called favelas deserves scrutiny. Writing about the Orient, Said (2003, p. 5)
notes: “There were – and are – cultures and nations whose location is in the East, and their
1

Parts of the section on ‘worlding’ have previously been published in the article “ Favelas at the
Biennale: Exhibiting Brazilian Informality in Europe” (Kalkman, 2018b).

Introduction – 5
lives, histories and customs have a brute reality obviously greater than anything that can be
said about them in the West.” Similarly, considering artistic favela representations, we should
never forget that the ideas and representations in question refer to real places and real people.
Discursive practices can have a significant impact on residents’ lives, as several scholars have
shown how discriminatory narratives and representational practices directly impact those
living in favelas and periphery (e.g. de Souza e Silva and Barbosa, 2005; Perlman, 2010;
Freeman, 2012; Carvalho, 2013; Reyes Novaes, 2014; Robb Larkins, 2015). Nevertheless,
what is articulated about favelas does not define what favelas are or how residents experience
them. While favelas and the people that inhabit them are very real, there exists no uniform
and pure favela reality to be represented. Both within and between favela neighborhoods, we
can find stark differences in for example levels of poverty, forms of architecture, geographic
setting, access to public services, power struggles, and violence (de Souza e Silva and
Barbosa, 2005; Perlman, 2010). In a similar vein, Said (2003, p. 22-23) argues that “[there
has never] been such a thing as a pure, or unconditional, Orient.” For this reason, too much
emphasis on ‘realistic’ or ‘authentic’ representations can be counter productive, because it
denies the pluriformity and diversity of favela spaces and those who inhabit them.
A second important point, as I argue, is that the discourse around favelas has been
produced and distributed through texts and images in a variety of contexts and media (e.g. art,
journalism, tourism, policy-making, and different academic disciplines), which influence and
reinforce each other. Said (2003, p. 24) describes this as a “complex collective formation” of
images, narratives and imaginaries. Because of this, as he writes:
The Orient was not (and is not) a free subject of thought or action. This is not to say
that Orientalism unilaterally determines what can be said about the Orient, but that it
is the whole network of interests inevitably brought to bear on (and therefore always
involved in) any occasion when that peculiar entity ‘the Orient’ is in question (Said,
2003, p. 3).
Similarly, representations of favelas are always already embedded in the broader frameworks
of thought that have produced ‘the Favela’ as a category: they cannot be considered
independently from this discourse (Valladares, 2005). Importantly, this holds not only for the
production of artistic representations, but also for subsequent processes of distribution and
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public display, which can fundamentally transform art’s message and impact. Of course, as
the case studies of this thesis will show, these inevitable links to broader discourses and
frameworks do not mean that every representation is the same, or that artists have no choice
but to repeat cliches (see also Said, 2003, p. 23). It can also, following Homi Bhabha (1994),
open up a space of negotiation that is necessarily political, for “[e]ach objective is
constructed on the trace of that perspective that it puts under erasure; each political object is
determined in relation to the other, and displaced in that critical act.” Evidently, my goal in
studying this process of negotiation is not only to see how dominant ideas and narratives are
reproduced, but also how they can effectively be challenged. In other words, how can we –
the international audience – imagine favelas in a more nuanced manner, and how can our
actions support greater inclusion rather a reproduction of socio-spatial inequalities?
Third, Said famously argued that Orientalism is inherently about the positionality of
the West and its so-called ‘Others.’ As the chapters of this thesis will show, the worlding of
favelas is inextricably connected to broader imaginaries of Brazil and the global South, which
are frequently juxtaposed to imaginaries of Europe and the United States. Like the Orient,
Brazil has long been imagined as “a place of romance, exotic beings, haunting memories and
landscapes, remarkable experiences” (Said, 2003, p. 1). Since their arrival in the 1500s,
Europeans have described Brazil (and South America as a whole) as a wild and savage place,
which sparked both fear and fascination (Morais, 2001; Bandeira and Burton, 2011; Burton
and Bandeira, 2011). Moreover, as Mignolo (2005, p. xv) influentially argued, over 500 years
colonial and later Creole elites formulated the “idea of Latin America.” The remnants of
colonial discourses are still evident in current descriptions of the country, for example in the
practice of favela tourism (Jaguaribe, 2007, p. 125-151). More generally, histories of
colonialism and global inequality continue to have a large impact on Brazilian politics,
economy and culture. Importantly, however, since the country’s independence in 1822,
Brazilian elites, who often descended directly from colonial rulers, have also participated in
discrimination on the basis of race, class, region and gender – which resulted in attempts to
‘whiten’ or ‘civilize’ the country (Skidmore, 1993a; Silva Bento, 2002; Valladares, 2005;
Mignolo, 2005; Holston, 2008; Olavarria Berenguer, 2015). Even now, Indigenous, AfroBrazilian and poor populations are often approached by Brazilian media and policy makers as
savage, criminal and unwanted, albeit not always explicitly (although the recent election of
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Jair Bolsonaro as president certainly marks a return to more overt discrimination in public
discourse).
When studying artistic favela representations and their reception, as I argue, it is key
to recognize both the persistent inequalities between the global North and the global South,
and the widespread inequalities within Brazil. In addition, the idea of Latin Americans as
“second-class Europeans,” part of but peripheral to the West should be kept in mind
(Mignolo, 2005, p. 64). As we will see, these different scales and types of inequality have a
determining impact on how actors in different positions view and interact with each other –
which, in turn, impacts the production of knowledge about and images of favelas in local and
global contexts. Writing about this topic, several authors differentiate between Brazilian and
foreign producers and consumers (e.g. Kertzer, 2014; Perlman, 2010, p. 330), and comment
on the “very different social worlds” of those living in favelas and the more affluent target
audiences of ‘favela chic’ (Robb Larkins, 2015, p. 84). Both concerns are valid, but I argue
that they must be combined and considered in relation to one another. Accordingly, this thesis
highlights a triangular relation between three groups that are significant in the process of
worlding favelas: favela residents, members of Brazil’s middle- and upper-classes, and
foreigners. Of course, we must be careful not to generalize these groups, as each is highly
diverse in itself, but I nevertheless argue that this conceptual distinction provides insight in
the mechanisms of producing and consuming artistic favela representations, not least because
these groups often position themselves in relation to each other.
To elaborate on this, it is useful to return to the concept of worlding, and how it has
been employed in recent debates on urban theory (e.g. Simone, 2001; Roy and Ong, 2011;
Roy, 2011a; 2011b; Ong, 2011; McCann, Roy and Ward, 2013; Binnie, 2014; Ming Wai Jim,
2014; Baker and Ruming, 2015; Jones and Sanyal, 2015; Furlong and Kooy, 2017; Birdsall
and Kalkman, 2018).2 Broadly speaking, as Jones and Sanyal (2015, p. 533) note, the concept
“has been adopted by contemporary scholars as a means to discuss the ontology of always
emerging assemblages” and “as a way of doing critical comparative research whilst
‘provincializing’ urban theory.” For McCann, Roy and Ward (2013, p. 584), “worlding is
2

The co-authored article by Carolyn Birdsall and myself was written for a special issue on the theme
of urban world-making in the Journal of Urban Cultural Studies. Both authors developed the idea and
revised the introduction text for the special issue. My own contribution focused on the concepts of
“world-making” and “worlding” (also drawing from my research for this PhD thesis) and Birdsall’s
contribution focused on the summary of the overarching themes/questions and the summary of the
individual contributions.
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fundamentally concerned with how cities – of both the global North and global South – are
represented in the canon of urban studies and its archives of knowledge.” More specifically,
the authors employ the concept to foreground and critique a number of oppositions
commonly found in academic knowledge production on cities. Indeed, Jennifer Robinson
(2006, p. 2) has addressed the tendency to “[divide] the field of urban studies between
Western and Other cities: celebrations of urban ‘modernity’ and the promotion of urban
development.” Within this framework, as Ananya Roy (2015, p. 2) writes, Western cities
(especially those deemed global cities) are generally thought to produce urban theory,
whereas cities of the global South are seen as the “empirical variations” on these EuroAmerican models (see also Chakrabarty, 2000; McFarlane, 2008; Roy, 2009; Leitner and
Sheppard, 2015). In an attempt to counter these ‘regimes of truth’ – which are inextricably
related to the geographies of academic knowledge production – several authors emphasize
that all cities function as “worlding nodes […] that create global connections and global
regimes of value” (McCann, Roy and Ward, 2013, p. 584; see also Simone, 2001).
Accordingly, these authors argue for new geographies of theory, recognizing that “cities of
the global South can generate productive and provocative theoretical frameworks for all
cities” (Roy 2009, p. 820, emphasis in original).
In such attempts to ‘theorize from the South,’ informally-built neighborhoods like
favelas have received widespread scholarly attention. As a different form of city building,
these territories have been praised for their innovative, flexible and spontaneous architecture
(e.g. Brillembourg et al., 2005; Neuwirth, 2005; Koolhaas, 2007). Roy (2011b, p. 227) calls
this celebratory tendency within urban studies “subaltern urbanism,” noting how it is
dominated by two themes: “economies of entrepreneurialism and political agency.” In Brazil,
this tendency to positively validate informal neighborhoods is associated particularly with the
hillside favelas of Rio de Janeiro’s south zone (Varley, 2013). Moreover, it intersects with the
age-old celebration of cultural expressions of marginalized Brazilians (e.g. via carnaval,
samba, capoeira) in the country’s identity formation. Chapter four of this study will provide a
more in-depth account of the phenomenon of subaltern urbanism, asking how it has impacted
art and architecture exhibitions that show favelas in Europe. At this point, however, it should
be noted that Roy (2011b) and others have cautioned that these worlding practices easily
become paternalistic and idealizing, because they invert and/or generalize the divisions
between formal and informal urban areas (e.g. Rao, 2006; Amin, 2013a; Varley, 2011; 2013;
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Jones and Sanyal, 2015). In favelas especially, the curious combination of celebration (as ‘the
real Brazil’) and stigma (as criminal, violent and poor) is central to the production and
display of artistic representations, both at home and abroad.
To challenge these binary frameworks, I follow Roy (2015, p. 8) who argues that we
must think in terms of relationality and positionality rather than oppositional divides between
formal and informal urbanism, cities in the global North and the global South, and rich versus
poor. Differing local realities should be read as historically-formed inequality, rather than
simply empirical variation, which implies examining how and why specific places have come
to be (and be known) in certain ways (Roy, 2015). The concept of worlding, as Roy and Ong
(2011) employ it, aims to do just that through its focus on the processes and discourses that
reproduce (sometimes unwillingly) unequal global relations.
As will be argued in this thesis, this conceptual approach provides valuable insights
for the the study of art and culture in contexts of inequality. For the topic at hand, two points
are particularly relevant. First, the focus on worlding challenges common ideas about favela
spaces by emphasizing that they are “worlding nodes […] that create global connections and
global regimes of value” (McCann, Roy and Ward, 2013, p. 584). This highlights local and
regional forms of agency without losing sight of deep-seated and persistent inequalities.
Accordingly, it also allows the acknowledgment of complexity and shifting positionalities.
Ong (2011, p. 9) in particular argues for a “non-ideological formulation of worlding as
situated everyday practices” rather than thinking “into opposite sides of class, political, or
cultural divides.” Artistic favela representations usually operate across a variety of spatial and
social contexts, connecting a diverse range of actors. Focusing too much on ‘dominant’
versus ‘resistant’ positions – while often highlighting very real forms of inequality – might
gloss over such practices of collaboration and complicity. We can think here for example of
the role of local elites in the global South, or of favela-based artists strategically using the
foreign fascination with their neighbourhoods to secure funds and opportunities. To be clear,
this is not to deny inequalities or power struggles – which remain the primary focus – but
rather to argue that these cannot be framed in absolute positions or dichotomies, implying a
more situated and relational approach of globalization and its hierarchies.
Second, the concept of worlding foregrounds the links between artistic and academic
representations of favelas, both of which participate in a global circuit of knowledge
production. At the outset of this introduction, I highlighted the international fame that Rio de
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Janeiro’s favelas have gathered. Crucially, as Kertzer (2014, pp. 15-16) notes, this popularity
is related to the widespread academic attention to favelas in several scholarly disciplines. A
practical example of these relations can be found in artistic favela representations adorning
the covers of academic books, for example by artists such as Ratão Diniz (Fischer et al.,
2014), Grupo Opni (Smith, 2015), Favela Painting (Feireiss, 2011), Morrinho (da Costa
Bezerra, 2017), and JR (Hutchison and Haynes, 2012; Rolnik, 2015; Alvarez et al., 2017).
Much like Said’s analysis of Orientalism, a focus on worlding highlights the collective and
multi-disciplinary production of the idea of ‘Favela,’ rather than studying representations as
unrelated, individual occurrences. For example, we can see similarities between scholarly
accounts of subaltern urbanism, the commercial validation of favela images both within and
outside of Brazil, and government policies acting in favela neighborhoods (Steinbrink, 2014).
Importantly, the display and reception of artistic and academic representations takes place
primarily in spatial and discursive contexts outside of favela neighbourhoods, but can
nevertheless have a tangible impact on these areas. With these entanglements in mind,
worlding should be seen as “both an object of analysis and a method of critical
deconstruction” (Roy 2011a, p. 314). Following especially Roy’s (2011a) theoretical
approach, ethical and epistemological questions should be fundamentally intertwined when
researching the process of worlding favelas. To elaborate on this, I will now turn to the
concept of complicity.

Complicity
As Angelini (2012, p. 3) notes, “Rio favela studies is practically a discipline unto itself, with
a vast literature and variety of approaches” (see also Valladares, 2005). Critique of this
extensive body of scholarly work is growing among favela residents, some of whom report
on feeling like “a rat in a lab” and not seeing concrete improvements as a result of these
research practices (Steiker-Ginzberg, 2013; Custódio, 2017, p. 20). Important here is that
most of these studies are conducted by scholars that are not from favelas themselves, albeit
with some notable exceptions (e.g. de Souza e Silva and Barbosa, 2005; da Cruz, 2007; De
Souza e Silva et al., 2012; Custódio, 2017). These critiques resonate with academic
publications about over-researched sites and “research fatigue,” for example in the work of
Clark (2008), Sukarieh and Tannock (2012), and Neal et al. (2015). For Sukarieh and
Tannock (2012, p. 507), this critique is first and foremost related to the “‘extractive’ models
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of university-based and driven research,” in which researchers simply gather their data and
leave. At the same time, so-called participatory or action-based methodologies – which are
often more time-consuming for participants and not always correspond to local needs – do
not necessarily solve the issues mentioned above (Sukarieh and Tannock, 2012; Neal et al.,
2015). In favelas and elsewhere, over-research therefore invites reflection on fundamental
ethical questions around the impact of scholarly work as well as the relations and
communications between researchers and research subjects.
With this caution in mind, the current section will reflect on the question of complicity
to theorize how both artists and scholars (including myself) working in favelas contribute to
the very inequalities we address. To do so, I will build on literature from various scholarly
fields in which the concept of complicity has been employed. The previous section has noted
the problematic nature of representations across contexts of (global) inequality, depicting
disadvantaged or marginalized subjects for a more privileged audience. Crucially, as Megan
Boler (1997) argues about literary representations of war and suffering, the consumption of
these far-away images usually remains passive. Without “self-reflective engagement,” as she
writes, consumers are free to engage in “a mode of passive empathy that not only frees the
reader from blame, but in this case allows the voyeuristic pleasure of listening and judging
the other from a position of power/safe distance.” As noted above, while seeing or reading
certain representations of suffering might lead to action, this is not necessarily the case. More
often, we are “let off the hook, […] free to move on to the next consumption” (Boler, 1997, p.
261). Accordingly, as a variety of authors have argued, we should acknowledge our
complicity in the contents that we study. ‘Moving on to the next consumption’ becomes more
difficult when representations include, in Susan Sontag’s (2003, p. 92) words, “a reflection on
how our privileges are located on the same map as their suffering.” In the words of Keenan
(2002, p. 193), who builds on Spivak (1999): “Underline and acknowledge implication,
[Spivak] says, again and again, and acknowledge it again and again, because you can never
do it enough.”
A focus on complicity can thus serve to examine and critique how different actors
contribute, willingly or not, to various forms of inequality, for example in systems of racism/
discrimination (e.g. Probyn, 2004; Ahmed, 2009; 2012; Applebaum, 2010; 2013),
representations of ‘Otherness’ (e.g. Marcus, 1997; Mato, 2010), and in ‘favela studies’
specifically (e.g. Freire-Medeiros, 2009, p. 587; Kertzer, 2014, pp. 15-16; Robb Larkins,
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2015, p. 161-164; Frenzel, 2016, p. 9-10; Custódio, 2017, p. 17-34). Naturally, merely
acknowledging complicity is not enough: it might even be counterproductive. As Barbara
Applebaum (2013, p. 24) explains, “confessions of complicity, while seemingly progressive,
actually function to demonstrate one’s goodness.” Following Sara Ahmed (2009; 2012) and
others, we should therefore ask what the act of acknowledging complicity performs. Too
often, Ahmed notes in her account of racism in higher education, the acknowledgment of
complicity serves to silence discussions about inequality and discrimination. Similarly,
Probyn (2004) writes about white voices in debates on racism: “Revelation satiates an urgent
need and makes it seem like we’ve arrived somewhere. But arrivals are always already points
of departure, the revelation of whiteness must go somewhere else.” In other words, declaring
commitment to equality and diversity can be erroneously used as ‘proof’ that action is no
longer necessary.
Of course, it can be argued that some degree of complicity with structures of
inequality is unavoidable for scholars, regardless of whether they work within and/or outside
of the university system. As Özden Firat, De Mul and van Wichelen (2009, p. 10-11) write:
It seems that when we want to involve ourselves in some form of politics, advocacy or
representation – albeit ‘symbolic,’ ‘discursive,’ or ‘real’ – complicity cannot be
avoided. As such, politics is a site at which complicities are accumulated from a sense
of commitment. This acknowledgment of one’s complicity with the structures that one
inhabits can be considered the condition of intellectual commitment. Moreover, it is
this acknowledgment of complicity which forms the necessary prerequisite for action
and politics (Keenan 2002: 193-4). In such a way, intellectual engagement goes hand
in hand with complicity and it is only by coming to terms with the latter that
committed endeavours in its different manifestations can be productive.
Other authors have used the concept of complicity to describe specific forms of collaboration
and compromise they see in their fields of study, for example between varied actors in the
cultural field (e.g. Thal, 2008; Kester, 2011, p. 199-210; Ziemer, 2016), focused negotiations
between powerful regimes and individuals or communities (e.g. Pickowitz, 2006;
Steinmüller, 2013), and the relation between researchers and their interlocutors (Marcus,
1997). In many of these more pragmatic accounts, the concept of complicity thus highlights
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how different (groups of) people achieve desired outcomes by consciously negotiating or
collaborating with powerful actors.
In the visual arts, the complicity of artists and institutions with the unequal systems of
capitalism and imperialism has also been a topic of widespread and heated debate. A number
of artists have explicitly staged their complicity with systems of inequality to spark
discomfort, shock and even outrage on the part of their audiences. A well-known example of
this is Renzo Martens’ documentary Episode III: Enjoy Poverty (2008), in which he performs
a painful reproduction of how aid workers and consumers of images of poverty are implicated
in a global system of inequality. For the topic at hand, Martens’ film is particularly interesting
considering its explicitly unethical statement of complicity. As the artists says: “Sure, [I have
been] vain and unethical [in this work], but not more vain or unethical than we all are in the
free, or quasi-free consumption of [images of poverty]” (IDFA 2008 | Interview | Renzo
Martens, 2009, my translation). For many commentators, it is precisely this strategy of shock
and unease that moves “toward a new relation to power and knowledge,” which is seen here
as a political and even ethical strategy (Bruce, 2016, p. 298; see also den Hartog Jager, 2014).
Similarly, the work of Spanish artist Santiago Sierra has been celebrated for its
“amplifications of the status quo in order to expose its [injustices]” (Bishop, 2004, p. 71).
Again, the blunt acknowledgment and staging of complicity here serves to raise critical
awareness about different forms of inequality. Here too, however, we might ask how these
works can function as constructive “points of departure,” rather than a discursive tool to
move past discussions of inequality in artistic practices across the world (Probyn, 2004).
More optimistic approaches to complicity can also be found in practices of and
writings on contemporary art. Art scholar Johanna Drucker (2005, p. 11), for example,
critiques the hypocrisy of not acknowledging complicity:
This admission of complicity, in which self-interest plays a part, rather than a claim to
“resistance,” or “aloof separation,” or “distance,” is the starting point of critical
awareness. We are all within the ideologies that artistic means bring into focus and
form.
Her usage of the concept is principally concerned with criticizing the age-old ideal of artistic
autonomy and the highly influential Adornian rhetoric, which she calls “negative aesthetics,”
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of critique and oppositionality as art’s only way towards socio-political relevance (Drucker,
2005, p. 64). Instead, she argues for embracing complicity: “If we accept the complicit
condition of fine art, this may be a moment of superb reinvigoration. The realization that the
ground has shifted provides new possibilities” (Drucker, 2005, p. 48). Employing a slightly
different focus, art researcher Grant Kester (2004; 2011) also emphasizes pragmatism and
effectiveness when studying complicity and the socio-political function of art. As
summarized by Smith (2012, p. 36), Kester argues that
contemporary art projects cannot avoid complicity with hegemonic forces structuring
the context in which they are created, setting up his subsequent arguments for a
middle ground from which to understand the complex politics mobilized in different
ways by different forms of collaborative artwork.
In other words, complicity is read here in terms of necessary collaborations, which despite
ideological objections can bring about substantial societal change. In this view, some degree
of implication with systems of inequality is required when trying to transform these systems
from within.
In summary, we see that the concept of complicity serves both to foreground the
hypocrisy inherent to many artistic and academic endeavors in contexts of inequality, and to
acknowledge what is being achieved in this field despite (and sometimes because of) this
problematic condition. A crucial question, then, becomes how to make distinctions between
different forms of complicity, so that the concept can remain both critical and constructive.
For Lepora and Goodin (2013, p. 5), the concept is too often used as a “catch-all term” used
to describe highly different phenomena and situations. In response, their book outlines a
philosophical model to make these distinctions, based on four principle factors: “badness of
the principal wrongdoing, responsibility for contributory act, extent of contribution, extent of
shared purpose with principal wrongdoer” (Lepora and Goodin, 2013, p. 103). Finally, the
assessment made based on these factors should then be compared to the possible alternatives,
for “[h]owever blameworthy an act might be in itself, it might nonetheless have been the right
thing to do, given the alternatives” (Lepora and Goodin, 2013, p. 129). Of course, as the
authors recognize, this model is not easily applicable to messy, real-world situations, in which
we often deal with overlapping and entangled forms of wrongdoing and inequality. For
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example, as noted above building on Ong (2011, p. 7), collaborations in the field of artistic
favela representations cannot always “be neatly mapped out in advance as being on the side
of power or on the side of resistance, as if positions could be so unproblematically
delineated.” Precisely because of this, however, it is crucial to address the different ways in
which actors in this field (e.g. foreign artists, favela-based artists, and scholars) are complicit
with systems of inequality, as well as which alternatives are available to them.
Returning to how complicity figures in visual art, it is useful to consider two
frequently-mentioned goals for both artists and scholars working in contexts of inequality: (1)
critically exposing unequal systems or structures and (2) actually changing these systems
through social and/or political actions (Kester, 2011; Bishop, 2012). The chapters of the
thesis will analyze how these goals are put into practice in specific projects and artworks, but,
for now, I merely wish to raise some critical questions regarding the audience groups
addressed with these goals in the case of artistic favela representations. The first goal is most
often interpreted as making more affluent Brazilians and/or foreigners aware of an unjust
situation, which (supposedly) leads to social help or change in favelas. Put differently, this is
art about favelas aimed at an outside audience. In contrast, the second goal usually aims at
ameliorating the opportunities or living conditions of favela residents directly through the
artistic project – and might therefore be described as art for favelas. In other words, art as
exposing is usually directed at a privileged audience, the goal of which would be increased
understanding through analytical/imaginative capacities of the audience. Art as acting, on the
other hand, aims to ‘help’ disadvantaged people through more practical and utilitarian
activities. Importantly, this resonates with how “theoretical” and “activist” forms of action
tend to be linked to dominant and marginalized groups or sites respectively (Bhabha, 1994, p.
21-22). However, as this thesis will argue, such a distinction is neither self-evident nor valuefree, considering how and where agency, knowledge and change are envisioned in sociallyengaged art projects. More specifically, I contend that it overestimates the importance of
‘raising

awareness’ and

fails

to

critically

address

the

actions

of

non-favela

audiences/producers. In addition, hopes of change through artistic practice tend to gloss over
the agency and critical capacities of favela residents. These issues strongly resonate with
recent critical debates around socially-engaged art, which will be further introduced in
chapter one (e.g. Kester, 2004; 2011; Bishop, 2004; 2006; 2012). In my view, a nuanced
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conceptual reading of complicity foregrounds and critiques the tendencies mentioned,
providing valuable and necessary insights into these scholarly debates.
In closing this section, I’ll return to my own complicity – as a European writing about
favelas – in the systems and structures I study. When I started this research project, my main
question was how artworks and art projects, by both locals and foreigners, can impact favela
spaces. From the outset, my project has thus concentrated on artistic talent and agency in
favelas – which I still view as an important subject to be treated in the face of the
predominantly negative imagery of these neighborhoods in Brazil and abroad. In addition, my
work addresses the question of how metropolitan art institutions and art historical research
can engage with artistic production in/from peripheral regions and contexts, since traditional
forms of art display and discourse are not always well-equipped for this (Mosquera, 1992;
Araeen, 2000; Zijlmans and van Damme, 2008). The contribution of the thesis to this field
has been its choice for a comparative yet localized focus (i.e. Rio de Janeiro’s favelas) and a
strongly interdisciplinary approach, which allow for a nuanced analysis of representations of
places and people, while also taking into account their connections to the so-called global art
world (see chapter one).
Over time, however, my focus changed slightly, because I increasingly felt that it was
not my place, as an outsider, to assess the local contributions of specific projects. Instead, I
opted to study the broader national and international contexts in which artistic representations
of favelas are shown and seen, in which I took part myself by writing and speaking about
favelas in academic contexts. Importantly, these discursive contexts do have an impact on
favela spaces, for example by stimulating tourism, influencing policy makers and attracting
funds and projects to certain areas (Robb Larkins, 2017; Frenzel, 2016). In this sense, the
central concern of the present thesis continues to be the impact of visual art on Rio de
Janeiro’s favelas, albeit in a more indirect manner. In their paper on over-research, Sukarieh
and Tannock (2012, p. 500) note how their interlocutors in Palestinian refugee camps in
Lebanon flagged the need to “[study] not Palestinian refugees themselves but the national and
international institutions that control and govern refugee lives.” And while artists or art
institutions certainly do not control and govern the lives of favela residents, I have tried to
make a similar move in this study, not least because of the lack of impact I foresaw my
research having on the lives of favela residents, and in the hope that a (self-)critique of
institutional contexts might be more productive.
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Methodology and Chapter Outline
This thesis builds on a research methodology developed from combining humanities-based
approaches and ethnographic fieldwork, which several authors have flagged as important in
the study of socially-engaged artistic practices (Kester, 2011, p. 10; Bishop, 2012, p. 7).
Artworks were studied using a combination of visual analysis and a close reading of their
exhibition framing (particularly exhibition texts and catalogs). In addition, the popular
reception of the works was taken into account by reading numerous reviews and articles in
online and print media. Chapter two primarily builds on archival research in libraries, cultural
centers and museums in Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo and the Netherlands. 3 For chapters three
and five, my ethnographic fieldwork in Rio de Janeiro was of particular significance. During
two three-month fieldwork periods in 2015 and 2016 and a one-month follow-up visit in
2017, I carried out in-depth interviews with ten artists/art collectives from Rio de Janeiro’s
favelas and/or the urban periphery, conducted recorded interviews with other artists and art
professionals, held countless informal conversations, and attended a variety of art events,
lectures and debates about art and/or socio-economic inequality. 4 Another central component
of the fieldwork was visiting numerous art exhibitions in venues and institutions in Rio de
Janeiro and São Paulo. Chapter four deals with artistic displays in Europe, building on
research visits to Vienna (2015), Venice (2016) and several Dutch cities (Amsterdam,
Amersfoort, the Hague, and Eindhoven) as well as studying the documentation of other
European exhibitions.
Building on the previous section, it is important to note that my own positionality had
an impact on the ways in which I could conduct this research project on a number of
occasions. In Rio de Janeiro, my status as a foreign woman allowed me relatively easy access
to art institutions as well as visits to favelas (usually with a local guide). While I obviously
occupy a privileged position in the latter context, several interlocutors noted that my
somewhat distanced position to Rio’s deep-seated inequalities, perceived as non-threatening
by actors in power, allowed me to move through these spaces with relative ease. As the thesis
3

In Rio de Janeiro, research was conducted in the Museu de Arte Moderna, the Museu de Arte
Contemporânea de Niterói, the Biblioteca Nacional, the Museu Nacional de Belas Artes, and the
Centro Cultural Banco do Brasil. In São Paulo, I visited the archives of the Museu de Arte de São
Paulo, the Museu Lasar Segall (Biblioteca Jenny K. Segall), and the Pinacoteca do Estado de São
Paulo. In the Netherlands, I conducted research at the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, the Koninklijke
Bibliotheek and the Nederlands Instituut voor Kunstgeschiedenis.
4
All personal interviews cited in this thesis were conducted in Portuguese and translated by the
author.
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repeatedly emphasizes, this is not to say that foreigners play no part in the marginalization of
Rio’s favelas or that foreign researchers are not complicit in broader inequalities, but simply
to make a pragmatic point about how I could personally circulate the spaces I describe in this
study. At the same time, however, the above-mentioned research fatigue in favelas caused a
weariness and distrust on the part of some artists I contacted, some of whom I did not manage
to meet in person. Realizing the importance and legitimacy of these concerns, I changed my
research approach and focus towards practices of dissemination and reception both within
and outside of Brazil. In Europe, my position as part of the target audience of the exhibitions
I analyze was beneficial both in practical and interpretative terms, as seen for example in the
number of Dutch reviews I cite throughout the thesis.
In chapter one, the reasoning behind the chosen combination of research methods is
asserted in a more thorough contextual and theoretical framework, building on literature from
the fields of urban studies, cultural studies, art history, art theory, anthropology, and
geography. The chapter asks how art production in and about contexts of inequality can be
best considered by scholars, arguing for a broad theoretical grounding and an
interdisciplinary approach. It starts by describing the societal position and marginalization of
Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, with particular attention for the representation of favelas and its
commercialization in recent years. After this, it looks at how scholars have theorized and
approached the role of art in urban imaginaries as well as in urban development. Finally,
debates around the so-called globalized art world are introduced, focusing particularly on
art’s socio-political role or function. Throughout the three sections, I will further introduce
three groups of actors that define and negotiate the artistic worlding of Rio de Janeiro’s
favelas: favela residents, middle- and upper-class Brazilians, and foreigners. Rather than a
dualistic distinction between favela residents and outsiders, or Brazilians and foreigners, the
chapter contends that such a tripartite approach allows for a more nuanced account of how
favelas are being represented in art and how these representations are displayed and received.
The second chapter establishes the historical context of artistic favela representations,
which has had a fundamental impact on how twenty-first century favela representations are
conceptualized, framed, and interpreted, both within and outside of Brazil. The chapter
outlines how favelas, as real and symbolic territories, have long appeared in (artistic)
narratives and imaginaries of Brazilian identity. To do so, I consider a number of successful
Brazilian artists, namely Tarsila do Amaral, Candido Portinari, Lasar Segall and Helio
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Oiticica, who’ve all found artistic inspiration in the favelas of Rio de Janeiro. Building on the
ample scholarly and popular attention these artists have received both in Brazil and abroad,
my goal is to draw out some of the continuities found in artistic favela representations
throughout the twentieth century – which is important for two reasons. First, knowledge of
this historical background contextualizes and clarifies the positive validation attached to
favelas in more recent engagements. Second, it discerns and foregrounds the multiple scales
of inequality at play in the worlding of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas.
Chapter three revisits two seemingly contradictory narratives that have long
dominated the urban imaginary of Rio de Janeiro, namely that of the ‘marvelous’ and the
‘divided’ city. Favelas play a role in both narratives, and the chapter examines how artworks
can – but also often fail to – provide new perspectives on these imaginaries by focusing on
representations of Rio’s landscape, its public spaces and its inhabitants. In Rio de Janeiro, as I
argue, ‘giving visibility’ to socio-economic inequality (and especially favelas) is particularly
complex because the city’s poor are at the same time hyper-visible and hidden, incorporated
and excluded in dominant imaginaries of the city. In addition, it matters a great deal where,
how and for whom artistic favela representations are shown. Many artists working in or with
favelas hope to facilitate points of contact between different groups of people in the city, and
I will pay particular attention to how these audiences are envisioned and the ways in which
artists try to reach them. Building on my ethnographic fieldwork, I show that creating contact
zones is harder than it seems because Rio de Janeiro is fundamentally divided, but not in the
ways in which it is usually imagined to be by dominant narratives and media representations.
In chapter four, I look at how artistic favela representations have been exhibited in
European exhibitions. My goal here is, first and foremost, to acknowledge that these practices
are ethically problematic, as they build on a long history of exoticism and inequality.
However, I also aim to look beyond the initial ‘moral outrage’ about the exoticist, exploitative
and spectacular nature of artistic favela displays to critically reflect on how and why the
European art world engages with these neighbourhoods. To do so, I look at the broader
discourses and narratives that inform and frame these exhibitions and their media reception.
My goal is to challenge some of the assumptions that frequently underlie artistic
representations of favelas as so-called informal neighborhoods in the global South, most
notably the idea that favelas are ‘quintessentially Brazilian,’ and that the global North can
‘learn from favelas’ when searching alternatives to the forms of city-building that typify
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modernity and global capitalism. More broadly speaking, I seek to challenge the idea of ‘the
Favela’ as a separate category – for this is what allows these images to be used in a symbolic
and instrumental manner.
Chapter five builds on the analysis of narratives and discourses provided in the
previous chapters, but draws more explicitly on my ethnographic fieldwork. The chapter
starts from the premise that artistic practices both reproduce and challenge existing
inequalities, and highlights how this reality takes shape in social situations and relations, as
described by artists born and/or raised in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. Throughout the chapter,
two well-known components of the art world will therefore repeatedly come to the fore: its
elitism, exclusion and commercialization, and its potential for resistance, counter-hegemony
and alternative practices/perspectives. While these two aspects may seem contradictory, the
chapter will show how artists from Rio de Janeiro’s favelas and periphery employ different
strategies and tactics to move through and around these extremes, negotiating their constantly
shifting position in relation to them. In doing so, the analysis not only provides a different
perspective on the potentially transformative effects of artistic practice in unequal contexts,
but also makes more concrete previously expressed critiques of Rio de Janeiro as a ‘divided
city.’
Starting from specific artworks depicting favelas, the goal of my thesis is to describe
what might be called the “extended field” of these artistic practices: the social, economic,
political and cultural practices and discourses art is entangled with and acts upon (O’Sullivan,
2006, p. 32). Each of the chapters considers a different aspect of this field, and can therefore
be read separately. Taken together, I argue that these different perspectives provide new
insights in the two goals for artistic practice discussed in this introduction: (1) critically
addressing and exposing unjust and unequal realities and (2) imagining or enacting new and
better ways to exist within them.

1. Favela, City, Art, World: Contexts and Concepts

Assumir ambivalências não significa aceitar conformisticamente todo esse estado de coisas;
ao contrário, aspira-se então a coloca-lo em questão.
Helio Oiticica (1973, qtd. in Salomão, 2015 p. 44)1

In 2012, when I was first conducting fieldwork in Rio de Janeiro, the founder of the Morrinho
project Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira (2012) said something that changed my thinking about
favela representations:
The favela for me is a totality. […] It is a labyrinth of secrets, full of secrets. Falling,
getting up, success, poverty, misery, happiness, joy, luck. The favela has everything
in positivity and negativity; it depends on how you see it.
This statement points to two important truths around which this first chapter centers. First, it
highlights the variety and diversity of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, inextricably related to their
scale and the number of people living in them. For this reason, an all-encompassing,
‘realistic’ representation of favelas is impossible – hence the elusiveness identified by Souza
de Oliveira. Second, it shows the importance of perspective. In my view, the focus on ‘how
you see’ the favela not only refers to which aspects of favela life we focus on, but also to
questions such as: where is the representation shown? Which texts and explanations
accompany it? Who is watching? In this chapter, my goal is to elaborate on these points by
introducing the contexts and concepts on which the rest of the thesis will build in its approach
to artistic favela representations.
Following geographer Harriet Hawkins (2014, p. 10, emphasis added) and others, my
aim in this thesis is to study “what art can do (rather than what it means) and also what it can
set in motion” in the specific context of Rio de Janeiro (see also Tanner and Osborne, 2007;
1

Translation: “To assume ambivalences does not mean accepting conformistically the entire state of
things; on the contrary, it hopes to call things into question.”
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Jones, 2011). Building on the concept of worlding as defined in the introduction, I argue that
a focus on relationality is key to do so. In his Deleuzian take on contemporary art, Simon
O’Sullivan (2006) focuses on art’s performative qualities and the endless number of
connections to ideas, practices and people outside of art proper. He calls this the “extended
field” of artistic practice:
An art practice is a fluid, dynamic system always in connection with a number of
different regimes and registers and always in contact with an outside however this
latter is theorised. What an art practice ‘is’ then is defined by its outermost edge, its
boundary line or simply its line of flight, understood as the furthest point from within
its territory. Indeed the artist, when he or she is an artist, is this line of flight, or more
accurately operates on this line and at this edge. An art practice is then a specifically
open system in this sense, one that changes its nature as the number of its dimensions
increase (as it crosses into other milieus) (O’Sullivan, 2006, p. 32).
This quotation strongly resonates with the approach proposed in this thesis because of its
focus on movement, expansion, territory, boundaries, possibilities and interconnections. In
this chapter, the extended field of artistic favela representations is examined by discussing the
different spatial contexts in which these representations are produced, displayed and received:
favelas, the city and the art world. To do so, I build on literature from urban studies, cultural
studies, art history, art theory, anthropology, and geography. This broad focus will draw out
important interconnections and contradictions, emphasizing the status of these artistic
representations as both aesthetic and socio-political occurrences.
Most importantly, the chapter examines the triangular relation between favela
residents, middle- and upper-class Brazilians, and foreigners – which will remain central in
the chapters to come. While each of these groups is highly diverse, I argue that the distinction
is useful when considering the ethical and epistemological questions raised by artistic favela
representations. The three groups possess distinct forms of agency in the varied socio-spatial
contexts in which artistic favela representations are produced, displayed and interpreted, and
often position themselves in relation to each other. Finally, as an analytical focal point, this
relation highlights the mutual forms of exchange and interaction between local, regional and
global processes.
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I start this chapter in Rio de Janeiro, looking at how favelas have been represented
over time and linking this to broader debates on urban informality. Central to this section will
be the position of favelas in Rio de Janeiro and the world: I’m arguing specifically against the
idea of favelas as isolated territories in a spatially ‘divided’ city.2 The second section
considers art and culture in cities in a broad sense, discussing how the economic, social and
political impact of art has been theorized. While this is often framed in terms of dominating
versus resistant practices, I call for a more nuanced, entangled approach of these two extreme
functions that art might have in urban contexts. In the third and final section, I look at art and
globalization, highlighting the various forms of exclusion that characterize art historical
canons, institutions and discourses, but also the ways in which artists and scholars have
contested these exclusionary realities. The conclusion will connect the arguments presented
and offer methodological and interpretative guidelines for analyzing art projects in and about
Rio’s favelas.

Favelas/City
In 2014 the Rio de Janeiro-based NGO CatComm (2014) published an online article
suggesting that the word favela can and should not be translated. Discussing the most
common translations – namely slum, squatter settlement, shantytown, and ghetto – the
organization argued that these terms’ sole focus on negativity and deficiency (i.e. describing
only what favelas lack, not what they have) gives an incompleet and simplified impression.
Academics have also criticized the universal and uncritical use of words such as slum,
arguing that “a generally negative universal imagery can be dangerous” (Gilbert, 2007, p.
698; see also Mayne, 2017). So what is a favela, if not a slum or a squatter settlement?
Referring to the word ‘slum,’ Gilbert (2007) notes that we should be careful with strict,
quantifiable definitions. As noted, favelas are highly heterogeneous, with different
geographic settings, levels of poverty, access to public services, and levels of consolidation.
The sheer numbers in Rio de Janeiro alone – with over 700 favelas, housing 1.4 million
people – make this diversity abundantly clear (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatística,
2010). Nevertheless, common features can be addressed. Favelas are low-income or working2

Small parts of this section have previously been published in the book chapters “On or Beyond the
Map? Google Maps and Street View in Rio de Janeiro’s Favelas” (Kalkman, 2018a) and “Exhibitions
in a ‘Divided’ City: Socio-spatial Inequality and the Display of Contemporary Art in Rio de Janeiro”
(Kalkman, 2019).
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class neighborhoods in Brazilian cities that are, at least partly, built informally. Because of
this, many favelas have a recognizable, self-built architecture (Berenstein Jacques, 2001;
2011; Varley, 2013, p. 8). Finally, favelas are integral and constitutive parts of Brazilian
cities, despite being strongly stigmatized and discriminated against in the city at large (de
Souza e Silva and Barbosa, 2005; Perlman, 2010; de Souza e Silva et al., 2012).
As noted in the introduction to this thesis, Rio de Janeiro’s favelas have long been a
topic of journalistic and scholarly fascination. As a starting point for this section, it is
therefore useful to consider three ‘dogmas’ in academic writing about favelas, as recognized
by Valladares (2005, pp. 148-152). First, favelas tend to be considered as a distinct category,
as territories that are highly specific and singular, unlike anything else. Perhaps unwillingly,
this creates the idea of the favela and the formal city as opposites, marked by clearly
identifiable boundaries. Second, the favela is presented as the locus of poverty while, in the
words of Janice Perlman (2010, p. 30), “not all of the people living in favelas are poor, and
not all the urban poor live in favelas.” Third, these heterogeneous places are discussed as “as
singular,” speaking of ‘the Favela’ rather than of specific communities (Valladares, 2005, p.
151, my translation). To a certain extent, most studies focusing on favelas are guilty of
reinforcing these dogmas. This thesis takes the favela as a location for and topic of visual art,
and thereby also arguably treats the favela as a category separate from the rest of the city.
Nevertheless, my central focus will be the relations between favelas and other neighborhoods,
cities and countries. To do so, I build on a range of scholarly work that has argued for seeing
favelas not as isolated ‘problem areas,’ but as a physical manifestation of the social and
economic inequalities that characterize Rio de Janeiro as a whole and that affect the daily
lives of all Cariocas (Rio natives), albeit in distinct ways and with different levels of intensity
(e.g. Souza e Silva and Barbosa, 2005, p. 91; Jaguaribe and Salmon, 2012, p. 240).
The story of the ‘first favela’ is often repeated: in 1895, soldiers returned from the war
in Canudos and, when the government failed to provide housing for them, settled on a hillside
in Rio de Janeiro’s port area, which they dubbed Morro da Favella. Only in the 1920s did the
name favela become the common denominator for poor, self-built communities in Rio, which
became more prevalent during this period due to the radical renovation of the city center by
mayor Pereira Passos in the 1910s (Needell, 1984; Benchimol, 1992; Costa Mattos, 2009;
Nunes de Azevedo, 2003; de Almeida Abreu, 2003). Importantly, however, these were
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certainly not the first informal or poor settlements in the area. As Fischer (2014, p. 13-14)
writes:
[W]ritings from the early twentieth century about Brazil’s favelas and mocambos
(shacks) suggest that the terms were invented not so much to describe the places
where the poor lived, as to spell out the relationship between such places and their
surrounding cities. While shacks and informal communities had existed for centuries,
their emergence as a category of urban pathology largely depended on Brazil’s
integration into international debates about poverty, sanitation, racial degeneracy, and
urbanism.
In other words, favelas only became known as a distinctive category when local government
officials felt they had to be addressed as an urban problem.
Early public discourse and journalistic accounts described favelas as health hazards
and hotbeds of criminality (Valladares, 2005; Costa Mattos, 2009). These discriminatory
discourses were based on a combination of racist and classist prejudice, and continue to have
a profound and violent impact on the daily life of favela inhabitants. Favela residents –
especially young black men – are frequent victims of targeted police violence and balas
perdidas (stray bullets). As several authors note, the mainstream media play a huge role in
generating political and public support for such violent police operations (Souza e Silva and
Barbosa, 2005; Amaral, 2010; Leu, 2010; McCann, 2014; Robb Larkins, 2015). Importantly,
mainstream media coverage of violence in favelas is remarkably different from that of
violence in the asfalto. In 2004, for example, widespread media attention for the death of a
middle-class motorcyclist near the favela Rocinha stood in stark contrast to the general lack
of coverage for victims from favelas during the same incident (de Souza e Silva and Barbosa,
2005, p. 59). De Souza e Silva and Barbosa (2005, p. 59, my translation) see this incident as
exemplary of a broader discourse in which favelas and their inhabitants are systematically
excluded from urban space and citizenship, where violence against residents of the formal
city is “unacceptable,” while violence against favela residents is deemed “inevitable.” Similar
discourses of differentiation can be found in government statements and policies, as noted by
Lacerda (2015).
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Crucially, however, favela-based journalism, activism and research have been actively
fighting these stereotypical and discriminatory discourses in recent years (da Cruz, 2007;
Bentes, 2011; 2013; de Souza e Silva et al., 2012; Custódio, 2014; 2017; Baroni, 2015;
Cangialosi, 2015; Holmes, 2016). In a number of cases, this led to widespread protests and to
more nuanced accounts in mainstream media outlets. In 2013, for example, the disappearance
of Amarildo Dias de Souza, resident of the favela Rocinha, was widely shared on social
media with the slogan Cadê o Amarildo? (where is Amarildo?). In a broader sense, a
considerable amount of scientific, journalistic and artistic books and articles by favela
residents have been published, countering both stereotypical discourses and the social reality
of outsiders representing favelas (e.g. de Souza e Silva and Barbosa, 2005; Imagens do Povo,
2011a; de Souza e Silva et al., 2012; Diniz, R., 2015; Diniz and McCann, 2014; Observatório
de Favelas, 2017). In other words, while discriminatory discourses concerning favelas
continue to dominate public debates, they do not go uncontested. A variety of organizations
from favelas and the periphery are finding innovative ways to be heard in public debates,
examples of which are Observatório de Favelas, Imagens do Povo, Coletivo Papo Reto, Voz
das Comunidades, Afro-Reggae, CUFA and Agência de Notícias das Favelas. Many of the
artistic practices studied in this thesis can be considered part of this field of production, either
through direct collaborations with the organizations mentioned or by sharing the common
goal of countering favela stereotypes and transforming unequal social relations in the city.
Importantly for the topic at hand, both dominant and counter discourses surrounding
favelas often contain a strong aesthetic focus. As recognized by several authors, favelas have
long been considered aesthetic stains on the cidade maravilhosa (marvelous city) that Rio de
Janeiro aspires to be (Valladares, 2005; Berenstein Jacques, 2005; Lopes de Souza, 2012;
Fisher, 2014; see also chapter three). In 1926, physician Mattos Pimenta described favelas as
“a ruthless crime against aesthetics” (Queiroz Ribeiro and Corrêa do Lago, 2001, p. 39). In
this narrative, favelas needed to be ‘dealt with’ not because of the difficult living
circumstances of their inhabitants, but because they threatened rich inhabitants, spoiled their
views and blemished the city’s reputation. Even today, the focus on ‘prettifying’ the city at
the expense of favela residents is an often-heard critique of public policies in favelas, ranging
from home evictions and so-called neighborhood upgrading (e.g. for cable cars, sound walls)
to the Unidades de Polícia Pacificadora (Pacification Police Units, or UPPs) (Freeman,
2012; Oosterbaan and van Wijk, 2014; Valle Menezes, 2014; Faulhaber and Azevedo, 2015).
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It also explains why most of these policies, especially those directly related to the megaevents organized in Rio in recent years, are mainly focused on favelas located in close
proximity to affluent areas (Magalhães, 2013; Steinbrink, 2014; Richmond and Garmany,
2016; Freeman and Burgos, 2017).
However, the aesthetic denunciation of Rio’s favelas has long existed in parallel to an
aesthetic and cultural validation of these territories. Celebrations of marginalized cultural
expressions have a long history in Brazil, in which a key moment is Oswald de Andrade’s
(2017) Manifesto Antropófago, first published in 1928. This manifesto, which will be further
explored in the third section of this chapter, pleads for ‘devouring’ different cultural
influences to create an authentically Brazilian style (de Andrade, 2017; Nunes, 2004).
Building and expanding on this idea, a variety of intellectuals, journalists and artists have
explored the relations between popular and elite culture in Brazil, notable examples of which
are Gilberto Freyre (1969), Paulo Freire (2009), Augusto Boal (2000), Glauber Rocha (1965),
Ferreira Gullar (1978; 2002), Hélio Oiticica (2004), and Sérgio Buarque de Holanda (2006).
Simone Osthoff (2015, p. 252) summarizes this vast body of literature as follows: “More than
a few Brazilian artists enlisted popular culture as a revolutionary resource and employed the
body-centered metaphors of cannibalism, carnival, and hunger in order to simultaneously
incorporate the foreign into the familiar and subvert traditional cultural hierarchies.”
Combined with the explicit political strategy under Getúlio Vargas to achieve this in the
1930s and 1940s, these writings turned popular cultural expressions such as samba and
carnival into globally appreciated symbols of Brasilidade (Brazilianness) (Jackson, 1994;
Williams, 2001).
This particular combination of stigmatization and fascination can be considered
unique to the Brazilian context, connected to the country’s national identity as well as its
cultural and political history. Chapter two will highlight that representations of favelas have
long been produced and interpreted within this “complex state of affairs, where exclusion and
inclusion go hand in hand” (Meira Monteiro, 2015, p. xv). At the same time, the local and
global interest in favelas resonates with other forms of middle and upper-class fascination
with poor neighborhoods, as seen for example in Victorian ‘slumming,’ nineteenth century
(photo)journalism and literature, and European primitivism (Bettez Halnon, 2002; FreireMedeiros, 2013; Nochlin, 2018). We can also link this practices to images of ‘suffering’ in a
more general sense, a topic that has raised extensive scholarly debate. As Sontag (2003, p.
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67) notes, for example, the idea “[t]hat a gory battlescape could be beautiful – in the sublime
or awesome or tragic register of the beautiful – is a commonplace about images of war made
by artists.” Romanticized, sensationalist and/or aesthetic depictions of poverty, violence and
hardship have long made artistic careers. In addition, these images have long performed
societal functions, ranging from religious conversion to political propaganda, charity and
progressive reform (Sontag, 2003; Nochlin, 2018).
For Luc Boltanski (1999, p. 3), who builds on the work of philosopher Hannah
Arendt, a fundamental characteristic of modern images of suffering is “a distinction between
those who suffer and those who do not,” which leads to a situation in which suffering
becomes an object of spectacle. This conceptual distinction and physical distance between
observer and sufferer has become ever more prominent, embodied by privileged, first-world
spectators passively watching far-away ‘Others’ suffer from the comfort of their living rooms
(Chouliaraki, 2006). Globally disseminated favela images might be considered in similar
terms, although they do not necessarily only depict hardship and poverty. Here too, however,
distanced audiences might feel the “bliss to realize one’s identity” (Boltanski, 1999, p. 103).
For this reason, as argued in the introduction, it is crucial to not only ‘zoom in’ on the reality
of favela spaces, but to also show that while the observed and the spectator are not in the
same position, they are connected through individual acts and collective systems of
complicity (Boltanski, 1999, p. 67; Sontag, 2003, p. 92).
Such

observations

are

especially

poignant

considering

the

increasing

commercialization of images of marginalized urban areas. Several authors acknowledge the
“potential for marginalization to be subsumed in consumption” in for example global hip hop
(Miles, 2005, p. 892; see also Zukin, 1995; 2010; Jaffe, 2012). Similarly, representations of
favelas are now reaching ever-larger audiences in for example tourism and cinema, and the
term favela is now employed in a variety of contexts that have little or nothing to do with
actual favela neighborhoods, such as European nightclubs and restaurants (Freire-Medeiros,
2007a; 2009; 2011; 2013; Jaguaribe, 2004; 2014; Jaguaribe and Hetherington, 2004;
Jaguaribe and Salmon, 2012; Frisch, 2012; Kertzer, 2014; Pueo Wood, 2014; Robb Larkins,
2015; Freire-Medeiros and Valle Menezes, 2016; Frenzel, 2016). This unprecedented level of
international visibility, often described under the term ‘favela chic,’ has transformed ‘the
favela’ into a globally recognized sign (Steinbrink, 2014; Kertzer, 2014; Robb Larkins, 2015;
Kalkman, 2018a). As anthropologist Bianca Freire-Medeiros argues (2009, pp. 581-583) the
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favela has been established as a Brazilian “trademark” or “brand,” which is “capable of
transcending geographical and territorial referentials, promoting Brazil as well as anything
wishing to present itself as ‘alternative,’ ‘hip,’ ‘recycled.’” Again, what we see here is a
contradictory combination of imaginaries, emphasizing on the one hand community spirit and
popular culture, and, on the other, danger, lawlessness and violence (Jaguaribe, 2004;
Peixoto, 2007; Freire-Medeiros, 2007a; Williams, 2008; Freire-Medeiros, 2009). As
summarized by media scholar Beatriz Jaguaribe (2004, p. 327): “Celebratory versions of the
favela as a samba community composing carnival lyrics coexist with images of armed
adolescents shooting police forces during drug raids.”
In some scholarly writing, we can see a similar distinction between ‘positive’ and
‘negative’ descriptions of informally-built, marginalized urban areas worldwide. Mike Davis’
(2006, p. 47; p. 138) book Planet of Slums is a well-known example of the ‘negative view,’
discussing ‘slums’ in rather sensationalist terms such as “human dump[s]” or “stinking
mountains of shit.” In the words of Teresa Caldeira (2008, p. 3), Davis here “[reduces] the
most diverse urban housing conditions of the poor worldwide to a single symbol of the worst:
the slum.” Moreover, Davis (2006, p. 98; p. 206) claims that the consequence of the
continuous growth of informal neighborhoods throughout the global South is that rich and
poor will enter “a ceaseless social war” in which the only future possible is one of
“Orwellian” private security in rich areas and absolute chaos in the slums. Here too, the idea
of cities ‘divided’ between slums and formally-built neighborhoods is strongly present.
Turning to the ‘positive’ images, the introduction to this thesis already addressed what
Ananya Roy (2011b) calls “subaltern urbanism”: the academic tendency to celebrate informal
neighborhoods for their spontaneity, creativity, possibility and dynamics (e.g. Turner, 1976;
de Soto, 2000; Brillembourg et al., 2005; Neuwirth, 2006; Koolhaas, 2007). No longer a
problem to urbanism, informality is here seen as a solution. As the above-mentioned
quotation by Freire-Medeiros indicates, these arguments are now also commonplace in the
context of favelas.
While such positive accounts undoubtedly are an improvement compared to overtly
negative images and simplistic idealizations, they should also be addressed critically.
Overemphasizing creativity, possibility and political agency risks new forms of idealization,
forgetting that most of these creative solutions are born out of sheer necessity (Rao, 2006;
Roy, 2011b; Varley, 2013). Also, by speaking in terms of “kinetic” versus “static” cities to
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denote informally and formally-built areas respectively, the absolute distinction between the
formal and the informal city is maintained (Mehrotra, 2010, p. xii; see for critiques of this
tendency: Roy, 2011b; Amin, 2013a; Varley, 2013). A similar point can be made regarding
the negative stereotypes surrounding favelas. Many favelas do struggle with violence, have
precarious housing conditions and/or lack basic services. In addition, a relation between
poverty, marginality and violence certainly exists, albeit not in a straightforward, causal
manner (Koonings, 1999; Koonings and Kruijt, 2007; 2015). However, these conditions are
not all-encompassing and they are the direct result of political, economic and social decisions
that affect the city as a whole, not just favelas.
Fortunately, scholars from various disciplines have argued for a more nuanced
approach to the Rio context from the 1970s onwards, recognizing favelas as integral and
constitutive parts of the city (e.g. Machado da Silva, 1971; Leeds and Leeds, 1978; Perlman,
1979; Pino, 1996; 1997; de Souza e Silva, 2005). 3 More recently, academics across the world
have taken up the task to rethink divisions between formal and informal spaces, often as part
of the larger project of ‘provincializing’ urban theory described in the introduction (e.g. Roy
and Alsayyad, 2004; Roy, 2005; Yiftachel, 2009; Roy, 2011b; MacFarlane and Waibel, 2012;
Vasudevan, 2014). Building on this diverse body of literature, this thesis challenges the
oppositional view of favelas vs. asfalto, because it perpetuates imaginaries of divisions and
difference. As geographers Jailson de Souza e Silva and Jorge Luiz Barbosa (2005, p. 90,
emphasis in original, my translation) argue:
To talk about the future of the favelas is a task that requires, first and foremost, not
dissociating their development with that of the city as a whole. The first step is to
finish with the relation favela [versus] asfalto. A truly democratic recognition of the
right to the city is brought about by a new appropriation of urban space. The city,
before anything else, is only one.
In other words, favelas are “neither a problem, nor a solution”; they are “one of the bluntest
expressions of the inequalities that mark [Brazilian society]” (de Souza e Silva and Barbosa,
2005, p. 91, my translation).

3

A more extensive overview of this body of literature is provided by Valladares (2005, p. 129-130).
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As we will see, artistic favela representations often strive to provide an alternative to
the simplified and discriminatory imagery of favelas, but also reproduce the stereotypical
imaginaries outlined in this section. In my view, two factors are particularly important to
avoid common pitfalls. First, the diversity between and within specific neighborhoods in Rio
should be acknowledged, ranging from gated communities for the super-rich to modest
working class areas and highly precarious settlements. Crucially, this diversity characterizes
both the formal and the informal city. Second, the paradoxical combination of widespread
stigma and validation should be kept in mind, as it significantly complicates challenging
discriminatory discourses. Conflicting yet entangled narratives profoundly impact the favela
imaginaries of middle- and upper-class Brazilians and foreigners, although the visual and
discursive registers on which these groups rely are not always the same. Accordingly, we
need to take into account that the city is unequal yet interconnected, and that imaginaries and
realities of urban divisions are varied, closely intertwined and mutually influential.

Fig. 1.1. Letters spelling #Cidade Olympica (Olympic City), Praca Mauá, Rio de Janeiro
(photo: Simone Kalkman, 2016).
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City/Art
The idea that art and culture can actively impact the physical form as well as the imaginary of
cities is widely discussed in academic debates (e.g. Zukin, 1995; 2010; Deutsche, 1996;
Miles, 1997; Yúdice, 2003; Sharp et al., 2005; Pinder, 2005; 2008; Mouffe, 2007; Biron,
2009; Young and Holmes, 2010; Jones, 2011; Hawkins, 2013; 2014; Iveson, 2013). Urban
sociologist Sharon Zukin, for example, discusses how cultures in cities, broadly defined as
encompassing cultural products in urban space as well as the aesthetic ‘look and feel’ of the
city, do not only reflect political and economic power relations, but also actively contribute to
them (Zukin, 1995). As she writes, “culture is […] a powerful means of controlling cities. As
a source of images and memories, it symbolizes ‘who belongs’ in specific places” (Zukin,
1995, p. 1). In this section, I will consider the economic, social and political role of art in
cities, focusing on relations and representations of inequality. Central to this discussion will
be a distinction that frequently surfaces in these debates, namely art’s capacity to either
legitimize and reinforce dominant power relations or to challenge them. While the section
recognizes both of these functions for art in cities, it argues that too strong a juxtaposition
between ‘compliance’ and ‘resistance’ obscures the messy realities and strategic necessities
of artistic practice.
On the one hand, art is seen as capable of reproducing, legitimizing and aestheticizing
existing power relations and inequalities (e.g. Zukin, 1995; Deutsche, 1996; Miles, 1997;
Mathews, 2010, p. 672). Following the so-called creative cities-paradigm of Richard Florida
(2002) and others, it is widely recognized in urban policy-making that art, culture and
creativity have an active role in urban (re)development. At the same time, these theories have
been heavily criticized, based on their instrumentalization of culture, the growing focus on
(economic) competitiveness, and the fact that they tend to increase socio-economic
inequalities, for example through gentrification (e.g. Gibson and Klocker, 2005; Miles and
Paddison, 2005; Peck, 2005; Pratt, 2008; Krätke, 2010; Booyens, 2012; Borén and Young,
2013; Sacco et al., 2014). Art and culture can actively contribute to neoliberal city planning
and corporate interests, even while being marketed as promoting social inclusion. As
summarized by Jamie Peck (2011, p. 63), creative city policies “‘accessorize’ neoliberal
urbanism in a manner befitting prevailing cultural tropes of competitive cosmopolitanism.” In
Rio, we for example see that policies aimed at art and culture, tourism and public security
have worked towards incorporating favelas into neoliberal forms of city-branding, serving to
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legitimize state and police violence in favelas and other working class neighborhoods
(Freeman, 2012; Steinbrink, 2014; Pereira Ribeiro and Santos da Silva, 2014) (fig. 1.1).
On the other hand, many authors defend the capacity of art to transform or redefine
power relations in urban space through the production of alternative images and symbols (e.g.
Zukin, 1995; Pinder 2005, 2008; Jones, 2011; Iveson, 2013; da Costa Bezerra, 2017). This
function of resistance is often ascribed to smaller-scale artworks and practices. As Miles
(2005, p. 905) writes, art might “[imagine] futures other than those prescribed by capital or its
out-sourced providers of governmental services in a globalised economy.” For Chantal
Mouffe (2007, p. 5), “we need to see [artistic activism] as counter-hegemonic interventions
whose objective is to occupy the public space in order to disrupt the smooth image that
corporate capitalism is trying to spread, bringing to the fore its repressive character.”
Crucially, as Mouffe (2007. p. 5) and others assert, this understanding does not require “a
total break with the existing state of affairs,” which is impossible within current societies.
Nevertheless, art practices are frequently ascribed the capacity of “subverting” dominant
structures and imaginaries (Mouffe, 2007, p. 5). For example, in Rio de Janeiro a number of
authors have defended the idea that artistic practices can challenge dominant, discriminatory
narratives surrounding favelas, by foregrounding different stories, playing with commonlyheld beliefs and questioning unjust representations (e.g. Bentes, 2011; da Costa Bezerra,
2017; Angelini, 2015).
While these represent two rather different takes on the role of art in cities, I will argue
that they often overlap in practice. In Rio de Janeiro, we can think for example of the
installation that the Morrinho Project, a grassroots cultural project from the favela Pereira da
Silva, made for the Museu de Arte do Rio (MAR) in 2013. This museum was build as part of
the large-scale urban redevelopment program Porto Maravilha, and is often criticized as
being a ‘white elephant.’ While this installation was thus made by and directly benefited a
grassroots, favela-based artist collective, it also arguably supports both an institution with
some problematic characteristics and the superficial celebration of favela architecture (da
Costa Bezerra, 2017, p. 125-131). Another example can be found in the project Favela
Painting, which uses participatory methods to aestheticize public spaces in favelas with the
broader aim of challenging their stigmatized reputation in the city at large. As stated in their
Kickstarter-campaign:
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Visual beautification, job creation and positive attention help boost pride and
self-esteem and help bridge social gaps [...] The projects create a voice for the
inhabitants, influence public opinion and media, and can help to change perceptions
and remove stigma (Favela Painting, 2014).
The project did much to bring international attention to Rio’s favelas and employed local
people – some of whom traveled internationally with the project. However, it also
aestheticizes favela spaces through an intervention that remains mainly cosmetic. Building on
and expanding Aihwa Ong’s (2011, p. 9) account of worlding, I therefore argue that practices
like these “cannot be neatly mapped out in advance as being on the side of power or on the
side of resistance.”
To elaborate on this point, it is useful to consider recent scholarly debates on the
socio-political relevance of art and the relation art has to marginalized communities. Since
the 1990s, projects with a bottom-up approach, in which “creative resources [are employed]
to deal with exclusion, marginalization, and lack of opportunities,” have received widespread
attention in art history and art theory (Yúdice, 2009, p. 211). In 1995, Suzanne Lacy (1995)
coined the term “New Genre Public Art” to describe such projects, while others have
preferred terms such as participatory art, socially-engaged art, community or communitybased art, and/or relational aesthetics. Rather than a material object with aesthetic qualities,
these art practices are often defined as ‘projects,’ hoping to exert a more direct, tangible
influence on the contexts in which they operate. Since the early 2000s, art scholars Claire
Bishop and Grant Kester have emerged as the dominant voices in scholarly debates on this
topic, with divergent views on the phenomenon. Bishop (2004; 2006; 2012) argues for the
importance of maintaining avant-garde tactics of shock and disruption, in order to lay bare
contradictions and inequalities in art and broader society. In contrast, Kester (1995; 2004;
2011) asserts that art does not have to be artistically autonomous, but might, for example,
develop in close relation to social work or activism. He argues for replacing the “antagonistic
relationship to the viewer” to a relationship of dialogue, aimed at reaching a mutual
understanding (Kester, 2011, p. 38). In response to these seemingly opposite viewpoints, a
number of authors have argued for an approach that finds a middle ground between the two,
which the remainder of this section will support (e.g. Charnley, 2011; Bell, 2015).
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It is useful in this respect to consider some of the key terms and goals employed in
debates on participatory art. Geographers Tim Hall and Iain Robertson (2001, p. 10-18)
identify seven frequently articulated goals for such art practices: (1) developing a sense of
community, (2) developing a sense of place, (3) developing civic identity, (4) addressing
community needs, (5) tackling social exclusion, (6) educational value, and (7) promoting
social change. Artists in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas often employ similar objectives, as for
example in the above statement of the Favela Painting project. Importantly, however, how
this is put into practice largely depends on how concepts such as identity, place and
community needs are defined. Several authors have argued that artists and policy makers
often rely on simplified and even essentialist interpretations of these concepts (Hall and
Robertson, 2001; Pinder, 2008; Hawkins, 2013; Massey and Rose, 2003; Kwon, 2004). As
Massey and Rose write (2003, p. 3), there often exists a strong focus on “boundedness; an
essential (and in extreme cases unchangeable) character; a coherent community; a common
understanding; [and] inherited traditions.” Several authors have used academic critiques of
such essentialist notions to question theories and practices of socially-engaged art (e.g.
Deutsche, 1996; Miles, 1997; Massey and Rose, 2003). Particularly important here is the
sharp distinction between ‘community members,’ as the “victimized yet resilient other,” and
the artists, who form part of a globally-oriented art world circuit (Kwon, 2004, p. 147; see
also Bishop, 2012).
Rosalyn Deutsche (1996), for example, argues that the idea of a neutral, harmonious
public space is – and has always been – an illusion, which builds on views of authors such as
Claude Lefort, Chantal Mouffe and Ernesto Laclau, and Henri Lefebvre. Rather, public space
is constituted through negotiation and struggle, and subject to constant change. The same is
true for identity and community. In response, Deutsche – whose work resonates with Claire
Bishop’s approach – promotes a different kind of socially-engaged practice, which precisely
wants to emphasize this antagonism, developing a sense of place that is non-essentialist and
socially constructed. As Deutsche (1996, p. 53) writes:
[To describe] the city as a social form rather than as a collection and organization of
neutral physical objects implicitly affirms the rights of currently excluded groups to
have access to the city – to make decisions about the space they use, to be attached to
the place they live, to refuse marginalization.
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Similarly, Malcolm Miles (1997, p. 85) writes about public art: “Public art inevitably
operates in the public realm and a lack of critical engagement with the construction of that
realm leads by default to affirmation of the dominant ideology.” In Rio, as shown in the
previous section, we indeed see an urgent need for more nuanced and critical accounts of the
production of favela spaces – and many artists hope to contribute to this goal.
Importantly, however, Deutsche’s approach has also been critically treated. First of
all, the practices she celebrates usually remain firmly embedded in the institutions and
discourses of the art world, which risks inaccessibility considering the exclusionary nature of
these contexts (to be discussed in the next section). In Rio de Janeiro, for example, several
artists from favelas told me that they have felt unwelcome in museums and cultural centers
(see chapter five). Accordingly, in this approach the differentiation between marginalized and
privileged audience groups is not inherent to the format, but constituted and maintained in
actual practice. Second, we should question the sole focus on art’s representational qualities,
which are seen as a relatively neutral space from which it is possible to criticize. As Hall and
Robertson (2001, p. 22) write:
There is a fundamental silence at the heart of Deutsche’s critique concerning the links
between the realms of signification (the representation of space) and production and
experience of space. Put simply, Deutsche’s reading […] is ultimately limited because
it fails to give any sense of the ways in which alternative space, once created through
signification, might be incorporated into the practices of everyday life or might
intervene in the production of space.
In other words, while these works might critique inequality and injustice through their
representational message, the practices of display frequently reproduce these very
inequalities.
Following chapters will consider exactly how the above-mentioned observations
apply to artistic practices in Rio de Janeiro. As noted, the work of artists in favelas is related
to favela-based activism and social work, as well as to the rather problematic practice of
putting poverty on display for privileged audiences. To theorize this entanglement, I’d like to
close this section by having a brief look at Lefebvre’s (1996) notion of the right to the city,
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which has been employed by a number of favela-based actors in recent decades (e.g. Lopes
de Souza, 2012). The research institute Observatório de Favelas (n.d.), for example,
frequently employs the phrase, seeing its relevance for inequality in the fields of urban
politics, education, communication, culture and human rights. As David Harvey (2012, p.
xvii) describes, Lefebvre envisaged the right to the city as a transformative moment, namely
“the spontaneous coming together in a moment of ‘irruption,’ when disparate heterotopic
groups suddenly see, if only for a fleeting moment, the possibilities of collective action to
create something radically different” (see also Purcell, 2002).
At the heart of Lefebvre’s right to the city is a notion of appropriation. As Purcell
(2014, p. 149) writes, Lefebvre uses appropriation as “a way to rethink the concept of rightful
ownership, to radically transform our notions about who rightfully owns the city.” Put
differently, appropriation is the public claim that the city belongs to all of its inhabitants.
However, the right to the city entails more than a question of ownership regarding the
existing city, or the inclusion of marginalized groups into dominant structures. Rather,
Purcell (2014, p. 149) continues, appropriation “reorients the city away from its role as an
engine of capital accumulation,” pointing instead to “the urban” as a space that “nurtures use
value and […] is a space for encounter, connection, play, learning, difference, surprise, and
novelty.” As such, it signifies a radically alternative urban space that “[asserts] use value over
exchange value, encounter over consumption, interaction over segregation, free activity and
play over work” (Purcell, 2014, p. 151).
To summarize, the right to the city is seen as a step towards a transformation from the
capitalist and formalist ‘city’ to the more creative, socially inclusive ‘urban.’ For Lefebvre
(1996, p. 173), art is part of this process of appropriation, and should “[reconsider] itself as a
source and model of appropriation of space and time” (see also Purcell, 2014; Marcuse,
2014). A number of scholars have made these claims about art and appropriation more
concrete. Kurt Iveson, for example, discusses the right to the city in connection to what he
calls “micro-spatial urban practices.” Using the example of an Australian street art collective,
the author shows how original, deliberate and politically motivated acts of creative
appropriation can create a kind of “city within the city” in which artists publicly declare their
right of appropriation in spite of existing legal frameworks (Iveson, 2013, p. 949; see also
Young, 2014). The success of Iveson’s particular example was based on three main factors:
(1) a collective identity distinguishing the artists’ work as a movement with a political
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purpose, (2) the public staging of their activities despite their illegality (claiming they had a
‘right’ to do so), and (3) organizing legal public activities around their street art practice, for
example interviews in the mainstream media that reached a larger audience (Iveson, 2013, pp.
949-951). Such strategies allowed the public to take their appropriations seriously as part of a
legitimate movement that was both aesthetic and political.
In my view, Iveson’s reading of the right to the city summarizes and elucidates the
main arguments made in this section. First of all, he recognizes art as a material and
ideological practice that contributes to both the physical form as well as the imagination of
cities. Furthermore, he challenges the rigidity of the paradox mentioned at the outset of this
section, namely that art either aestheticizes, legitimizes, and reproduces dominant power
relations and inequalities, or opposes these conditions. While we might recognize these
functions as two possible extremes, in practice such a dualistic position is unproductive. The
vast majority of art projects operates both within and against existing power structures, and
does so as part of an explicit social and/or political strategy, which resonates with accounts of
complicity described in the introduction to this thesis (Drucker, 2005). At the same time, the
chapters of this thesis will argue that the broad applicability of Lefebvre’s the right to the city
– while undoubtedly part of its appeal and popularity – can conflate distinct issues under a
broad umbrella-term. Among other things, artistic favela representations act against (1) a
history of simplified representations; (2) social, economic and racial inequality on a global
and a city level; and (3) the loaded distinctions between ‘high’ and ‘popular’ culture. With
this entanglement in mind, I argue that art’s societal impact is inextricably related to both a
critical, aesthetic message (following Deutsche, Bishop and others) and a cooperative
practice that is in dialogue with non-artistic activism (as Lacy and Kester argue). This thesis
employs a critical yet pragmatic approach to artistic favela representations, addressing these
varied issues and the different social and representational strategies that resist them, which
might include forms of complicity with dominant structures.

Art/World
A key characteristic of many art projects in or about favelas is that they operate and gain
meaning in highly different sites and context. As Marsha Meskimmon (2011a, p. 50) writes
about socially-engaged art in general, these works “confound the dichotomy between the
local and the global as they are inscribed through an opposition between participatory arts
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practice, as material engagement with concrete others, and the international art market, as
conceptual engagement with generalised others.” Crucially, I am not suggesting that either of
these contexts exists in isolation. As I pointed out earlier, favelas are socially, politically and
economically incorporated in citywide, national and international processes, and the same is
true for institutions of the art world, here understood as a network of people, institutions and
discourses that spans diverse regions. As Pamela Lee’s (2012, p. 186) book Forgetting the
Art World argues, the world of contemporary art is not only fully embedded in, but also
actively contributing to the “world that we once thought it surveyed” (see also Smith, 2011).
Unlike the title of her book suggest, however, Lee contends that we cannot turn our back on
art world institutions and discourses. Similarly, this thesis argues that we should foreground
the relations, interactions and exchanges that link art world institutions and discourses to the
‘real world’ of the favela, emphasizing the need to be attentive to specific possibilities and
limitations offered by these different sites.
To do so, we should start by having a closer look at how we define the ‘art world.’
Charlotte Bydler (2004, pp. 34-35) gives the following definition:
[The art world is] a community that creates and guards its own central object in
discourse and practices, and assigns value. This community is held together not only
by a shared manner of speaking and behaving around art, but is also united by a
common economy, that is, a market for the labour of cultural workers, and an
international division of labour.
This is related to Bourdieu’s (1989, 1993a) influential notion of a “cultural field,” in which
taste serves as a marker of distinction (see also Buchholz, 2016). Importantly, Bydler
distinguishes two ways to define the globalization of the art world: (1) as a discursive
network that builds on common discourses and “sense-making strategies,” and (2) as an
economic network consisting of an art market as well as a growing international labor market
(Carroll, 2007, p. 140). These two networks are closely entangled, and together they
determine the slippery concept of artistic value (Velthuis, 2003). Finally, the sites in which
they take shape are spread across varied geographic locations and differ greatly in focus and
accessibility: art institutions (e.g. museums, biennales, art schools), art markets, curatorial
and scholarly discourses, and public or private funding agencies.
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The center-periphery relations within this network of people and institutions are a
central topic of this thesis. Without a doubt, the issue of globalization has been at the
forefront of global debates and practices in art history and curating for at least two decades,
departing from numerous critiques of Eurocentrism expressed against the discipline (e.g.
Onians, 1996; Araeen, 2000; Bydler, 2004; Lee, 2012; Elkins, 2007; Carroll, 2007; Zijlmans
and van Damme, 2008; Harris, 2011; Dimitrakaki, 2012; Wainwright, 2011; DaCosta
Kaufmann et al., 2015; Iskin, 2017; Newall, 2017). Rather than merely ‘adding’ previously
excluded art practices to art historical canons, exhibitions and curricula, so several authors
note, working towards a more inclusive art world raises complex ethical and epistemological
questions (e.g. Martins, 2013; Ring Petersen, 2017). It implies critically examining what is
considered mainstream and exceptional, mandatory and optional. As Anne Ring Petersen
(2017, p. 73, emphasis in original) notes, this politically sensitive debate often takes the form
of a “discourse on cultural identity [that] is informed by a very complex network of entangled,
intersecting and antagonistic concepts,” such as ethnicity, migration, globalization,
multiculturalism, ‘Otherness,’ Western/non-Western, difference, and recognition.
In contrast to Europe and North America, the relation between art world centers and
peripheries has been at the forefront of art production and art theory in Brazil since the early
twentieth century (Ferreira Gullar, 1978; 2002; Schwartz, 2004). Much more than in the
global North, art historical writing in Latin America was always closely related to broader
cultural criticism, explicitly related for example to national and regional identities (Giunta,
2007). Important to keep in mind here, as Paulo Herkenhoff (1995, p. 70) writes, is that “in
Brazil the hegemonic centres exert on the peripheral regions of the country the same relation
of power to which they would be subjected, as peripheral cities of the world, by the
international hegemonic centres.” This history of local and global peripheries will be
thoroughly examined in chapter two, focusing particularly how favela images and
imaginaries of favelas have figured in it. At this point, I merely wish to highlight that the
meaning and function of concepts such as intercultural exchange, exoticism, and marginality
have long been theorized and negotiated by various Latin American authors – precisely
because this is not always acknowledged in current debates on the globalization of the art
world. As noted in the first section of this chapter, a famous early example of this is Oswald
de Andrade’s “anthropophagic manifesto,” which has in recent decades found a widespread
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popularity in art debates and institutions across the world, especially since curator Paulo
Herkenhoff revisited it in the 1998 São Paulo Biennale (see Lagnado and Lafuente, 2015).
For the topic of this section, two particular points made in the anthropophagic
manifesto are noteworthy, as they shed light on the current popularity of de Andrade’s
philosophy. First, the manifesto explicitly confuses dominant notions of spatial and temporal
development. For example, it states: “We already had communism. We already had Surrealist
language” (de Andrade, 2017, p. 22). As such, de Andrade questions common assumptions of
who influenced whom, writing that “[w]ithout us, Europe would not even have its meager
Declaration of the Rights of Man” (de Andrade, 2017, p. 21). This relates to recent
scholarship that has critiqued the ways in which art from global peripheries has been
interpreted and framed in Europe and the US as “belated” or “behind the times” (Wainwright,
2011, p. 4; see also Sheller, 2003). Second, as the opening sentence of the manifest states, de
Andrade’s (2017, p. 20) strategy of cultural appropriation is imaged as the only thing that
“unites us.” The idea of unity in difference has been key to later imaginings of Brazil’s
national identity, but also resonates with optimistic imaginaries of a multicultural, ‘global’ art
world. Needless to say, in both contexts these ideals have proved hard to realize and even
served to obscure persistent forms of discrimination. As Ring Petersen (2017, p. 195) writes:
“Although multiculturalism represents a more egalitarian and inclusive institutional policy, it
has also produced […] new and more sophisticated forms of exclusion masquerading as
inclusion,” such as tokenism and new forms of (commercialized) exoticism (Ring Petersen,
2017, p. 195). This is especially important considering that many terms associated with
globalization and diversity have now become “buzzwords” with commercial potential
(Buchholz and Wuggenig, 2006).
To get a more concrete sense of how this plays out in art institutions as well as what it
implies for scholars, I turn to Sarah Ahmed’s (2012) work about diversity and racism in
academic institutions. As briefly noted in the introduction, Ahmed (2012) shows how
speaking about diversity (e.g. in policy documents, statements of commitment, or official
speeches) can substitute action or even serve as proof that equity action is no longer
necessary (as the institute is already ‘committed’). Moreover, because diversity has now
become a buzzword, an institution’s focus on it “can become a way of promoting the
organization as excellent” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 110). With this in mind, Ahmed (2012, p. 117,
emphasis in original) introduces the notion of the “non-performative”:
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In my model of the non-performative, the failure of the speech act to do what it says is
not a failure of intent or even circumstance, but is actually what the speech act is
doing. Such speech acts are taken up as if they are performatives (as if they have
brought about the effects that they name), such that the names come to stand in for the
effects. As a result, naming can be a way of not bringing something into effect.
A relation between past and future is key here: “The speech act is a commitment that points
to the future it brings about […], but the past that accumulates overrides this futurity, as what
the institution in committed to do, by sheer force of habit.” At their worst, statements and
even actions of inclusion can thus serve to obscure the persistence of the very inequalities
they address. In her account of art world attempts to diversify, Iskin (2017) notes similar nonperformative tendencies, for example when museums temporarily experiment with new forms
of collection display, only to return to the traditional format at a later stage, or when art
historical textbooks include so-called non-Western art practices, which are then skipped by
university curricula. As Ahmed (2012, p. 140) notes, this transforms “diversity work” into
“[making] institutions ‘catch up’ with what they say they do.”
Crucially, however, this does not mean that verbal commitments to diversity are
inconsequential, as they can function as a “reference point,” allowing for repeated emphasis
on this issue (Ahmed, 2012, p. 49). For Ahmed, repeating such statements is crucial to
making them mainstream. At the same time, however, repetition can hollow out the terms
used and cause fatigue within institutions – which is also highly relevant in the art world due
to its validation of ‘newness’ and ‘originality.’ With this in mind, Ahmed (2012, p. 80)
argues that diversity work entails both the search for a broad following for issues related to
inequality – which might include the strategic, celebratory use of a term such as diversity –
while simultaneously “[reattaching] diversity to the meanings it may lose on or in its travels.”
As chapter five will show, the tension between a strategic usage of the momentum gathered
by mainstream popularity and a ‘politics of reattachment’ strongly resonates with he work of
artists from Rio de Janeiro’s favelas – who pragmatically employ the widespread interest in
their neighborhood while struggling to bring across their more critical message. Again, this is
complicated by the fact that these actors address both middle- and upper-class Brazilian and
international audiences, who can have very different associations and imaginaries of favelas.
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Crucially, this conceptualization of diversity work has methodological consequences
for scholars studying these practices. Considering diversity policy documents, Ahmed (2012,
p. 85) writes: “We can ask what documents do by considering how they circulate within
organizations, creating vertical and horizontal lines of communication. To ask what
documents are doing, we need to follow them around.” Building on this, this thesis aims to
‘follow around’ artistic favela representations, an approach that resonates with calls from
anthropology to respond to an age of global mobility by employing a “multi-sited
ethnography” (Marcus, 1995; Falzon, 2009), as well as the so-called “mobilities paradigm” or
“mobilities turn” that we see in different areas of the social sciences (Urry and Sheller, 2006).
The latter research focus is based on the realization that “[i]ssues of movement, of too little
movement or too much, or of the wrong sort or at the wrong time, are central to many lives
and many organizations” (Urry and Sheller, 2006, p. 208; see also Urry, 2002). Similarly,
some art historians have also focused on intercultural connections and circulations, precisely
to “escape from the Western, or even Northern Atlantic limitations of art historical questions,
methods, and institutions” (DaCosta Kaufmann et al., 2015, p. 17). Finally, a number of
recent publications in the interdisciplinary field of Latin American Studies have described the
global and regional processes of exchange and collaboration that have long shaped the region
(e.g. Lima, 2015; Preuss, 2016, Félix and Juall, 2016).
Considering what anthropologist Bianca Freire-Medeiros (2013, p. 111-122) has
called the “traveling favela,” these approaches are highly relevant. Artists and art objects
from favelas circulate the world, as do project participants, curators, mediators, and,
importantly, academics researching these practices. In this process of circulation, as the
chapters of this thesis will show, the meaning and function of artistic favela representations
are negotiated. With this argument, this thesis explicitly opposes the idea that artistic or
aesthetic work ‘speaks for itself,’ as represented by the ideal of artistic autonomy. This does
not mean, however, that we should not make a distinction between the aesthetic content and
the socio-political context. As Rustom Bharucha (2007, p. 415) writes:
To conflate – or to collapse – the social, the political and the economic into the
‘artistic’ field is to diffuse their intricate relationships. On needs to recognize the
limits of disciplines, activities and modes of thought in order to assess the actual
impact of creative transgressions across borders.
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As argued in the previous section, putting the aesthetic in full service of social, political or
economic goals risks instrumentalism and often leads to simplified or even essentialist
definitions of key concepts, which severely limits the critical and transformative potential of
art. Merely seeing the socio-political dimension as a critical aesthetic message, on the other
hand, denies the politics involved in the production, distribution and reception of art, and
might reduce artworks to a mere illustration of critical theories.
In addition, I argue for the importance of studying the exhibition framing and media
reception of artistic favela representations. Despite the fact that art spectatorship is a
personal, affective experience, I contend that politically motivated works about specific
locations always require framing and explanation, especially when they are ‘exported’ across
the world. As Leon Wainwright (2011, p. 113) notes, such framings are particularly
important when they span across center-periphery relations:
There is political pressure on art history to understand the role of cultural countercanons and the experience of marginalization, and yet this needs to be met by
vigorous analysis of the range of ways, present and past, to contest commoditised
difference. Artists and their work are too easily inscribed – through display and
remembrance – as significations of national place, ethnic ‘belonging,’ and cultural
difference.
Paradoxically, a lack of proper framing distracts from the aesthetic content of the work,
which tend to become “little more than a visual litany of ethnic and cultural diversity”
(Wainwright, 2011, p. 112). Wainwright’s (2011, p. 112) argument about the Caribbean
therefore applies to the context at hand: “A leading priority is to find some way to understand
the Caribbean not simply as a geographical region of special interest, but as having a global
status that contributes more widely to reaching art historical problems” (see also Sheller,
2003). Similarly, this thesis studies Rio de Janeiro’s favelas as “worlding nodes,” starting
from the premise that artistic representations of these territories can be both – and sometimes
simultaneously – a project of recognition and of exoticization (McCann, Roy and Ward,
2013, p. 584).
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Conclusion
This chapter has argued for a broad and interdisciplinary approach to artistic practices in and
about Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, building on a wide range of authors and arguments. To
summarize the main arguments presented, I firstly turn to the concept of “contemporaneity,”
as formulated by art historian Terry Smith (2008; 2009; 2011). Smith argues that what we
call contemporary art is not just produced in the present; it is “shaped most profoundly by its
situation within contemporaneity” (Smith, 2009, p. 6). This contemporaneity is defined as
follows:
Contemporaneity consists precisely in the acceleration, ubiquity, and constancy of
radical disjunctures of perception, of mismatching ways of seeing and valuing the
same world, in the actual coincidence of asynchronous temporalities, in the jostling
contingency of various cultural and social multiplicities, all thrown together in ways
that highlight the fast-growing inequalities within and between them (Smith, 2008, pp.
8-9)
First of all, this focus on contemporaneity can challenge dominant art world narratives about
temporal/spatial developments, particularly concerning the “belatedness” of global
peripheries (Wainwright, 2011, p. 167-176). In addition, it highlights three “sets of forces”
that fundamentally define contemporary art practice, as highly evident in the spatial context
of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas: globalization/hegemony, inequities and spectacle (Smith, 2009,
pp. 5-6).
First, both favelas and the art world are “definitely and distinctively worldly” (Smith,
2011, p. 175, emphasis in original). In other words, we cannot see them as isolated fields, but
should instead emphasize their links to broader political, social and economic structures and
discourses. Second, both are defined by persistent inequalities and hegemonic power relations
that have a profound impact on their daily life and practice. Crucially, however, as I have
tried to argue, this does not mean that they “simply [exist] in bondage to hegemonic
structures of meaning, knowledge or subjectivity,” as these power relations are also
continuously challenged and criticized (Meskimmon, 2011b, p. 195). Third, as part of the
contemporary world, they are “immersed in an infoscape – or, better, a spectacle, an image
economy or a regime of representation” (Smith, 2009, p. 6). In other words, both favelas and
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the art world are facing a rapid commercialization and globalization of the representations
produced by and of them. As we have seen, these three conditions certainly provide
limitations and difficulties for visual art practices in and about favelas. At the same time, as
Marsha Meskimmon (2011a, p. 8) writes: “Understanding ourselves as wholly embedded
within the world, we can imagine people and things beyond our immediate experience and
develop our ability to respond to very different spaces, meanings and others.”
As this chapter has shown, to study these artistic practices in different spatial and
temporal contexts, we must ‘follow them around,’ which requires an interdisciplinary
research methodology. This resonates with calls to transform research methods made in the
field of socially-engaged and site-specific art practices, precisely because “various dialogical
processes [are] integral to the content of the work” (Kester, 2011, p. 10, emphasis in original;
see also Bishop, 2012, p. 7; Siegenthaler, 2013). Ethnographic methods are often mentioned
here, and are indeed crucial to understand the particularities of individual artistic projects.
However, ethnography alone is not enough to understand – as I intend to do in this thesis –
artistic production in a context that is highly particular from a global perspective, but
extremely diverse when considered on a local scale. Rather, an in-depth study of the social,
economic, political and historical processes that surround these art practices – i.e. their
‘extended field’ – is necessary, requiring a similarly interdisciplinary theoretical framework.
Finally, I contend that any interpretative framework of favela representations can and should
be informed by broader, non-academic debates about cultural activism in favelas, as found
for example in community journalism, blogs, and social media.
The study and display of favela representations – as is the case of any non-dominant
group – is a highly sensitive, political matter, especially if conducted by and largely for actors
that are physically and symbolically removed from those ‘on display.’ As the introduction to
this thesis has argued, recognizing the complicity of foreign artist and scholars with the
structures of inequality their work addresses is therefore crucial. At the same time, social,
cultural and economic inequalities are inextricably entangled and operate on a number of
intersectional scales, which complicates a strict separation between ‘central’ and ‘peripheral’
actors and practices. In an attempt to analyze how these multiple scales of inequality impact
the production, display and reception of artistic favela representations, this thesis will build
on the analytical distinction described in this chapter between three groups of actors in this
field: favela residents, middle- and upper-class Brazilians, and foreigners. It has been shown
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that each group is diverse in itself, but actors within them possess distinct forms of agency
and often position themselves in relation to the other groups. For this reason, and as will be
illustrated by the following chapters, I argue that this tripartite focus can offer much-need
nuance and complexity to the study of artistic favela representations, bringing to the fore not
only how inequalities are reproduced and maintained, but also how collaborations and
conversations between these groups can work towards disrupting dominant power relations.

2. Periphery of the Periphery: Art Historical
Perspectives

A refavela revela a escola de samba paradoxal
Brasileirinho pelo sotaque, mas de língua internacional
Gilberto Gil (Refavela, 1977)1

In 1924, Brazilian poet and intellectual Oswald de Andrade (1986, p. 184) famously wrote in
his Pau-Brasil manifesto: “The shacks of saffron and ochre in the green of the favela, under
cabralín blue, are aesthetic facts.” That same year, Tarsila do Amaral painted Morro da
Favela, depicting small houses and tropical vegetation in a colorful, peaceful-looking setting
(fig. 2.1). These two examples show that from the very moment favelas entered Rio’s urban
imaginary in the 1920s, they have been aesthetically valued, even if they were also despised
and feared in society at large (see chapter one). In addition, they highlight that favelas have
long occupied a place in the international imaginary of Brazil and Rio de Janeiro, as Morro
da Favela was a central piece of Tarsila’s 1926 exhibition in Paris and de Andrade’s
manifesto called for “the exportation” of Brazilian culture. 2 In this chapter, I consider how
favelas have been imagined and interpreted in twentieth century visual art practices, focusing
especially on the international exportation and reception of such expressions and theories. Put
differently, how have favelas – as real and symbolic territories – been worlded in narratives
and imaginaries of Brazil’s identity and global position across different temporal and spatial
contexts?
This history is often mentioned in more recent accounts of ‘favela chic,’ but the links
between the two are rarely explored in-depth. More generally, as Brodwyn Fisher (2014, p.
50) notes, there exists a tendency “to bind the realities of informal cities to the present tense,
to allow favelas […] to be defined only by their most dramatic links to contemporary crises,”
which often serves “important political purposes.” In reaction to such ‘presentisms,’ this
1

Translation: “The re-favela reveals the paradoxical samba school/ quite Brazilian because of its
accent, but of an international language.”
2
In contrast to most other artists discussed in this thesis, I will mostly refer to Tarsila do Amaral by
her first name, seeing as this is common practice in Brazil.
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chapter outlines an art historical context that – as I argue – has had a fundamental impact on
how twenty-first favela representations are conceptualized, framed, and interpreted, both
within and outside of Brazil. By highlighting a number of temporal continuities, the (art)
historical narrative presented here will therefore serve as an important background to my
analysis of more recent practices in later chapters.

Fig. 2.1 Tarsila do Amaral (1924) Morro da Favela [Oil on canvas]. Coleção
Hecilda e Sergio Fadel, Rio de Janeiro.

The title of the chapter refers to a phrase I frequently heard during my fieldwork in
Rio de Janeiro, namely that the city’s favelas are a periferia da periferia (the periphery of the
periphery), denoting both Brazil’s position as a country of the global South and the
widespread inequality within Brazil. Building on the concept of worlding as outlined in the
introduction to this thesis, local and global relations of inequality will be a key focal point of
this chapter. Importantly, this is inextricably related to the topic of exoticism. The following
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1938 statement by Tarsila do Amaral (2008, p. 354, my translation) illustrates the continuity
of exoticist depictions, as it resonates with numerous conversations I had during my
fieldwork in Rio de Janeiro:
Europeans are fed up with standardized processes. When they visit our country, they
are interested in the picturesque that she possesses: the sugarloaf and the favela hill
are valued as the whole of Rio de Janeiro with its skyscrapers, but still they do not fail
to register our progress.
This quotation highlights the linkages between exoticism, primitivism and modernity in
Brazil, which will be central to this chapter. I will examine how the meaning and function of
the exoticist gaze at favelas has been negotiated by a variety of actors in different temporal
and spatial contexts: middle- and upper-class Brazilian artists or curators, foreign spectators,
and scholars. In this sense, the chapter is also an attempt to contextualize and historicize my
own European gaze and voice. By highlighting both continuities and changes in the exoticist
depiction of favelas, my goal is to give a nuanced and detailed account of how and why
favela images have for so long spoken to the imagination of both Brazilian and foreign
‘outsiders,’ as well as how these images were mobilized in broader debates around identity,
nationality, global inequality and resistance.
As explained in the previous chapter, the context of display and reception will be as
important as the artistic depictions themselves. As Leon Wainwright (2011, p. 11) notes
about art production in the Caribbean:
The record of art display and remembrance highlights the intersections of time and
belonging, time and generation, memory, alterity and space. Observing this at work
more directly is the key to knowing what new relations have come into being between
global movement and visual experience, and to what extent ideas of the Caribbean
seem forever unfolded by time.
Accordingly, my goal is to provide both a history and a historiography of the worlding of
favelas in visual art. In many accounts of favela representations, the history of this
phenomenon is framed by distinguishing between four broad periods: (1) the native-
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primitivist experimentation of Brazilian modernism in the 1920s, (2) the consolidation and
exportation of cultural Brasilidade (Brazilianness) during the populist-nationalism of the
1930s and 1940s, (3) the romantic-revolutionary approach under the military dictatorship in
the 1960s and 1970s, and (4) the commercialized, globalized depictions from the 2000s
onwards. While recognizing the distinctions between these time periods, however, the
specific aim in this chapter, which moves through the first three periods as well as the
transition to the fourth (which will be the focus of upcoming chapters), is to highlight
continuities and gradual changes rather neat time periods delineated by points of rupture.
In the first section, I consider the often-mentioned ‘rediscovery of Brazil’ by Brazilian
modernism, focusing on the role of European interlocutors and spectators. Second, I examine
how favelas have figured in the art production, display and reception of three famous
modernist painters: Tarsila do Amaral, Cândido Portinari and Lasar Segall. The third section
discusses the so-called revolutionary romanticism of the 1960s and 1970s, particularly the
internationally acclaimed work of Hélio Oiticica. Fourth, I look at the 1980s and 1990s as a
crucial transitional period towards the contemporary context, characterized by growing
commercialism and an increased emphasis on documentary realism. Finally, the concluding
section draws out some of the continuities between these different time periods and highlights
their importance for current artistic engagements with favelas.

Re-discovering Brazil
The obvious starting point for a historical analysis of artistic favela representations is
Brazilian modernism, which gained national fame the 1920s, the same decade in which
favelas started to become ingrained in Rio’s urban imaginary (Valladares 2005). A number of
Brazilian modernists, such as Emilio di Cavalcanti, Lasar Segall, Cândido Portinari, Rossini
Perez and Oswaldo Goeldi, depicted favelas from the 1920s onwards in a rather diverse
artistic production. Tarsila do Amaral’s Morro da Favela, as noted, shows a colorful, rurallooking community of Afro-Brazilians that lives peacefully within its tropical surroundings.
The prints of Rossini Perez from the 1950s, on the other hand, give a more abstract and
geometrical depiction of lines and forms resembling favela houses (fig. 2.2). Oswaldo Goeldi,
another printmaker, has yet another interpretation. Here the favela is a dark, grim-looking
place with clear references to poverty. For Cândido Portinari, the favela was one of the
contexts in which he depicted the daily life and struggles of Brazil’s working classes,
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whereas Emilio di Cavalcanti mainly focused on the sensualized mulatas (supposedly)
inhabiting favela neighborhoods. We thus see that favelas are appreciated and depicted for
rather varied reasons, including their happy, colorful community life, their formal/aesthetic
characteristics, their status as a gritty, dangerous-yet-exciting ‘slum,’ and their symbolic
status within Brazil’s political economy.

Fig. 2.2. Rossini Perez (1956) Favela [Linocut on Japanese paper] Artwork ©
the artist. Image © Essex Collection of Art from Latin America.
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The dominant narrative of Brazil’s modernist movement is often repeated: kicked off
by the Semana de Arte Moderna art event in 1922, Brazilian artists and writers started oppose
the French academic styles that had dominated art production in the country, looking instead
at modernist forms of expression. Since 1924, the search for a quintessentially Brazilian art
production became increasingly important in this respect, famously theorized by Oswald de
Andrade’s (1986; 2017) Pau-Brasil and Antropofagia manifestos (see chapter one). Brazilian
modernism and the Semana are generally read as a “watershed moment between the
traditional past of a clear aristocracy and the revolutionary present of young intellectuals and
artists that utopically hoped for a promising future through the arts” (Coelho, 2012, p. 24, my
translation; see also de Andrade, 2008). As Williams (2001, p. 42) and others note, however,
this narrative fails to acknowledge the internal diversity of the modernist movement, in which
varied opinions about the role of the ‘national’ and ‘traditional’ co-existed in dialogue with
one another (Coelho, 2012; Amaral, 1998). Moreover, considering depictions of non-elite
Brazil, it should be reiterated that the artistic fascination with Afro-Brazilian and indigenous
individuals and customs was far from new. There had been a long tradition of depicting these
peoples during the colonial period and throughout the nineteenth century, both in quasianthropological works and in more traditional artistic genres, by foreign as well as Brazilian
artists (Bandeira and Burton, 2012; Burton and Bandeira, 2012; Morais, 2001; Diniz and
Cardoso, 2015).
Many of the Brazilian modernists received their artistic education in Europe, and a
number of scholars have highlighted the links with European primitivism. However, as
Philippou (2005, p. 248-249, emphasis in original) writes:
To the Brazilians, the ‘primitive’ was also autochthonous; the native was their
legitimate heritage and contemporaneous reality. In contrast to Europeans who had to
import the African Other, the Brazilians were able to export as their own the Other the
Europeans craved.
In other words, the idea of proximity was used by the Brazilians to distinguish themselves
from the European primitivists: they argued that they were living with rather than merely
imagining the ‘Other’ (de Andrade, 1923, qtd. in Amaral, 2003, p. 108; Schwartz, 2004;
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Gabara, 2008).3 Importantly, the exportation mentioned by Philippou was explicitly
propagated in de Andrade’s (1986, p. 185) Manifesto Pau-Brasil: “Let’s make the division:
imported Poetry. And Pau-Brasil Poetry, for exportation.” Of course, primitivist depictions of
Latin America were often precisely what the European audiences desired: some artists even
“shifted their approach” because “the Parisian audience […] did not want reality, but rather
stereotypes of the exotic and native” (Greet, 2014, p. 227). In 1923, Tarsila do Amaral (qtd.
in Amaral, 2003, p. 101-102, my translation) writes about this Parisian interest to her family:
“What is wanted here is that everyone brings a contribution from their own country. This
explains the success of the Russian ballets, Japanese prints and black music. Paris is done
with Parisian art.”
Exoticism and primitivism thus found a contradictory following among the Brazilian
modernists, which was further complicated by the class and race inequalities within Brazil. In
a way, the Brazilian modernists occupied a position in-between the European artists they
admired and befriended, and the marginalized Brazilian subjects they depicted (Herkenhoff,
1995). Mindful of this peripheral status in Europe, they related their artistic work to broader
imaginaries of Brazil’s global position and relevance. As Carlos Zilio (1997, p. 113, my
translation) notes:
Negotiating the rhetoric nationalism, [the modernists] had in mind a globalization of
the Brazilian imaginary through a unity created by the constituting cultural sources[:]
the contribution of the popular and the absorption of the contemporaneity of the art of
developed industrial societies.
In this way, Roberto Schwartz (2004, p. 239) asserts: “Local primitivism would give back a
modern sense to tired European culture. Brazil’s experience would be a differentiated
cornerstone, with utopian powers, on the map of contemporary history.” Within this broader
goal, images of favelas and their inhabitants served as a particular embodiment of the
traditional and the popular the modernists searched for, thereby taking on symbolic
importance in these narratives around global uniqueness and relevance.

3

It is noteworthy here that several European metropolises also housed substantial populations from
the respective colonies during this period, but my aim here is to highlight how Brazilian modernists
differentiated themselves from European artists.
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The relation between Brazil and Europe thus lay at the heart of the modernist
movement, which is reflected in frequent travels across the Atlantic. A central figure in this
respect is the Swiss poet Blaise Cendrars, who is widely recognized as “an interesting foreign
intervention in the elite ‘discovery’ of Carioca popular culture” (Vianna, 1999, p. 7; see also
Amaral, 1997). Tarsila do Amaral and Oswald de Andrade first met Cendrars in Paris in 1923
where “the affinity was established,” and where Cendrars introduced them to several
European artists (Amaral, 2003, p. 104, my translation). In 1924, he stayed in Brazil for six
months, a visit described by Coelho (2012, p. 31) as a crucial moment in the development of
Brazilian modernism. Cendrars and several Brazilian artists celebrated carnival in Rio,
followed by a visit to colonial mining towns in Minas Gerais, in a trip that is said to have
inspired Tarsila’s Pau-Brasil phase and Oswald de Andrade’s corresponding manifesto. 4
Accordingly, both Mario and Oswald de Andrade note the influence of Cendrars on what
they called their ‘re-discovery’ of Brazil (Amaral, 1997). In a 1926 article, Gilberto Freyre
even observed a movement in Rio “to assert the value of things black” under the “influence
of Blaise Cendrars” (Vianna, 1999, p. 9). In other words, Cendrars is seen to have played a
crucial role in the direction and focus chosen by the Brazilian modernists, in which non-elite
people and cultural expressions became a key source of inspiration.
However, while these claims around Cendrars’ importance are telling, we should also
keep in mind earlier appreciations of traditionally ‘Brazilian’ cultural forms and calls for
cultural independence. Already in 1922, Menotti del Picchia and Ronaldo de Carvalho had
presented such arguments (Philippou, 2005). Also, Oswald de Andrade argued in a lecture at
the Sorbonne in Paris in May 1923, just days before meeting Cendrars, how classical,
European styles had “long impeded the free enclosure of a true national art,” emphasizing the
role of Afro-Brazilian and indigenous characteristics, which he described as “realist
elements” in Brazil (Amaral, 2003, p. 108, my translation). Finally, Mario de Andrade urged
Tarsila in a 1923 letter to “abandon Paris” and return to the “virgin forest” (mata virgem) of
Brazil (Amaral, 1999, p. 78-79, my translation). Vianna (1999, p. 71) therefore suggests that
the Brazilian artists in Paris might have sparked Cendrars’ interest in the country – rather

4

Tarsila notes the participants of the group: “We went with a group to discover Brazil. Dona Olivia
Guedes Penteado in front, with her sensibility, her charm, her social prestige, her help to the modern
artists. Blaise Cendrars, Oswald de Andrade, Mario de Andrade, Gofredo da Silva Telles, René
Thiollier, Oswald de Andrade Filho, then a boy, and me” (do Amaral, 1939, qtd. in Amaral, 2003, p.
152).
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than the other way around. In any case, it is more appropriate to speak of a mutual influence
and interest, which occurred through frequent travels across the Atlantic.
As Brazilian art historian Aracy Amaral (1997) notes in her book on Cendrars and the
Brazilian modernists, Cendrars approached Brazil as a mysterious and exotic land: he was
fascinated by Afro-Brazilian culture, the country’s tropical nature and its colonial history.
Accordingly, in his writings about Brazil fantasy and reality are often mixed. Interestingly,
the Brazilian modernists saw and criticized Cendrars’ European gaze, but the poet’s position
was ambiguous. In a 1938 article, Tarsila explicitly describes this liberty towards the facts,
but also notes:
In the middle of a lot of blague [jokes, nonsense], Cendrars said profound and serious
things, and his description of our capital, with its more than two million inhabitants,
its immense skyscrapers, its illumination that looks like a dream, says very well that it
treats a big city, where its people live with modern comforts, of the level of the great
civilizations, with the advantage of a regional picturesque and the unexpected (do
Amaral, 2008, p. 355, my translation).
Here we see that the primitivist-nationalism of Tarsila was paralleled by imaginaries of
modernity, which is reflected in the passage from the same text quoted in the introduction to
this chapter. In addition, it illustrates what Amaral (1997, p. 103) describes as a Brazilian
sensitivity to foreign depictions of their country as an exotic hell and/or paradise.
Writing in the 1950s, influential cultural critic Sergio Milliet (1959, qtd. in Amaral,
1997, p. 52, my translation) also reflected on the realism of Cendrars depiction: “Cendrars
was one of those who imagined [Brazil], but he did that so well and with such a sense of
reality that the reader ended up not knowing what he invented and what he experienced,”
which made his depiction “admirably Brazilian, without a single true fact.” It is noteworthy
here that Cendrars was highly familiar with Brazilian literature – both fiction and non-fiction,
historical and contemporary. Moreover, he had close personal and professional relationships
with the modernists, for example helping Tarsila with her first exhibition in Paris and
translating Ferreira de Castro’s novel A Selva (1930). As such, for Aracy Amaral (1997, p.
90, my translation), Cendrars’ interest in Brazil “went beyond the few travels he made to
[the] country,” showing instead careful research and reciprocal relations (see also Amaral,
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2003, p. 152-153). This focus on a more sustained engagement will return throughout the
thesis, particularly in relation to foreign interventions in favela neighborhoods.
Favelas occupied a central position in Cendrars’ imaginary of Brazil. As Vianna
(1999, p. 72) notes, Cendrars described Morro da Favella (currently known as Morro da
Providência) as “a ‘completely savage’ place whose inhabitants rarely went down to the other
parts of the city at all, except during carnival.” As literary critic Brito Broca (1960, qtd. in
Amaral 1997, p. 53, my translation) recalls:
There [in Favela] lived the blacks in shacks, living in the law of nature. [Cendrars]
understood that he had to go there, to see up close this wonderful exoticism. But the
mayor of Rio, a friend, advised him: “Don’t go, Cendrars, you will be killed,’ and
offered to have him accompanied by an investigator, which he refused. He preferred
to go in the company of another friend, who was in an ambulance one time when it
was called to Favela. [In Favela], he behaved admirably with the blacks, a meek and
accessible people […]. This allowed him to go back there many times by himself.
While the terminology used here is dated and highly problematic, the narrative of how
Cendrars traveled to Favela is strikingly similar to that of contemporary foreign artists
working in favela communities throughout Rio, including imaginaries of danger, bravery by
the artist in spite of upper-class warnings, and finally acceptance by the locals (see chapter
three). Accordingly, regardless of what actually happened during this encounter, this example
illustrates how both foreign and Brazilian artists have historically been imagined in mediating
roles between Brazil’s upper-classes and the urban poor.
This is especially significant considering the widespread discrimination and stigma
attached to favelas in dominant elite discourses at the time. Importantly, Cendrars was not the
only prominent, foreign visitor to favelas in the early twentieth century: others included Le
Corbusier, Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, Alfred Agache, Marcel Camus, Albert Camus, Orson
Welles, and Waldo Frank (Machado Calil, 2000; Philippou, 2005; Jaguaribe and
Hetherington, 2004; Valladares 2005; Carvalho, 2013). These visits often led to
representations of an “exuberant, feminised and eroticised Brazil, where ‘everything is
festival’ (Le Corbusier, 1991: 233)” (Philippou, 2005, p. 289). Given the widespread
stigmatization of favelas, Brazilian contemporaries did not always welcome these appraisals.
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For example, real-estate developer Mattos Pimenta (1926, qtd. in Costa Mattos, 2015, p. 193194) is recorded to have said in a 1926 speech: “A frankly ridiculous and revolting trend is
developing amongst us, buoyed by the hot air of certain bohemian spirits, of accepting the
favela as a happy, interesting institution worthy of being left to posterity as a national
tradition.” Similarly, US film director Orson Welles was heavily criticized in the 1940s for
entering the favelas to film “no good half-breeds” and “dances of negroes,” which shows that
the validation of favelas never replaced the widespread discrimination and disapproval
(Angorá, 1942, qtd. in Carvalho, 2013). Importantly, these combined sentiments led to a
contradictory imaginary of Rio’s favelas. As Austrian writer Stefan Zweig (2016, p. 202)
writes about Rio’s favelas in 1936:
Amid the metropolis here hundreds of thousands live in utter primitiveness,
exactly as in the jungle or the bush. The astonishing thing is that these poor
quarters seem neither tragic nor oppressive. For they lie in the open, among the green,
with the most beautiful view in the world at exactly the same height and on the same
streets as the luxurious villas.
Similar viewpoints inform Cendrars’ description of Favella as a ‘completely savage’ place
(Vianna, 1999, p. 72), which nevertheless fascinated him.
This section has shown how images and imaginaries of non-elites in Brazil have been
employed since the 1920s by an internationally-oriented avant-garde composed of actors with
different national backgrounds – but excluding the population depicted. Their overall goal
was to negotiate Brazil’s position in and potential contributions to a global context in which it
was labeled ‘unoriginal’ or ‘repetitive’ (Schwartz, 2004). Crucially, however, different
visitors to Rio’s favelas had distinct intentions and motivations, and their engagements took
on varied forms. Futurist painter Marinetti, for example, visited one time in the company of a
variety of prominent cultural and political figures: a favela tour avant-la-lettre (Costa Mattos,
2015). Orson Welles, in contrast, had a more long-term engagement for his documentary
project It’s all true, for which he continuously changed his plans based on the realities he
encountered, making it “far more than an ‘adventure’ in the tropics” (Carvalho, 2013, p. 178;
see also Stam, 1997). Throughout the dissertation, I will argue for the need to be attentive to
such particularities without losing sight of the voyeurism and exoticism shared by these
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engagements. With this in mind, the next section will take a closer look at how the modernist
favela representations of three specific artists were ‘exported’ to the global North across
different time periods.

Exporting Favelas: Tarsila, Portinari, Segall
Tarsila do Amaral and Candido Portinari are among Brazil’s most successful modern
painters, both within the country and internationally. Their work has been shown in a number
of museums and galleries in Brazil, Europe and the United States, received international
recognition through prizes and media attention, and can now be found in public and private
collections across the world. Lasar Segall, a Lithuanian-born artist who immigrated to Brazil
in the 1920s, has been equally successful but occupies a somewhat different position, as his
identity shifts between ‘Brazilian’ and ‘European,’ often depending on where and by whom
he is discussed. By analyzing the work and especially the reception of these three artists from
the 1920s until the early 1960s, this section aims to further define how favelas have been
mobilized to world Brazil’s identity and positionality in art world centers.
Tarsila is one of the most well-known proponents of the Brazilian modernist
movement, both within and outside of Brazil, partly because her work developed in close
connection to the highly influential writings of her then-husband Oswald de Andrade. My
goal here is specifically to consider how the paintings Morro da Favela (1924) and, to a
lesser extent, Carnaval em Madureira (1924), contributed to and were incorporated into
international imaginaries of Brazil during the first half of the twentieth century. As noted, the
direct inspiration for these paintings – which are central works of Tarsila’s Pau-Brasil phase –
was the 1924 trip to Rio’s carnival with Cendrars and de Andrade, described by Luiz PerezOramas as “a moment of almost conversion” (Tarsila do Amaral: Inventing Modern Art in
Brazil | MoMA LIVE, 2018). Interestingly, the colorful paintings of Rio’s periphery show
similarities to sketches made during their trip to the Minas Gerais countryside, right after the
Rio visit. In contrast, Tarsila’s Pau-Brasil paintings of São Paulo emphasize a modern and
fast-paced urban imaginary, for example in the works São Paulo [Gazo] (1924), A Gare
(1925), and E.F.C.B (1924). This resonates with Mario de Andrade’s (2008, p. 99)
characterization of Rio in 1942:
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Rio is one of those cities which keeps intact not only its national ‘exoticism’ (which is
in any case a sign of its vitality of character) but also the interpenetration of the rural
and the urban. Something you would never see in São Paulo.5
Of course, such juxtapositions between modern, business-minded São Paulo and exuberant,
exotic Rio continue to be influential, even if Tarsila would later (as we have seen in the
previous section) also defend Rio’s modernity. Particularly important in relation to favela
representations, however, are the imagined links between Rio’s favelas and the Brazilian
countryside (especially the sertão, the arid backlands in the northeast of the country).
During the early twentieth century, favelas looked rather different than today. As
filmmaker Nelson Pereira dos Santos (1999, qtd. in Couto and Leite Neto, 1999, my
translation) notes:
During this time, the favela was a semi-rural environment. You can see in the film
[Rio Zona Norte, from 1957] that every house had its own space; they are not stacked
onto each other. The majority of the houses had a yard, with some crops, some
vegetables. People were reproducing the conditions of existence that they had in the
countryside, outside of the city.
Valladares (2005, p. 31-36) and Bentes (2003) also describe the symbolic connections
between favelas and the sertão – the two quintessential ‘Others’ to Brazil’s modern cities –
which originate in the links between Rio’s favelas and the Canudos war. Based on these real
and imaginary relations, as Valladares writes, favelas were seen as a continuation of the more
‘authentic’ or ‘traditional’ countryside, which was strengthened by their high number of
North Eastern inhabitants. In other words, they were read as a mythical but somehow more
‘real’ Brazil within the metropolitan capital. Crucially, this also caused the need for
representations that bridged this urban divide – which positioned the producers of these
representations (e.g. journalists, scholars and artists) in a mediating role. In Valladares’
(2005, p. 36, my translation) words:

5

Mario de Andrade was another famous member of the Brazilian modernist movement, who had no
familial relation to Oswald de Andrade.

Periphery of the Periphery - 61
[The favela became] ‘a different world,’ much closer than the wilderness, the sertão,
[but still] ‘far from the city,’ where one could only arrive through the ‘bridge’
constructed by the reporter or chronicler, who would take the reader to the top of the
hill where he himself, as a member of the middle-class or elite, did not dare to ascend.
In other words, favelas came to be imagined as both proximate and distanced, both
picturesque and threatening – and (artistic) depictions became a way to bridge this divide.
In Tarsila’s favela representation, the focus on the picturesque clearly dominates –
and this proved a successful export product. Allegedly, Blaise Cendrars was so impressed by
Morro da Favela that he encouraged her to base twelve paintings on this work before even
thinking about exhibiting in Paris (Amaral, 2003, p. 185). And indeed, in 1926 Tarsila held
her first ever solo exhibition, in Paris, with Morro da Favela as a central piece.6 As Tarsila
(2008, p. 735, my translation) remembers in a text originally published in 1939, this painting
made an impact from the outset:
Mr. Level, director of the gallery, even with Cendrars’ introduction, could not commit
to showing the work of a new, unknown painter. He pretended not to have space. He
would, however, come to my studio to see my works. When I showed him Morro da
Favela, with blacks, little blacks, animals, clothes drying in the sunshine, between
tropical colors, […] he asked: When would you like to exhibit? I was approved:
imagine my happiness.
Again, it is noteworthy here, as Greet (2014) has argued, that primitivist frameworks tended
to dominate the reception of Latin American artists in Paris, and Tarsila’s exhibition was
indeed celebrated by a number of French critics for its wonderful exoticness. As Aracy
Amaral (2003, p. 239, my translation) writes: “Evidently the exoticism of the color and the
motives was one of the keys to her success,” with reviewers referring, among other things, to
“the tropical landscape, the village of the blacks, […] the portrait of the good black”
(Apollonius, 1926, qtd. in Amaral, 2003, p. 239, my translation). According to Greet (2013,
p. 6), Tarsila herself was “acutely aware that this vision of Brazil was exactly what her
6

The exhibition included a combination of ‘exotic’ works such as A Negra (1923), O Mamoeiro, A
Cuca (1924), and Marchand de Fruits/Vendedor de Frutas (1925), as well as more ‘modern’ works
like São Paulo (1924) and La Gare (1925).

62 - Chapter Two
audience desired,” and strategically used her ‘exoticness’ to position herself as a Brazilian
artist within the center of the art world. As a well-traveled and well-connected artist, she
continuously shifted between the Brazilian and the European context, reflecting in her work
(as did many other Brazilian modernists) on the implications of this position for herself and
the global reputation of her country. Importantly, her depictions of Brazil’s various
peripheries traveled with her, gaining symbolic meaning within these intercultural reflections
and exchanges.

Fig. 2.3. Cândido Portinari (1933) Morro [Oil on canvas]. Museum of Modern Art
New York.
Like Tarsila, painter Cândido Portinari was inspired by non-elite Brazil: AfroBrazilian and indigenous cultures, the sertão and its poor inhabitants (retirantes), and favelas.
Unlike Tarsila, however, his focus was on hardship, suffering and class inequality. Near the
end of his life, in 1957-1958, Portinari produced an extensive series of paintings and sketches
showing Rio’s hillside favelas. His most famous portrayal, however, is Morro (1933),
purchased by the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1938 (fig. 2.3). This painting
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depicts an unidentified favela in Rio’s south zone, with skyscrapers, green hills and the ocean
in the background. In one of the houses we see the quintessential figure of a malandro, a
clever and often charming petty criminal from a poor neighborhood (Dantas, 2003). In 1947,
a Brazilian newspaper described this painting in the following terms:
Portinari did not paint the […] Guanabara that you see from one specific location, but
‘constructed’ another Guanabara, of a more complete reality: that which we know is
there, including the misery of the hill bordering the luxury of the skyscrapers, the
modern airplanes and the permanent mountains and – although invisible – the exit to
the sea (O.M.C., 1947, my translation).
It is noteworthy here that a similar panorama of south zone favelas – contrasted with the
formal city and overlooking the ocean – would later become one of Rio’s most iconic images
(see chapter three). Like Tarsila’s depiction, however, the favela that we see here is much
more rural-looking than current images and realities. It shows a limited number of houses
occupying a bare, brown hillside, showing again the imaginary and material linkages between
favelas and the countryside, strengthened by the contrast with the modern, formal city below.
It bears repeating here that within Brazil this aestheticized imaginary of AfroBrazilians was far from universally accepted at the time, and often contradictory. Eventually,
as Jackson (1994, no pagination) notes, “[t]hose cultural images that had been selected to
constitute the modernist style [were] transformed into enduring scenic and sensual icons of
tropicalized Brazil: carnaval, sertão, and favela.” However, this inclusion was selective and
contested, as illustrated by Williams’ (2001) account of Brazil’s “culture wars” under the
reign of Getúlio Vargas between 1930 and 1945, and 1951 and 1954 (see also Miceli, 1979).
The international exportation of, for example, samba was widely debated in Brazil, often in
primitivist terms. As a 1946 newspaper article writes about samba in Paris: “The samba of
our hillsides [favelas], malandro, delicious, with its primitive cadence, its semi-barbarous
rhythm, at the moment delights thousands of Parisians and tourists every night” (de Jorge
Maia, 1946, my translation). The article continues by referencing Portinari:
The opinions differ, are shocked, explode, but, certainly in a positive manner, our
grand master [Portinari] left an definite impression, bringing to Paris a message from
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Brazil, this country that seemed something distant, half-civilized, without a complete
social and artistic formation (de Jorge Maia, 1946, my translation).
Negotiations about Brazilian identity abroad had a profound impact on the framing and
reception of Portinari’s work within Brazil, which led to a rather contradictory reception of
his work.
On the one hand, Portinari is described as a social or humanist painter, based on his
own claims that “every art that is consciously produced should be a powerful weapon of
battle, for the good of the people” (Aulicus, 1946, my translation; see also Fabris 1990). He
has been celebrated as a painter who “vibrated with Brazilianness and nurtured the desire to
realize a [form of] painting that would conciliate modern art with genuinely Brazilian, human
aspects” (Salgado, 1974, my translation). On the other hand, Portinari’s work has been
widely criticized because of the artist’s participation in several government-supported
exhibitions within and outside of Brazil during the Vargas regime (Williams, 2001, p. 223224; Fabris, 1990). These critiques already arose during the 1930s and 1940s, from artists and
intellectuals opposing Vargas’ government, but became even stronger in later decades, when
Portinari became known as a ‘painter of the regime’ (Fabris, 1990, p. 29-36). As Fabris
(1990, p. 30, my translation) notes, in the 1970s, prominent Brazilian art critics such as
Federico Morais and Carlos Zilio judged Portinari’s work as “having served a stereotypical
image of Brazilian reality, in congruence with the developmentalist and tranquilizing model
provided by the government.” Morais (1970, qtd. in Fabris, 1990, p. 26, my translation), for
example, writes: “As official painter, Portinari could only mask the social reality of the
country. The misery of the northeast appears in the work of Portinari as distanced from the
true Brazilian reality, something surreal, metaphysic, like a vision.” In other words, these
accounts link stylistic/representational concerns to Portinari’s position in relation to the
Vargas regime, which is seen to have prevented an autonomous position and artistic
production. As such, Fabris (1990, p. 25 my translation) notes, Portinari tends to be seen “in
absolute terms (whether positive or negative).”
My aim is not to take sides in this debate, but rather to examine how Portinari’s
depictions of favelas figured within his broader imaginary of ‘the Brazilian people,’ and how
this was received and interpreted by foreign audiences. Portinari’s international success
began in 1935, when his painting Café (1935) received an honorary mention in the exhibition
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of the Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh.7 In the United States, Portinari quickly found admirers
in some of the most powerful art world actors – among them Alfred Barr, director of MoMA,
and the philanthropist Nelson Rockefeller. Interestingly, Florence Horn (1939, qtd. in Misura
Nastari, 2016, p. 92), art critic of the magazine Fortune and a personal friend of Portinari,
tells a story of Barr’s appreciation of Morro that is remarkably similar to Tarsila’s encounter
with Level:
We had three pictures [by Portinari] in our Art department and quite by accident
someone from the Museum of Modern Art was there, and said, “Who painted these
pictures. Mr. Barr must see them.” So, a few hours later, Mr. Barr came up, looked at
the three pictures, and the photos I had. And said, “I want that one, the Rio one, for
the show.
The show referred to here is Art in our Time (1939) commemorating ten years of MoMA, in
which Portinari was the only South American participant. In addition, in 1938 the museum
later acquired Morro as the first South American work in its collection, which led to
Portinari’s first solo exhibition in the United States in 1940. As in Tarsila’s anecdote about
Paris, the narrative of ‘discovery’ by an important art world figure is important here, showing
both the peripheral status of Brazilian art on the world stage and the contingency and social
construction of artistic success.
In the catalog of Portinari’s solo exhibition at MoMA, racial relations are a strong
focus (Williams, 2001, p. 214-226). Robert C. Smith (1940, p. 12) even presents Portinari as
“the foremost interpreter of that great force which is daily growing more articulate – the
negro of the Americas” (see also Nicodemo, 2016; Misura Nastari, 2016). In addition,
Florence Horn (1940, p. 8-9) writes: “Brazil, of course, has a large negro and a still larger
mulatto population. It is true that within the country the negro and mulatto are treated with far
greater justice and understanding than they are in New York City.” It is noteworthy here that
both catalog texts explicitly link the racial composition of Brazil to the “Morro slums,”
envisioned as the ultimate locus for poor Afro-Brazilians (Horn, 1940, p. 6). The
juxtaposition of racial relations in the United States and Brazil, with the latter imagined as a
‘racial democracy,’ has long been influential (Skidmore, 1993b). Because of these perceived
7

Before that time, Portinari had already traveled to Europe on a government grant, but he famously
used this period to study rather than to paint and/or exhibit (Fabris, 1990).
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differences, as cultural historian Daryle Williams (2001, p. 221) notes, Portinari’s depictions
fascinated and shocked North American audiences: “Portinari let Americans see that black
faces had an inner force that went beyond the mere picturesque. Favelas, at least for some,
could be beautiful. Favelados could be modern.” Naturally, Brazil was (and remains) a
country in which racial relations are far from egalitarian, but I seek here to emphasize the
frameworks within which favelas were interpreted and valued, which juxtaposed Brazil and
the United States based on how these countries (supposedly) approached racial difference.
Interestingly, Portinari’s poor background – affectionately summarized in his
nickname ‘the boy from Brodosqui’ – was frequently employed in these accounts, both in
Brazil and in the United States (Reinheimer, 2013, p. 56; Williams, 2001, p. 219). Relating
this to the polemics around Portinari’s ‘authenticity’ described above, we see that validations
and judgments of his work were negotiated through a debate on the definition of Brasilidade,
the painter’s personal background, (lack of) political autonomy, and international exposure.
Crucially, as Williams (2001) describes in detail, this was part of a broader process under the
Vargas regime of establishing and propagating past, present and future expressions of
Brasilidade by varied actors within and outside of the Vargas state. Once again, Portinari’s
images of Rio’s morros gained symbolic meaning within these debates.
The final artist I will discuss in this section is Lasar Segall, who was born in Lithuania
but immigrated to Brazil in 1923.8 His adopted homeland fascinated him, leading to a series
of paintings that later became known as his ‘Brazilian phase,’ depicting tropical nature, AfroBrazilian people as well as favelas, which he described as “the most beautiful architecture”
(d’Horta, 1997, p. 194) (fig. 2.4). Particularly well-known is Segall’s series of engravings of
Rio’s mangue, a poor district known for prostitution, which he produced while temporarily
back in Paris in 1928 (e.g. fig. 2.5). Segall is widely known as one of the first artists to
employ and promote modernist painting in Brazil, but my focus here will be the reception of
his work in the second half of the twentieth century, when his Brasilidade was scrutinized by
Brazilian and international critics.

8

Before this time, Segall had already visited Brazil in 1912 to visit family members, which also led to
two exhibitions in São Paulo.
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Fig. 2.4. Lasar Segall (1954-1955) Favela I [Oil on canvas]. Museu Lasar Segall IPHAN MinC, São Paulo.
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Segall’s position in relation to conceptualizations of Brasilidade differs from Tarsila
and Portinari, since Brazilian and European critics variously describe him as Brazilian,
Lithuanian, Russian, Jewish and German. We see this for example in the press reception of a
series of European exhibitions between 1957 and 1961, partly funded by the Brazilian
ministry of Foreign Affairs and broadly covered in both Europe and Brazil. In these accounts,
Segall’s background is often directly related to his artistic development and the quality of his
work. A Dutch review, for example, reads:
To call Segall a Brazilian painter is actually misleading. […] Already in 1906 his life
as a migrant started; he moved then to Germany and it was in the specific atmosphere
of this country, that he developed in the years before, during and after the first world
war, into the rounded artistic personality to which his later years in Brazil could add
little (Kouwenaar, 1960, my translation).
In contrast, a 1962 Brazilian review of Segall reads: “Arriving in Brazil, in 1923, Lasar
Segall quickly found the true path of his artistic personality, identifying himself perfectly
with the country, the habits and the people” (A Tribuna, 1962, my translation). Additionally,
in Brazilian reviews his exhibitions in Europe are often framed as ‘promoting’ Brazilian art
and culture, with titles such as “The works of Segall elevate Brazil’s name in European
countries” (O Jornal RJ, 1959, my translation). Segall’s widow Jenny Klabin, who helped
produce these shows, confirms that her goals were “to make the memory of this artist
indelible and to propagate Brazilian art in all foreign countries, because all of his work is
saturated by the Brazilian spirit and body” (O Jornal RJ, 1959, my translation).
This ‘elevation’ of Brazilian art was, however, not always successful, as several
European reviews of Segall’s work describe the country in rather derogatory terms. A Dutch
reviewer, for example, argues that Segall “can probably play a leading role in a just-starting
country like Brazil, but to me doesn’t seem like the person that could bring Western culture
somewhere” (Prange, 1960, p. 17, my translation). He continues: “I can imagine that the
content of this work interested his fellow countrymen, not bothered by any painterly tradition
or culture” (Prange, 1960, p. 17, my translation). These sentiments, which highlight Brazil’s
continued peripheral status within the so-called global art world, are reflected not only in
reviews of Segall’s exhibition. A review of a collective show of modern Brazilian art in the
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Centraal Museum in Utrecht in 1960 (which included work of both Portinari and Segall), for
example, writes: “Brazil has shown a typically provincial development, a history of coming
up late and not fully understanding what one does” (Tegenbosch, 1960, p. 9, my translation).
This illustrates well-known arguments by Wainwright (2011) and others that art from outside
Europe and the US has long been interpreted through narratives of belatedness and
anachronism, emphasizing their peripheral status.

Fig. 2.5. Lasar Segall (1929) Casa do Mangue [Woodcut]. Museu Lasar Segall – IPHAN
MinC, São Paulo.

That being said, Segall’s images of non-elite Brazil were shown in a variety of European
contexts. His work was and is admired by many, as we see in the following description by
Brazilian art critic Carlos Pinto Alves (Folha da Noite, 1958, p. 17, my translation): “It will
be difficult to find, even in Brazil, someone who has found a poetic language, like Segall did,
to capture the oppressed and humble dignity of our people” (see also Amaral, 1984, p. 111-
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113). As we can read in a Dutch review of his 1960 exhibition at the Stedelijk Museum in
Amsterdam:
The most important themes that [Segall] explores throughout his life and in various
media are the so-called ‘Mangue,’ the notorious prostitution neighborhood in Rio de
Janeiro, and the housing of the negro-proletariat soaring up to the sky in the [favela]
neighborhood of Babylonia (Engelman, 1960, my translation).
In more recent exhibitions, however, these depictions have been assessed as exoticist and
primitivist, raising crucial ethical questions about Segall’s gaze at Brazilian ‘Otherness.’
D’Alessandro (1997, p. 115), for example, closely links Segall’s work to European
primitivism:
What intrigued [Segall] was everything un-European […]. Setting up this contrast
between European and Brazilian expression, Segall elaborated on an established tenet
of modernist thought in Europe, and especially in German expressionism: the
dichotomy between the ‘primitive’ and the ‘civilized.’
In his depictions of the mangue, d’Alessandro (1997, p. 147) continues, this focus on the
primitive gets a sexual component, as he “fashioned himself its artistic explorer, venturing
out into the eroticized space of the primitive.” Again, this mixed reception frequently takes
the form of a discussion about the connection between the artist’s personal background and
the ‘authenticity’ of his depiction, in which Segall is variously discussed as a representative
of Europe and/or Brazil.
In this section, we have seen that images of favelas have long been shown and
interpreted against the backdrop of both local and global inequalities and prejudice. In true
modernist fashion, artists and critics (both European and Brazilian) have approached favelas
and their inhabitants through a series of interrelated dichotomies operating on different
scales: favela and modern city, city and countryside, and Brazil and Europe/the United States.
Importantly, however, these frameworks of thought were creatively appropriated and
mobilized with the goal of worlding Brazilian identities in art world centers, sometimes with
direct government support. As we have seen, Portinari has been described as “he who best
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reproduced the misfortunes of the third world,” and as a propaganda vessel, which led to a
divided reception back home (Cambara, 1980). Tarsila, in contrast, validated Brazilian
culture in a more experimental, anthropophagic fashion, but also consciously showcased the
country’s picturesque exoticness to a Parisian audience fascinated by this aspect of Brazilian
identity. Segall’s Brasilidade is more contested, and sometimes read as outright primitivism,
but his work too has been employed within government and media narratives of international
prestige, in which exhibitions are seen not only as a homage to the artist, but also to Brazil
itself (e.g. de Amaral, 1959; Bittencourt, 1959; Correio da Manhã RJ, 1959; O Jornal RJ,
1959).
Within these debates, as we have seen, favelas paradoxically signify both the
‘misfortunes’ of Brazil as a so-called Third World country and its picturesque exoticness.
Moreover, they have become a symbol for the prejudice Brazil suffers on the world stage
and, as such, their depictions have been employed in attempts to radically inverse these value
judgments. Once again, it should be emphasized that this symbolic usage has little to do with
favelas as real spaces of poverty, and favela residents remain decisively voiceless in these
representations and discussions. They are approached as racial archetypes or occupational
groups (e.g. prostitutes, coffee workers), rather than as individuals to be interacted with. In
addition, we should keep in mind that intersecting forms of inequality further complicate the
position and reception of the artists discussed. Tarsila’s reception, for example, is clearly
marked by her gender, seen in the widespread use of her first name and frequent references to
her Latina beauty and grace. Also, while these three artists were white and had access to
Brazil’s elite cultural scene, their economic situation was quite different, with Tarsila living
(at least in the 1920s) from her family’s coffee fortune, whereas Segall and Portinari were
first and second-generation migrants that to a much larger extent depended on paid work and/
or government support. Accordingly, such differences between these artists reveal a number
of the tensions, contradictions and complexities within these modernist dichotomies.
Importantly, debates around nationality, the representation of peripheries, and Brazil’s
international position continue to dominate the exhibition framing of these three artists. For
example, the wall text of a 2016 exhibition in the Museum of Art São Paulo entitled
Portinari Popular (2016) addressed the continued urgency of representing non-elite
Brazilians:
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We still suffer from a precarious and prejudiced representation of African, indigenous
and popular subjects in the media, in politics, in society and also in art. It is necessary
to deepen the reflection on these strategies of representation, something that the
artist’s work anticipates, hence its urgency and relevance.
Among other works, this exhibition showed a number of Portinari’s later favela
representations (painted from 1957 until 1959). In addition, the Brazilian press coverage of
MoMA’s 2018 exhibition Tarsila do Amaral: Inventing Modern Art in Brazil emphasizes
Tarsila’s acceptance into a museum widely acknowledged as the main influence on the
construction of an art historical canon (Tarsila do Amaral Ganha Primeira Exposição
Exclusiva no MoMA de Nova York, 2018). However, primitivism also remains a recurring
theme, as for example in this New York Times review:
For contemporary audiences in New York, now hyper-attuned to white artists’ use
and misuse of black bodies, ‘A Negra’ will pose the toughest challenge in this
exhibition. But context is critical here. In 1923, for a trained artist to imagine a black
woman as the embodiment of a new national spirit would have constituted a direct
attack on the old, wannabe-European establishment of Rio and São Paulo (Farago,
2018).
As we will see in the next section, this symbolic, rebellious usage of images of non-elite
Brazil would remain important in the 1960s and 1970s, even if the socio-political relations
that motivated, facilitated and disseminated these artistic depictions changed significantly.

Myths of Mangueira: Oiticica
Since 2016, London’s Tate Modern permanently exhibits Helio Oiticica’s 1966 work
Tropicália, Penetraveis PN2 ‘Pureza é um mito’ e PN3 ‘Imagético’ (Tropicália, Penetrables
PN2 ‘Purity is a myth’ and PN3 ‘Imagetic’) (fig. 2.6). These two shack-like structures – as
the exhibition text reads – “mimic the improvised colourful dwellings in Rio de Janeiro’s
favelas, or shanty towns.” In addition, the work of Oiticica and his contemporaries is
increasingly recognized in Europe and the United States for its early development of theories
and practices of participation in artistic production (Dezeuze, 2004; Brett, 2010). In this
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section, my goal is to examine how and why Oiticica and others transformed the artistic and
intellectual engagement with favelas in the 1960s and 1970s, as well as how these practices
have reached international audiences. This period is recognized for its fundamentally changed
attitude towards artistic favela representations, as we see in the catalog text of the 2014
exhibition Do Valongo à Favela: Imaginario e Periferia, held at the Museu de Arte do Rio
(From Valongo to Favela: Imaginary and Periphery):
If distance and idealization run through a significant portion of [the early twentieth
century] output – grounded in the geometrisation and aestheticisation of the favela,
often at the complete neglect of its residents -, the challenge in the latter half of the
twentieth century and the first decades of our own has been [to] move closer to the
favela from another perspective, a project at once political and aesthetic in which
Helio Oiticica played a founding role (Diniz, 2015, p. 218).
The 1960s and 1970s have become known for their politically-inspired, revolutionary
approach, which, as we will see, is related both to international art world trends and to the
local political situation of the military regime.
More than any artist before him, Oiticica did not aim to figuratively depict favelas,
but rather engaged with them on a profound aesthetic/theoretical level while building on his
social experiences in Mangueira (Berenstein Jacques, 2001; Pequeno, 2013; Aguilar, 2015;
Salomão, 2015). In a number of texts, Oiticica (e.g. 1973; 2004) links his experiences in and
depictions of Mangueira to an extensive artistic philosophy (see Martins, 2013; Pequeno,
2013; Aguilar, 2015). For Asbury (2008, p. 59), Oiticica’s social encounters with this favela
“facilitated the application” of his theoretical reflections; they were “the unexpected social
dimension to the artist’s analytical development” (see also Dezeuze, 2004; Brett, 2005). As in
the modernist practices, however, his engagement with favelas was not an isolated
phenomenon, but instead reflective of broader concerns of the Brazilian avant-garde from the
mid-1950s onwards. Marcelo Ridenti (2000, p. 38-39, my translation) describes these diverse
cultural practices as revolutionary romanticism, a term that points to the desire – materialized
in different ways – to critique and rebel against capitalism and its inequalities by both
depicting and reaching ‘the Brazilian people,’ thereby “decisively advancing in the direction
of overcoming capitalism through the construction of a new man, rooted in popular
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traditions.” In his book on this topic, Ridenti describes how this tendency started in the early
1960s – an optimistic period for many artists that was brutally disrupted by the military coup
in 1964 – and continued throughout the 1970s (see also Dunn, 2001). Of course, the emphasis
on popular traditions reminds us of Brazilian modernism, but the revolutionary romanticists
combined a representational focus with the desire to interact directly with marginalized
subjects as part of their artistic practice, confronting common critiques of elitism and
exoticism faced by the modernists. Moreover, while modernists were directly concerned with
modernity and national identity, the connotations and feelings associated with these terms
had changed drastically in the 1960s, which led to rather different forms of social, political
and economic critique.

Fig. 2.6. Hélio Oiticica (1966) Tropicália, Penetraveis PN2 ‘Pureza é um mito’ and PN3
‘Imagtéico’ [Installation]. Tate Collection, London.
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Favelas thus remained a both a powerful symbolic trope and an object of
representation in various fields of cultural production. In the visual arts, Oiticica’s work in
this respect was related to that of artists such as Lygia Pape and Antonio Manuel, with whom
he had close personal relations. We also see a focus on favelas in the architectural practice of
Lina Bo Bardi, who had a keen interest in arquitetura da pobre (architecture of the poor), in
which she found a “simplicity, rationality, and logic of construction” absent in elite building
practices (Bo Bardi, 1951 qtd. in Machado, 2012, no pagination). 9 Inspired by Antonio
Gramsci, Bo Bardi saw popular spaces as sites of practical protest against capitalist,
consumer-driven modernity. Similar concerns were expressed in Cinema Novo, an influential
cinema movement in which filmmakers reflected on how best to represent the hardships of
Brazil as a so-called third world country (Rocha, 1965). Another well-known example are the
Centros Popular de Cultura (CPCs), cultural centers started by left-wing intellectuals and
artists (such as Augusto Boal, Vianinha and Ferreira Gullar) who aimed to spread
revolutionary art and culture among the masses (Amaral, 1984).
As frequently addressed, the military dictatorship had a profound impact on the work
these artists did and could do – especially after the AI-5 censorship laws were introduced in
1968. During this time, the idea of marginality rose as an important conceptual trope within
artistic and intellectual debates. As Calirman (2012, p. 94; see also Oliveira, 2013) writes:
The term ‘marginal’ was loosely used at the time to convey the status of any figure or
concept at the periphery. It might be used variously to describe a criminal victim of
police brutality, a persecuted political figure who had to hide or live clandestinely, the
poor and disenfranchised, the insane, or even emerging artists with no ties to the art
market.
The idea of ‘marginal aesthetics’ linked the figure of the ‘marginal’ to a progressive, nonconformist political ideology of revolt. Building on this, artists saw “strategic power in [the]
auto-affirmation as marginal” (Calirman, 2012, p. 94; Oliveira, 2013, p. 33). Oiticica
powerfully captures this sentiment in two famous slogans: Seja Marginal, Seja Heroi (Be
Marginal, Be a Hero), and da adversidade vivemos (of adversity we live) (Calirman, 2012, p.
9

Bo Bardi’s arquitetura da pobre references not only vernacular architecture in Brazil, but also the
Italian art movement of Arte Povera (Bo Bardi was Italian by birth) (Kamimura, 2013; Bergdoll,
2015). Another noteworthy architect concerned with architecture by and for the poor was Lelé.
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18; Martins, 2013, p. 69). As the artist himself puts it, his goal was to be “viscerally against
everything that would in short stand for any cultural, political, ethical, social conformism”
(Oiticica, 1967 qtd. in Dezeuze, 2013, p. 237).
While this philosophy inextricably tied to the political context in Brazil, two
observations are noteworthy here. First, these ideas around the marginality of the artist built
on earlier romantic discourses. For example, a 1942 text by Sergio Milliet (2005, p. 203, my
translation), entitled Marginalidade da Pintura Moderna (Marginality of Modern Painting),
describes the artist as a “free individual” with a “very sharp sensibility” and an “unusual
intelligence,” which paradoxically placed them “at the margins of their culture.” Second, we
also see important similarities to international art and philosophy of the same period, which,
as Anna Dezeuze describes, moved towards precarity, dematerialization and instability.
Especially the distinction between ‘beat/hip/outcast’ and ‘square/mainstream’ identities,
analyzed by Dezeuze (2017, p. 27), propagates a similar view of “a dominant culture on the
one hand, and a rebellious counterculture on the other.” Crucially, both correlated poverty
with the freedom of rejecting capitalist values, allowing for a greater appreciation of what
‘truly matters.’
In a similar vein, Oiticica notes how in Mangueira he discovered the “existential
meaning” of life and “the locus of his richest, most significant lived experiences,” which
“gave him a totally new social awareness and vision of society which it would be impossible
to acquire in the art galleries, institutions, middle-class or upper-class circles of Rio”
(Figueiredo, 2007, p. 23-24). As Dezeuze (2004, p. 60; p. 65) describes, this ‘discovery’ of
Mangueira was quickly picked up by Brazilian art critics such as Mario Pedrosa and Harry
Laus as essential to his art and philosophy. Naturally, the idea that the poor lived somehow
more connected, ‘authentic’ lives – symbolized by bare, samba-dancing feet on un-asphalted
streets – is romanticized, denying realities of hardship and scarcity (e.g. the removal policies
of the military regime). Moreover, despite the real friendships Oiticica might have formed in
Mangueira, descriptions of his engagement with this favela – by himself and others – usually
focus on how the artist learned and benefited from his experiences, rather than the other way
around. Even when he famously brought samba dancers from Mangueira to Rio’s Museu de
Arte Moderna, this was conceptualized and interpreted as a symbolic act of resistance against
the status quo, which was perhaps only strengthened when the museum denied them access,
reducing these dancers once again to their societal position as ‘marginals.’
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Importantly, Oiticica’s engagement with and ‘exportation’ of Mangueira were topics
of debate and critique in Brazil and Europe. We see this for example in the reception of
Oiticica’s 1969 exhibition in the White Chapel gallery in London, where Oiticica lived in
exile at the time, in which Mangueira occupied a central role (Oiticica, 1969). As this show’s
curator Guy Brett (2007, p. 14) recalls:
Much later, in fact only quite recently, I learned that some people very close to
Oiticica, including Lygia Clark and Mário Pedrosa, were critical of the [Whitechapel]
catalogue. They found it too ‘folkloric’; too overloaded with Mangueira, samba,
carnival, etc., rather, perhaps, than with the innovatory genius of Oiticica’s art.
Additionally, a British review of this exhibition reads:
We are invited to shed such metropolitan gloss and return to a state of rustic
innocence – rusticity here comprising Brazilian fringe-housing. We are back once
more in Rousseau’s primitive purity, in Gauguin’s lotus-land, in the scene which
shimmers at the end of the hippie’s rainbow, the blessed isles of the cultural drop-out
(Gosling, 1969).
Naturally, this review fails to notice both the ambiguities of Oititica’s position as a Brazilian
artist on the international stage, which is rather different than that of Rousseau and Gauguin,
as well as his social interactions with favelas. It does raise important questions, however,
about how European audiences would have viewed this exhibition.
According to Guy Brett (2005, qtd. in Osório, 2016, p. 320), the Whitechapel show
received little press coverage at the time, although Oiticica (2007, p. 42) mentions in letters to
friends and family that “the BBC filmed for hours” at the opening, and ended up broadcasting
a film of “half an hour long.” Brett (2005, qtd. in Osório, 2016, p. 320) writes that the show
had a large impact on young artists in the UK due to its radicalism in terms of audience
participation. The memories of Jill Drower (2007, p. 80), a young British artist and friend of
Oiticica, hint at the interpretation of Oiticica’s images of Mangueira:
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[Hélio] told me all about Rio, its prostitutes and its lowlife. […] he described the
favelas and the samba schools and the drug-taking; he described, above all, the
violence. My jaw dropped in amazement at such sensational stuff […]. Some of his
stories were tall stories and some weren’t: it didn’t much matter to me. […] I was a
cushioned teenager at the time, with a newly emerging awareness of the world of sex
and drugs, but completely protected from sleaze and financial or political reality, and
here was Hélio, filling my head with tales of South American gangland assassinations,
and with polemics.
Naturally, Drower’s account describes her personal relation with Oiticica rather than her
reaction to his artworks, but it does suggest how images of favelas, criminals, and the sensual
dance of samba reach “cushioned” European audiences, both in 1969 and more recently.
Again, the symbolic linking of favelas and ideas of radicality, both in terms of protest against
the Brazilian dictatorship and within and international tendency to validate precarity and
marginality, is key to this reception.
Michael Asbury (2008) has argued that Oiticica’s reception has focused too heavily
on Mangueira, which fails to take into account the broader philosophical frameworks through
which the artist made sense of his experiences there (focused, for example, on philosophies of
color and phenomenology) (see also Martins, 2013). Crucially, as Asbury continues, this
emphasis on the favela performs two specific functions: (1) it idealizes the artist’s
engagement with Mangueira, which in reality might not have been as effortless as it is now
made out to be, and (2) it ‘Othered’ Oiticica in an international context, depending on
familiar images of dangerous-yet-exotic Brazil. This second point is contested. A Dutch
review from the 1990s, for example, states: “[Oiticica’s work] unnerves our eurocentric ideas
around Latin American culture, rather than strengthening our ideas about the other” (de
Volkskrant, 1992, my translation; see also Martins, 2013, p. 1-2). However, Paul Overy’s
(2007, p. 72) recollection of the Whitechapel exhibition supports Asbury’s claim: “There was
this very strong sense of it coming from another culture,” “[t]he hot colours, macaws, sand
and jungle seemed very exciting and ‘other.’” With these contradictions in mind, a closer
look at how Oiticica’s reception developed after his premature death in 1980 is useful.
During his lifetime, Oiticica was a successful artist and a prominent figure within the
Brazilian avant-garde, who also had several influential foreign admirers. It was after his
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death, however, that his work became more widely celebrated. From the late 1970s onwards,
with the abertura (opening up) of the military dictatorship, Oiticica started to receive
increased press attention in Brazil. Major Brazilian news outlets focused on his work in the
1980s, often emphasizing his experiences in Mangueira. A good example is a four-page
spread in Veja in 1986, entitled “The illuminated marginal,” which describes Oiticica’s
engagement with Mangueira at length, quoting both art critics and members of the Mangueira
samba school, concluding:
Capable of dancing like a black man and integrating himself in the life of the
Mangueira hill as if he were born there, Helio Oiticica left a inextinguishable
impression in the hearts of the inhabitants that he met. ‘He was a white man with a
black soul,’ evaluates Mosquito [a samba dancer from Mangueira] (Coutinho, 1986,
my translation).
Here we start to see the mainstream acceptance and even idealization of Oiticicica’s
engagement with favelas described by Asbury (2008). Interestingly, in a 1978 interview, the
artist himself explicitly contributed to his identification with Mangueira:
In New York they asked me: ‘Don’t you miss Mangueira? And Rio?’ I would answer
that I could not miss Mangueira, because I am Mangueira. I don’t feel saudades
[nostalgia, melancholy], because I ate the entire fruit. Saudades are felt by those who
only took a bite (Maria, 1978, my translation).
This metaphor of consumption resonates with de Andrade’s antropofagia because of its focus
on eating and ‘Otherness.’ At the same time, Oiticica’s statement arguably reduces
Mangueira to an exotic fruit that can be ‘eaten’ by outsiders for their own pleasure and
personal development, which is reflected in the fact that I found no reviews examining what
Oiticica’s engagement and depiction might have meant for the inhabitants of Mangueira. As
we have seen, similar critiques have been leveled at the Brazilian Modernists and their elite,
distanced position, which resonates with broader concerns in in both art theory and
ethnography around ideas of ‘going native’ (e.g. Foster, 1994; Clifford and Marcus, 1986).
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In the 1990s, after a series of exhibitions in Europe and the United States, Oiticica’s
work also became internationally famous. The first of these exhibitions was held at the Witte
de With Center for Contemporary Art in Rotterdam, which was followed by participation in
the Documenta X in 1997.10 Interestingly, in contrast to Brazilian reviews discussed, Dutch
critics in the 1990s rarely mention Oiticica’s work in favelas – focusing instead on a broader
art historical context (e.g. Piet Mondriaan, Kurt Schwitters, Joseph Beuys, Arte Povera) and a
more general description of his engagement with anarchy, criminals and 1960s ‘hippie
culture.’ A notable exception is Ineke Schwartz’ (1992, my translation) review in Trouw:
In addition Oiticica frequently worked with the inhabitants of shanty towns in Rio,
which means that his art must have had a very different impact [in Brazil] than in
museums here. How exactly and why are interesting questions. The exhibition
unfortunately does not address them.
The general absence of Mangueira in these reviews is particularly interesting because favelas
would later become the “most common and repeated” focus of critical and scholarly accounts
of Oiticica’s work, which suggests this might have been related to the more widespread,
international fame favelas enjoyed in the 2000s, as will be addressed in next section (Brett,
2007, p. 14).
In this section, I have tried to highlight once again that when thinking of the favela as
a source of inspiration, we must look beyond the level of the individual artist and his or her
‘discovery’ of this inspiration. In Oititica’s case, the engagement with Mangueira was closely
related to what Ridenti describes as Brazil’s revolutionary romanticism, but also to European
and US conceptualizations of the relation between marginality and countercultures. As such,
during this period a newfound, symbolic meaning of rebelliousness and anti-establishment
attitudes were ascribed to favela spaces. Interestingly, as in antropofagia, this association is
based on an inversion of dominant readings of non-elite Brazil, as government fears about
communist rebellion in the working-class favelas grew during the dictatorship (Fischer,
2014). With this in mind, I argue that it is essential to not only acknowledge how the
engagement of Oiticica and his contemporaries differs from earlier practices, but to also
consider what similarities we can find, particularly given the display of these artworks
10

The exhibition held in Rotterdam was later reproduced in Paris, Barcelona, Lisbon and
Minneapolis.
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outside of Brazil. We should especially take heed of romanticized ideas about poverty, the
favela territory becoming a symbol of Brazil’s peripheral status on the world stage, and –
despite changes in the social interactions artists had with favela residents – the continued
detachment from local actors and contexts when exhibiting these artworks abroad.

Towards a “Cosmetics of Hunger”
From the early 2000s onwards, favela representations in different media have become
increasingly commercialized, as summarized in Ivana Bentes’ (2002, my translation)
influential notion of a “cosmetics of hunger” – a direct reaction to Glauber Rocha’s
“aesthetics of hunger.” In 2002, Bentes juxtaposed the Cinema Novo of Rocha and his
contemporaries to more recent Brazilian films. As she writes:
The modernist prohibition of the Cinema Novo, something like ‘you will not enjoy
the misery of others,’ created an aesthetic and an ethic of the intolerable to treat the
dramas of poverty, in a context in which the excluded were seen positively as
‘primitive rebels,’ carriers of a revolutionary anger and the cinema proposed to
deconstruct European paternalism, exoticism and the sentimentality creating an
‘aesthetics of hunger’ and an aesthetics of violence” (Bentes, 2002, p. 86, my
translation).
Later depictions, however, reflected “an ‘internationally popular’ or ‘globalized’ cinema
whose formula would be a local, historical or traditional theme, and an ‘international
aesthetic’” (Bentes, 2002, p. 88, my translation). Often-criticized characteristics of this latter
cinema are a ‘post-MTV aesthetics,’ a depoliticized approach, and a strong emphasis on
deadly violence in Rio’s beautiful landscape – the standard example of which is the
blockbuster movie Cidade de Deus (2002). Naturally, as Bentes notes, this builds on older
narratives in which favelas are celebrated based on “primitivist-exoticist” discourses, but for
her a new phase was introduced by international commercialization and a global aesthetics in
which “violence surges […] as a new urban folklore,” leading to a “cosmetics of hunger”
(Bentes, 2002, p. 90; p. 88, my translation).
In this section, we will see that Bentes’ argument about cinema is reflected in the
production and reception of visual art in or about Rio’s favelas. However, I also argue that
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too strong a juxtaposition between favela representations in the 1960s and 1970s and the
2000s fails to take into account both the continuities between these periods and the inevitable
impact of broader societal and cultural transformations. To do so, I focus on the decades in
between the periods she discussed, namely the 1980s and 1990s.11 A closer look at these
decades allows us to see how the ‘cosmetics of hunger’ came into being, as this period
signified a number of influential changes for both the field of cultural production and Rio de
Janeiro’s favelas. Particularly important here, as I argue, are (1) the commercialization of the
Brazilian media landscape, and (2) different realities and perceptions of urban violence in
Rio. Finally, institutional developments within the art world, most notably commercialization
and attempts at globalization, are important to take into account. A focus on these factors, as I
argue, nuances Bentes’ juxtaposition by emphasizing both the differences and similarities
between current artistic engagement with favelas and the historical tendencies described in
this chapter.
The first factor to analyze is a broader transformation of the media landscape in Brazil
(as in the rest of the world). While television was already a highly influential medium during
the military dictatorship, since the late 1980s representations of Brazils marginalized and
non-elite inhabitants started to reach larger audiences through commercialized media outlets
(Ridenti, 2000). The growing political influence of media companies such as Rede Globo has
been widely acknowledged in this respect, but my interest here is mainly how individual
cultural producers navigated this new cultural landscape in their depictions of non-elite
Brazil. Ridenti (2000, p. 323-334) describes how some cultural producers that had in the
1970s been at the heart of revolutionary romanticism start to participate with this new
medium, albeit with mixed feelings. They were acutely aware of the complicity of their new
employer within the capitalist structures they criticized, which limited possibilities of radical
critique. However, several artists reasoned that even if the networks did not accept everything
they proposed, television provided funding to conduct projects that had previously been
impossible, and access to working-class audiences they had been trying to reach in the
previous decades. This resonates with the more pragmatic takes on complicity outlined in the
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documentary Noticias de uma Guerra Particular, and the films Um Ceu de Estrelas and Como
Nascem os Anjos), but her main focus is Cinema Novo on the one hand, and more recent cinematic
productions on the other.
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introduction to this thesis. As summarized by Dias Gomes (qtd. in Ridenti, 2000, p. 329, my
translation):
When Globo called me, I thought: Globo is giving me a popular stage, of which I
dreamed in theater all the time. A stage that goes from A tot Z, from the intellectual to
the cook, the cleaning lady etc. Do I have the right to refuse? Politically, would it be
correct to refuse?
In other words, these developments brought opportunities of broader outreach, which is a
political question precisely because of the elitism of so-called high art practices (see also
Peixoto, 2007). Nevertheless, it also complicated questions these artists already grappled
with, particularly considering the increased complicity with the structures they criticized, and
the function of art as both critique and entertainment.
The second development to keep in mind considering changes of favela
representations since the 1980s is the violent rise of the organized drug traffic in Rio de
Janeiro. Added to the deep-seated territorial stigma and state distrust of favela areas that
already existed, the increasing value of cocaine and the international weapons trade in the
1980s and 1990s contributed to a vicious circle of violence, in which state and police play an
active role (see Zaluar and Alvito, 1998; Arias, 2006; Perlman, 2010; McCann, 2014).
Unsurprisingly, this rise in violence has had a significant impact on favela imaginaries and
representations, becoming – as Bentes notes – one of its central components. Considering the
historical development of favela representations, two points are of crucial importance here.
First, outright celebrations of favelas as happy, colorful communities became increasingly
hard to maintain. The increase in lethal violence complicated the idealization of the figure of
the marginal malandro, which was so central to Oiticica’s rallying cry da adversidade
vivemos. Instead, depictions of criminal figures became more brutal, even if we also see
remnants of the malandro-figure in recent representations (as for example in the Cidade de
Deus-character Bené).
Second, whereas in previous decades “the fear outsiders had of entering favelas was
not warranted by the facts” (Perlman, 2010, p. 173), safe access became a more complex
issue. Perceptions, fears and realities of violence grew mutually influential and increasingly
hard to distinguish, which created a complex environment for local and outside artists,
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journalists, writers and researchers. This is also related to the intensified urbanization of
many favela territories, resulting in a dense, labyrinthine environment (as opposed to the
rural-looking settlements of earlier decades). Accordingly, mediators with knowledge of and
access to the area became ever more important, as we also see in the first guided favela tours
during the 1992 VN Summit in Rio (Freire-Medeiros, 2009). For artistic projects, as I will
explain in later chapters, questions of danger and safety started to dominate framings and
interpretations, usually through narratives of rebellious courage and cross-cultural
communication skills. As we have seen in the description of Cendrars’ visit to Favela, these
narratives did have parallels in earlier engagements, but became more pressing and
sensational against the backdrop of media stories of gun violence, torture and drug lords.
Crucially, this combination of a new, commercialized media landscape and
transformed realities and perceptions of urban violence in Brazil caused the birth of what
Beatriz Jaguaribe (2004; 2007; Jaguaribe and Hetherington, 2004) calls the “aesthetics of
realism.” As she writes:
[T]he overall spectacularization of daily life and the very nature of representation
make it practically impossible to experience facts without media mediation. The sense
of the real is increasingly packaged and yet the shock of the real is insistently sought
(Jaguaribe, 2004, p. 329).
The ever more confusing relation between representations/mediation and reality caused an
increased production of so-called realist representations of favelas, as we see for example in
TV-programs focusing on urban violence such as Linha Direta, Cidade Alerta, and Ratinho,
which Bentes (2002) mentions as examples of a ‘cosmetics of hunger.’ As with blockbuster
films focusing on favelas (e.g. Cidade de Deus, Tropa de Elite), these depictions show a
codified, sensational “shock of the real,” usually through a focus on explicit,
decontextualized violence (Jaguaribe, 2004; 2007). In reaction to such sensationalist
depictions, however, the 1990s also saw the production of more nuanced, reflective
documentaries such as Noticias de uma Guerra Particular (1999) and Babilônia 2000 (1999),
which redefine the realist focus by searching for “anti-aesthetics of the real, an antispectacularization of daily life” (Jaguaribe, 2004, p. 336). This more critical focus on
representational realism can also be found in the reception and interpretation of favela
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depictions, as seen in the widespread critical debate sparked by Cidade de Deus, primarily
focused on how the film corresponds to local realities (e.g. Ribeiro Pires Vieira, 2005).
Importantly, this ‘realist’ focus stands in stark contrast to some of the accounts we
have seen in this chapter, for example Milliet’s (qtd. in Amaral, 1997, p. 52) description of
Cendrars’ representation as “admirably Brazilian, without a single true fact,” or accounts of
Portinari’s Morro as “a more complete reality: that which we know is there” but cannot see
from one vantage point (O.M.C., 1947). 12 Naturally, as noted by Jaguaribe and Hetherington
(2004, p. 157), ideas of authenticity have always been central to cultural celebrations of
favela territories:
The modernist excursion to the favela relied on the appraising eye of tourism right
from the beginning. It prized the unpackaged experience that has more recently come
be sold also as the ‘authentic’ or the ‘real thing’ by tourist agencies.
However, this concern with an ‘authentic’ Brazil did not necessarily lead to naturalistic
representations of favela neighborhoods or inhabitants, which were usually produced and
valued for their symbolic rather than their documentary value. For example, Waly Salomão
(2015, p. 45) defends Oititica’s work against accusations of romanticism (i.e. not
acknowledging the hardships of favela life) by writing: “It was not decorative romanticism to
say Seja Marginal, Seja Heroi; it had a tremendous offensive potential in Brazil under the
military dictatorship” (see also Brett, 2005, p. 57). Similarly, as Bentes’ quotation at the
outset of this section describes, Cinema Novo-films depicted hunger and violence primarily
as a weapon against cultural colonialism and the exoticist European gaze. Within the new,
commercialized media landscape, however, these revolutionary functions became more
difficult to sustain considering realities and imaginaries of violence, which had a significant
impact on the practice of representing favelas.
To elaborate on this, it is useful to (re)turn to the world of contemporary art. In the
1980s and 1990s, we see that artists and theorists around the world start to criticize art’s
commercialized, institutional context, which caused the need to redefine both artistic
autonomy and the revolutionary function of avant-garde practices. According to Johanna
12

A noteworthy predecessor of this discourse is Carolina de Jesus’ Quarto do Despejo, the framing
and reception of which was closely related to her identity as a favela resident (Boltendal, 1961;
Jaguaribe, 2004).

86 - Chapter Two
Drucker (2005, p. 24), this was inextricably related to the fact that “the locus of power [that]
was once identifiable in centralized, nationalistic, generally urban concentrations,” now
became diffused and “always elsewhere,” in “flows of capital and tensions between
multinational interests and residual structures of nation-states.” In my view, this is relevant
for the conceptualization and reception of favela representations. The Brazilian modernists
and the revolutionary romanticists had a clear power against which they operated, namely
Europe’s cultural domination and the military dictatorship. Favela depictions were mobilized
and justified based on their symbolic power within these struggles. However, when the seats
of hegemonic power became less centralized in the mid-1980s, the symbolic-political
efficacy of favela representations became less evident, which required new responses to the
ethical questions around the politics of representation that had long accompanied these
practices.
Combined with global trends in so-called participatory art practice, this led to a
number of socially inspired projects. A good example is Devotionalia (1994-1996), by the
Brazilian-Swiss artist duo Mauricio Dias and Walter Riedweg. In this project, the artists
worked with street children in several parts of Rio to make wax models of their hands and
feet. After this, the children were asked on video to talk about their opinions on art, museums
and about their dreams in life. The project was first exhibited at the Museu de Arte Moderna
(MAM) in Rio in 1996. Over 3000 people visited the opening event, many of whom living in
favelas or on the streets. In contrast to Oiticica’s failed visit to MAM in 1975, street children
were now explicitly invited into the museum.
In the official promotions of the exhibition, the project is explicitly framed as new
genre public art, with the artists talking about the need to combat elitism in art production and
display. After the show in MAM, the work was presented and extended in several European
countries and the artists did various follow-up projects in Rio over the next ten years. The
exhibition and its opening event got ample media attention in Rio de Janeiro, usually through
a strong focus on violence in the city, mentioning robberies, assaults and an overall ‘climate
of chaos.’ Against this background, several articles play with the readers’ expectations about
street kids. Rio’s newspaper O Dia, for example, published an article entitled: “Street kids
invade, in a good way, the Museum of Modern Art and make sculptures” (Pereira, 1996). Of
course, Devotionalia’s goal was precisely to invert those expectations, showing that, in the
words of Dias, “whoever thinks that abandoned youth do not have finesse, is profoundly
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mistaken” (O Fluminense, 1995). However, when Dias says about his wax casts that “these
are the hands that rob, the feet that walk barefoot over there” or when he calls the participants
“bandidinhos” (little bandits), he seems to be reproducing the very stereotypes he is trying to
challenge (Faria, 1997; Cesar Carvalho, 1995).
Interestingly, Dias and Riedweg’s framing of their socially-engaged, participatory
projects has changed significantly over the years. In the catalog of a 2012 exhibition of the
artists’ work in Centro Cultural Hélio Oiticica, for example, the term New Genre Public Art
is absent. The question of ‘Otherness’ and representation remain important, but are
continuously problematized:
There is also a big problem in the fact that if we want to say something in public, we
have to be sure to make ourselves understood, which means that we use languages of
power that are already firmly in place […]. As soon as I talk, as you understand what
I say, we are inside a system of understanding that might also be a system of
oppression (Dias and Riedweg, 2012, p. 197)
Another important shift in the project’s contextualization has occurred in the framing of the
city of Rio de Janeiro. As noted, in the 1990s framing, the chaos of the city was addressed as
being threatening and dangerous. In the later exhibition and media reception this chaotic and
fragmented nature of the city is addressed in much more positive terms. Rather than the
threats and risks, the focus lies on the fact that “each corner of the city has a charm of its
own” (Dias and Riedweg, 2012, p. 59). The exhibition is framed as an “ode to Rio” and its
streets – “from the outskirts to the center, from the so-called asphalt to the favelas” (Dias and
Riedweg, 2012, p. 63). Importantly, this corresponds to changing imaginaries of violence in
the city. In 2012, the UPP policy seemed to be reducing violence in the city’s favelas, and an
overall optimistic socio-economic climate was caused by increasing economic prosperity and
the upcoming mega-events in the city. Accordingly, we see once again that changing
imaginaries of Rio and Brazil, which manifest in different spatial and temporal contexts of
display, profoundly influence the reception of artistic favela engagements.
A final development that is crucial to consider in this section is the increasing amount
of favela residents reclaiming the “copyright” of their own representations (Bentes, 2002).
We can think for example of groups and projects such as Nós do Morro (1986); Coopa-Roca
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Rocinha (1987); Afro-Reggae (1992); Projeto Morrinho (1997); Rede Memória da Mare
(1998); Central Único de Favelas or CUFA (1999); Observatório das Favelas (2001); and
Agência de Notícias das Favelas (2001). Once again, some parallels with earlier periods can
be found in this respect, as in the newspaper A Voz do Morro; Carolina de Jesus’ Quarto de
Despejo (1960); visual artists such as Heitor dos Prazeres, Júlio Martins da Silva, and Sinésio
Brandão; and a variety of samba musicians (e.g. Pixinguinha, Donga, Cartola, Paulinho da
Viola, Zé Keti). 13 However, the 1990s and early 2000s saw increased numbers and variation
in this respect. Bentes (2002, p. 94-95) rightly discusses these practices as a counter discourse
to the cosmetics of hunger, using the example of rapper MV Bill (see also Bentes, 2011).
This is an important point, but it should be acknowledged that the increased, commercial
attention for favelas she criticizes – combined with the newfound focus on ‘realism’ – might
have had an impact on the opportunities of funding and outreach for these artists and
initiatives. Crucially, as will be further discussed in chapter five, this is not to disregard their
remarkable achievements in a highly unequal media landscape, but rather to emphasize how
such initiatives strategically navigate and mobilize the widespread fascination that exists
around their place of residence.
In this section, I have focused on the 1980s and 1990s as a ‘transitional period’
between the revolutionary romanticism of the sixties and seventies and the commercialized
representations of the 2000s. My goal has been to historicize this newfound commercial
attention, of which Cidade de Deus (2002) is often seen as a starting point. Following
Jaguaribe (2004), I have argued that this engagement was shaped through the combination of
a local journalistic and documentary interest in rising violence and a broader
commercialization of the media landscape. The most crucial shift is the increased concern for
realism and the ‘real’ in both the production and the reception of favela representations,
which might be read as a reaction to critiques of distanced, earlier representations. Moreover,
in the visual arts commercialization and globalization centralized and further complicated
debates on artistic autonomy, political efficacy and center-periphery relations – which framed
artistic favela representations until the 1980s. Paradoxically, in comparison to earlier decades,
we thus see both a distancing from favela neighborhoods (through large-scale international
consumption), but also a rapprochement by inextricably linking these new forms of
consumption to a discourse of realism and an increase in local voices. In other words, while
13
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this desire for the real might be most frequently expressed through spectacular media
encodings of “reality,” it also foregrounds and centralizes the fundamental question of how
the symbolic usage of favela images connects to actual, marginalized areas in Rio.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have seen that artists have long been inspired by favela landscapes,
appreciating for example their architectural structure, various expressions of popular culture,
and their inhabitants. The inspiration found in popular cultural expressions as well as the
relations between elite and popular cultural actors has received widespread attention in
scholarship in and on Brazil, a history in which favelas often take center stage. Building on
this, my goal in this chapter has been to examine how the symbolic meaning attached to
favela spaces in the visual arts has been negotiated and put on display within and especially
outside of Brazil. In this concluding section, I summarize my argument by drawing out five
important continuities that come to the fore in a century of artistic favela representations.
These practices, tendencies and discourses, as I argue, have set the stage for current
engagements. Because of this, acknowledging the five continuities outlined below will help
the following chapters to deconstruct some of the common interpretations of contemporary
artistic favela representations, which all too often build on historical narratives around
discovery, uniqueness, ‘Otherness,’ physical/symbolic distance, and exoticism.
First of all, we have seen, in Carvalho’s (2013, p. 29) words, that “the paradigm of the
artist who circulates from centre to periphery [reappears] throughout the history of Rio’s
culture” (Carvalho, 2013, p. 29). In a book on the Brazilian intelligentsia’s embrace of the
country’s popular culture, Hermano Vianna (1999) describes the category of “transcultural
mediators,” namely “those serving as conduits between, for example, the Afro-Brazilian
samba musicians of Rio’s poor neighborhoods and the white intellectuals of its salons”
(McCann, 2000, p. 389). In other words, artists and cultural producers have long occupied a
central role in negotiating the relations between Rio’s favelas and asfalto, its center and
periphery. On the one hand, such practices highlight that the city is “only one,” performing
cultural and social connections and processes of mutual influence (de Souza e Silva and
Barbosa, 2005, p. 90). At the same time, these relations are usually framed as exceptions,
depending on brave and socially skilled ‘mediators,’ which obscures more day-to-day forms
of encounter and confirms the supposed ‘Otherness’ of the favela. Also, it should be
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emphasized that foreign and/or elite Brazilian mediators often depended on additional
mediating figures living in favelas and the periphery (e.g. samba musicians, community
leaders).
Second, the interpretation of artistic favela images frequently draws on a series of
interrelated dichotomies: favela vs. city, countryside vs. city, modern vs. traditional,
dominant vs. subversive, mainstream vs. marginal, and Brazil vs. Europe or the United
States. Crucially, these oppositions allow favelas to embody a symbolic position within
broader discourses, often aimed at inverting the value judgments attached to these
juxtapositions, but they also serve to discursively detach these representations from the real
spaces that inspired them – which is usually mirrored in a physical move away from favela
territories in exhibition practices. This detachment has long been seen as ethically
problematic, firstly because of the position of power taken up by the people involved in the
production and distribution of these representations, and, secondly, because the people
depicted did not usually benefit from (or even know about) these representations. A typical
periodization of these engagements, both in aesthetic and ethical terms, distinguishes (1) the
native-primitivism of the modernists, (2) the consolidation and exportation of Brasilidade
under Vargas, (3) the revolutionary romanticism of the 1960s and 1970s and (3) the
commercialized presentations from the early 2000s onward. While the first three periods have
guided the first sections of this chapter, it has been my explicit aim to nuance this
periodization by emphasizing gradual changes and similarities, for example by focusing on
transitional periods and the historiography of exhibition practices and interpretations.
A third, interrelated continuity concerns the meanings and functions favelas have been
ascribed in artistic, social and political imaginaries of Brasilidade. Among other things, this
meant that their marginalized status in Brazilian cities has come to exemplify Brazil’s
peripheral status within the (art) world. This symbolic function is closely related to two
parallel questions that have been central to Brazilian art and theory since the early twentieth
century. The first considers the ethical-social implications of elite cultural expressions. In
Oiticica’s (qtd. in Calirman, 2012, p. 83) words, “how [can] an underdeveloped country […]
explain and justify the creation of an avant-garde art, without it being considered a symbol of
alienation, but instead as a decisive factor for the collective process” (see also Oiticica, 1973;
Ferreira Gullar, 1978; Amaral, 1984; Schwartz, 2004). The second relates to critiques around
how art from Brazil has been considered in the centralized art world, namely as ‘wonderfully
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exotic’ and/or as belated and provincial. The mobilization of favela images might then be
seen as a response to both these conundrums: by using favela images symbolically, Brazilian
artists inverted cultural and political power structures and engaged with the non-elites of their
country. Paradoxically, however, when taken out of context this often resulted in the very
‘exotic’ images that foreign audiences were hoping to encounter.
The fourth continuity relates to the positions of artists. It must first of all be reiterated
here that artists from Rio’s favelas and periphery have been grossly underrepresented in the
(art) history outlined in this chapter, although they were never completely absent. Middleand upper-class artists dominate this production, paradoxically occupying both an elite and a
peripheral status within these global debates. International Relations scholar Laura Lima
elaborates on this complex position in her account on the role of non-Western academics.
While emphasizing the disadvantaged position of “non-core academics,” she highlights how
these intellectuals “also actively engage in power plays and also act as local gatekeepers of
orthodoxy” (Lima, 2015, p. 26). As such, she continues:
Understanding these multiple and overlapping layers of power that are constitutive of
intellectual writing in the periphery means breaking away from one-dimensional
analysis that perceived non-core theorizing as either the extension of what is done in
the West or succumbs to complacent, often romanticized, view that intellectuals in the
periphery give voice to the silent majorities of their region (Lima, 2015, p. 26).
The same can be said – as I argue – for the artists discussed in this chapter, which resonates
with recent calls from art history to “rethink the interconnections of colonial and postcolonial
experience, and the common geography and global imaginings directed to the historical study
of art” (Wainwright, 2011, p. 11). For the topic at hand, in which exoticism and primitivism
remain of crucial importance, it is especially important to study how artworks that depict
peripheries travel across different temporal and spatial contexts, a process facilitated by
actors from highly different backgrounds.
The fifth and final continuity concerns the economic conditions and consequences of
the production and circulation of favela representations. Again, this has long been an issue of
debate. In 1949, a US newspaper wrote about Portinari’s paintings: “Many were staring
close-ups of the poor – which he sells for fat sums to the rich” (Time, 1949). Following
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Renzo Martens’ (2008) artistic critique of the so-called ‘development industry,’ we must
therefore ask whether these artists (and those in the following chapters) employ poverty as a
‘resource’ to be ‘enjoyed’ by privileged audiences. While these questions are most frequently
posed when referring to a more recent, commercialized art- and media landscape, they are in
my view equally poignant considering how favela representations influenced the international
successes of the artists discussed in this chapter, e.g. Tarsila in Paris, Portinari in New York
and Oiticica in London. In other words, while the media landscape changed considerably
over the time period discussed in this chapter – which has fundamentally transformed
conditions of art production, circulation and audiences – underlying structures and dilemmas
have remained remarkably similar.

3. Marvelous and/yet/or Divided: Imaginaries of Rio

Ce limpide matin, ô Ville merveilleuse
Je veux paisiblement oublier ta beauté,
Je ne veux pas subir ta grâce fabuleuse,
Je veux parler de toi avec lucidité.
Jane Catulle Mendès, 1912 (qtd. in Korytowski, 2015a).1
O ideal seria que a cidade fosse única. Mas a Zona Sul é pensada de um jeito, a Zona Norte
de outro, o morro de outro, o asfalto de outro. É hora de escancarar essas contradições e
o apartheid, e não de colocar nuvens sobre isso, tentando encobrir essa questão
Ludmila Costa (qtd. in Rio de Encontros, 2015).2

Among the artists who have worked in and on Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, we find a diversity of
statements and experiences. However, we also see a few noteworthy similarities, particularly
considering how they aim to influence their audiences’ perceptions of favelas, changing the
way we see these spaces. For example, French street artist JR (2011) says in his TEDtalk:
“Art is not supposed to change the world, to change practical things, but to change the
perceptions. Art can change the way we see the world.” Similarly, Marcos Chaves (2006, p.
7), an artist from Rio de Janeiro, says: “Art is trying to reinterpret the world. In my case, I use
humor, deviation, folds, to present new gazes at the same things. To make perceptions more
fluid, to make them less rigid and dogmatic.” Another carioca artist, Ratão Diniz (2015, p. 7,
my translation), describes how his photographs show the daily life and beauty of Rio’s
popular territories, “which are almost always disregarded by common, or stereotypical,
sense.” Finally, the Brazilian-Swiss duo Mauricio Dias and Walter Riedweg (2012, p. 105)
claim:

1

Translation: “On this lucid morning, o marvelous city/ I want to peacefully forget your beauty/ I do
not want to experience your fabulous grace/ I want to talk about you with clarity.”
2
Translation: “The ideal would be that the city would be unified. But the Zona Sul is thought of in
one way, and the Zona Norte in another, the hills [favelas] in another, and the asfalto in another. It is
time to open up these contradictions and apartheid, and to not conceal it, trying to cover up this
question.”
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We [want] to deconstruct somehow the established discourses […]. In this way, we
hope to pit the resulting image against that which the person has already formed on
that theme. To unsay what you believe about what you’re seeing, about the favela, the
city, the other.
Naturally, these claims are not unique to the Rio de Janeiro context, but correspond to
broader ideas around art’s capacity to “create imaginary spaces that shape reality in a
different manner or present a new reality” (Bax et al., 2015, p. 20).
In this chapter, I take a critical look at how such ideas are put into practice in Rio de
Janeiro by relating representations of this city in contemporary visual art to broader
imaginaries of social, economic and spatial inequality. The first section elaborates on the
expressed claims around art’s societal relevance, building on the concept of urban
imaginaries. After this, I discuss two specific narratives that have long dominated the
imaginary of Rio, namely that of the ‘marvelous’ and the ‘divided’ city. The following three
sections consider three important elements in the artistic representation of Rio de Janeiro: the
city’s landscape, its public spaces, and its inhabitants. Keeping in mind the concept of
worlding, the main aim of the chapter is to examine not only what ‘new perspectives’ are
provided by the artworks discussed, but also how these perspectives reach their envisioned
audiences. This will lead to two interrelated arguments. First, I argue that it matters a great
deal where, how and for whom these new perspectives are shown. Unfortunately, the
consequences of exhibition sites, discursive framing, and strategies of audience outreach are
rarely made explicit or critically examined in popular, curatorial or academic accounts of
favela representations in visual art. Second, in the context of Rio de Janeiro, giving visibility
or providing new perspectives to inequalities is particularly complex because the city’s poor
are at the same time hyper-visible and hidden, incorporated and excluded in dominant
imaginaries of Rio de Janeiro.

Contemporary Art and Urban Imaginaries
As Rebecca Biron (2009, p. 15) writes, “cities live in real space and time, and they are made
of real material objects like concrete and bricks. However, they carry meaning only through
the ways in which people live in them, imagine them, and represent them.” More generally,
according to Charles Taylor (2002, p. 106), social imaginaries define “the way ordinary
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people ‘imagine’ their social surroundings,” including “how they fit together with others,
how things go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and
the deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations.” While urban
imaginaries are thus – in the strictest sense – immaterial, it is widely acknowledged that they
have a real impact on how cities are shaped, transformed and experienced by both citizens
and policy makers (Lindner and Meissner, 2018). As such, they form “part of any city’s
reality, rather than being only figments of the imagination” (Huyssen, 2008, p. 3; see also
Iveson, 2007; García Canclini, 2008). This idea is strongly indebted to Lefebvre’s (1991)
theory of space, in which “space is to be understood in an active sense as an intricate web of
relationships that is continuously produced and reproduced” (Schmid, 2008, p. 41).
Lefevbre’s (1991) famous spatial triad, and particularly the notions of representational
spaces and spatial practices, emphasizes the agency of each inhabitant of the city in
producing urban space (see also Schmid, 2008; Lindner and Meissner, 2018). At the same
time, Lefebvre (1991, p. 10-11) stresses the importance of hegemonic power relations:
Hegemony implies more than an influence, more even than the permanent use of
repressive violence. It is exercised over society as a whole, culture and knowledge
included, and generally via human mediation: policies, political leaders, parties, as
also a good many intellectuals and experts. It is exercised, therefore, over both
institutions and ideas.
For the topic at hand, it is crucial to reiterate that these unequal power relations manifest
themselves – among other things – through aesthetic imaginaries (Zukin, 1995). In Rio de
Janeiro, as chapter one has shown, socio-economic inequalities have a profound impact on
the physical landscape of the city, its public spaces and the people that traverse them, but
simplified and stereotypical imaginaries tend to widen these gaps even further. Put
differently, Rio de Janeiro is divided in many ways, which feeds into a discriminatory social
and aesthetic imaginary of the city that in turn only exacerbates these inequalities (Perlman,
2010).
This process of mutual impact is, of course, not unique to the city of Rio de Janeiro.
For this reason, as Lindner and Meissner (2018, p. 9) write, urban imaginaries are
“intrinsically political”:
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[Urban Imaginaries] shape and are shaped by socio-spatial relationships of inclusion
and exclusion, empathy and apathy, solidarity and segregation, as well as many
others. Considering the conditions and processes through which urban imaginaries are
produced is therefore crucial. How do socio-spatial power relations produce particular
urban imaginaries, and how do these imaginaries, at the same time, reproduce those
relations?
To address these questions, the next section of this chapter will consider how Rio de Janeiro
is commonly imagined and how this impacts people and spaces in the city. Building on this
analysis, the final three sections critically address the ways in which artistic representations
hope to exert influence over these imaginaries. As the quotations that opened this chapter
attest, artists often hope to question or transform urban imaginaries, for example by exposing
how dominant narratives govern the ways in which we look, think and act in the city. In other
words, they locate art’s socio-political potential in its capacity to make certain issues, places,
or people visible in a new or different way, which is assumed to have an impact on collective
understandings and imaginaries.
The writings of philosopher Jacques Rancière (2010) have been highly influential to
this philosophy, arguing that aesthetics and politics are not only connected, but inseparable.
As he writes:
Within any given framework, artists are those whose strategies aim to change the
frames, speeds and scales according to which we perceive the visible, and combine it
with a specific invisible element and a specific meaning. Such strategies are intended
to make the invisible visible or to question the self-evidence of the visible; to rupture
given relations between things and meanings and, inversely, to invent novel
relationships between things and meanings that were previously unrelated (Rancière,
2010, p. 149).
Or, as formulated by Chantal Mouffe (2007, p. 4), art can “[make] visible what the dominant
consensus tends to obscure and obliterate.” Chapter one already showed some examples and
limitations of this philosophy building on the work of Rosalyn Deutsche (1996) and its
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critiques. This section will expand on this argument by elaborating on the relation between
contemporary art and urban imaginaries.
Colombian philosopher and literary scholar Armando Silva (2003; 2014) has written
extensively on the impact art can have on urban imaginaries – emphasizing that the two are
mutually influential. Both have a profoundly aesthetic and affective nature, but there are also
crucial differences. The most obvious one concerns materiality, as artworks usually consist of
a material object, documentation or display, whereas imaginaries, as a “cognitive category,”
are more elusive and in constant transformation (Silva, 2014, p. 32, my translation). In this
sense, artworks are one way to document, intervene and comment on urban imaginaries
(Silva, 2014, p. 20). Second, Silva (2014, p. 178, my translation) writes that “in art the
aesthetic is linked to the sphere of taste, of pleasure or of emotional intelligence, although it
can also be critical […]; but in social interaction we are dealing with opinions and judgments,
which are also emotional, about collective coexistence.” Building on these points, we see that
imaginaries spread informally, through daily interactions among all kinds of people –
although, as noted, some groups are more influential in their formulation than others. Art, on
the other hand, is produced by a specific individual or group with some form of audience in
mind, thereby distinguishing between creator and receiver, and implying some deliberate
form of distribution. In other words, contemporary art is a form of public address. Because of
this, as I will argue in this chapter, the process of art transforming urban imaginaries and
thereby impacting the city is more complicated than many artists make it out to be.
Crucially, dominant urban imaginaries do not only have an impact on the aesthetic
content of artworks, but also on the formats of display, accompanying narratives and media
reception through which these works are worlded. To elaborate on this, it is useful to further
examine art’s status as a form of public address. In a broad sense, we might think of the art
public as an addressed audience. However, how this audience is envisioned often depends on
the broader, and sometimes confusing, connotations of the term ‘public.’ For political
sociologist Jeff Weintraub (1997, p. 1-2), who writes about the distinction between public
and private, “different sets of people […] mean very different things by [these two terms] –
and sometimes, without quite realizing it, mean several things at once.” More specifically,
Weintraub denotes a confusion between two distinct core values often associated with the
‘public’: (1) collectivity, referring to collective rather than individual interests, and (2)
visibility, what is “open, revealed or accessible” versus what is “hidden or withdrawn”
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(Weintraub, 1997, p. 5). This is further complicated by the fact that the term ‘public’ is used
in spatial as well as in discursive terms: to denote a “particular kind of [physical] place in the
city” or as “any space which is put to use at a given time for collective action and debate”
(Iveson, 2007, p. 3). In the latter usage, the public becomes nearly synonymous with the
political, here understood not in terms of formal politics, but as “a world of discussion,
debate, deliberation, collective decision making, and action in concert” (Weintraub, 1997, p.
11). These distinctions resonate with debates on the varied meanings of the term ‘public art,’
the definition of which has been connected to spatial location (outside of an institutional
context), challenging elitism (reaching ‘new’ audience groups), or the political issues art
addresses.3
Exploring and foregrounding these ambiguities, as I will argue in this chapter, reveals
much about the discrepancies between what art hopes to do and what it actually does. As
Rancière (2010, p. 142-143; see also Rancière, 2009) emphasizes, we should not see art’s
impact on ‘the sensible’ in terms of a clear-cut, causal relation, in which giving visibility to
certain inequalities would compel audiences to take political action. In the words of Nestor
García Canclini (2014, p. 171), “there is no direct, mechanical line that goes from viewing a
spectacle to understanding society and from there to a politics of change.” This lack of a
direct relation between artist and audience leads García Canclini (2014, p. 178) to argue that
in addition to studying actual works of art, scholars need to consider “the structural
conditions of the art world and its social context […], paying attention to […] the wandering
route of meaning through circulation and reception.” The idea of complicity, outlined in the
introduction to this thesis, is particularly useful to study how different actors involved in this
process navigate and narrate the production, dissemination and reception of artistic work.
As explained in chapter one building on Sara Ahmed’s work, this thesis aims to do
just this for artistic representations of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. In this chapter, I argue that
unraveling the conceptualizations of a ‘public’ addressed by the artworks under study is a
crucial component of such an approach. As chapter one noted, the relation between artist and
audience is often envisioned as a “conceptual engagement with generalised others”
3

The most common definition of ‘public art,’ as described by Patricia Phillips (1989, p. 332) refers
simply to art “out of doors.” In response, Phillips influentially argued that art “is public because of the
kinds of questions it chooses to ask or address, and not because because of its accessibility or volume
of viewers.” This resonates with the approach of Rosalyn Deutsche (1996) described in chapter one.
In contrast, Suzanne Lacy’s (1995) notion of New Genre Public Art aims primarily at community
engagement.
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(Meskimmon, 2011a, p. 50). In most instances, however, the public is also a social
imaginary, “a kind of practical fiction” (Warner, 2002, p. 8; see also Iveson, 2007). As Kurt
Iveson (2007, p. 40) writes, imaginaries of a public are often closely linked to imaginaries of
the city – with all their inherent inequalities. In Rio, as we will see, artists often address the
city as a collective actor, united through shared values, interests, and circumstances. A closer
look, however, reveals that the issues and experiences they highlight are actually those of the
middle- and upper-classes. Alternatively, as briefly noted in chapter one, many artists
working with marginalized communities such as favelas make a distinction between a
primary audience of “first hand participants,” to which the artist herself may or may not
belong, and a secondary, ‘outside’ audience (Bishop, 2012, p. 19). Put differently, this
implies a distinction between art for favelas and art about favelas. In an attempt to critically
examine these tendencies, this chapter poses three important questions for studying how art
impacts urban imaginaries in Rio de Janeiro: (1) how is the collective audience/public of
artworks imagined, who is included and excluded here? (2) What are the discursive tactics
and strategies employed to address this audience? (3) And where are these strategies and
tactics put into practice? As noted, the answers to these questions are necessarily related to
broader imaginaries of Rio de Janeiro, to which I will now turn.

Beyond Marvels and Divisions
Two narratives dominate the local and international imagination and representation of Rio de
Janeiro: the cidade maravilhosa (marvelous city) of samba, tropical scenery and carnaval,
and the cidade partida (divided city) of violence, crime and social inequality. The former
term stems from first decade of the twentieth century, when it was employed in a number of
media accounts (Korytowski, 2015b). Another noteworthy early usage is found in the 1912
collection of poems La Ville Merveilleuse, by French poet Jane Catulle Mendès, with which I
opened this chapter. The latter nickname gained prominence in Zuenir Ventura’s (1994) book
entitled Cidade Partida, but builds on a long history of academic accounts on cities in Latin
America (see for an overview Koonings and Kruijt, 2007, p. 11-13) as well as popular
narratives and representations of the city (Barbosa, 2012; Gama de Almeida and Lopes Najar,
2012). Taken together, these two imaginaries have led to the idea of Rio de Janeiro as a city
of extraordinary and aesthetically dramatic contrasts. In this section, I argue that we should
see these narratives as related rather than opposed to each other, as they are profoundly
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intertwined in both historical and contemporary contexts. To do so, I will look at three
elements in the imagination of the city on which they have long had a strong influence: (1)
the city’s landscape, (2) its public spaces, and (3) its inhabitants.
Starting with the first, the geographical landscape occupies a central role in both
narratives. The ocean, the beaches, and steep mountains covered in Atlantic rain forest are
key to the idea of the cidade maravilhosa. They have enchanted inhabitants and visitors for
centuries, and continue to be one of the main reasons for tourists to visit the city (de Azevedo
Irving, et al., 2011; Freire-Medeiros, 2013, p. 28). Turning to the cidade partida, the
landscape also plays an important role. The unusual geography of flat parts and steep
hillsides is responsible for the often-heard fact that favelas and affluent neighborhoods are
located in such close proximity in Rio de Janeiro. This also explains some of the vocabulary
in this narrative, such as the synonym morro (hill) for favela, and the ever-present fear that
the favela ‘descends’ into the city. Important to note here, however, is that this landscapes “of
coastline, […] forests and mountains [does] not correspond to more than ten out of the 260
neighborhoods in the city of Rio de Janeiro,” namely the famous south zone and, to a lesser
extent, the city center (Oliveira Xavier, 2015, p. 8, my translation). In the north and west
zones of the city, the landscape is less dramatic, and the contrasts between rich and poor are
less obvious. Accordingly, in both narratives, one part of the city – not coincidentally one of
the richest areas – is becoming representative of Rio de Janeiro as a whole (Barbosa, 2012).
To understand Rio’s urban landscape, a brief look at the city’s historical development
is in order. Considering its history of colonialism and slavery, it is clear that Rio de Janeiro
has always been profoundly unequal. At the same time, the reputation of a beautiful, tropical
locale has existed for centuries (see Herkenhoff, 2013). The current layout of the city,
however, owes a lot to the urban redevelopment plan carried out by mayor Francisco Pereira
Passos in the city center in the 1910s (Benchimol, 1992). Inspired by Georges-Eugène
Haussmann in Paris, Pereira Passos’ ideal was to create a modern and cosmopolitan city
within Rio’s beautiful, tropical landscape (Needell, 1984; Costa Mattos, 2009; Nunes de
Azevedo, 2003; de Almeida Abreu, 2003). These reforms removed affordable housing from
the city center, and therefore played a major role in the extensive growth of favelas during the
same period (Jaguaribe and Salmon, 2012, p. 224; Carvalho 2013). As shown in chapter one,
only in the 1920s did favelas become a distinctive category within the city, which
strengthened the cidade partida-narrative. In other words, the very idea of the city as divided
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gained prominence because favelas were seen as ‘counter landscapes’ to the modern,
cosmopolitan cidade maravilhosa that Rio aspired to be (Barbosa, 2012, p. 35; see also
Fischer, 2014). During the first half of the twentieth century, elite residential areas moved
ever further to the south along the city’s waterfront, into what is now known as the Zona Sul
(Iwata and del Rio, 2004). Accordingly, while ideas of a marvelous city predate the centrality
of the Zona Sul in Rio’s elite culture and international imagery, these narratives gained
prominence during the construction of these neighborhoods and influenced their popularity
and design.
A second domain on which the two imaginaries have an impact is public space, here
understood as physical places in the city that are openly accessible. James Freeman (2008, p.
533) writes the following about public space in Rio:
There is a common sense understanding circulating in Rio that despite the undeniable
inequalities, the fear, and the violence, Cariocas put aside their differences when they
step out in public: when they participate in various street celebrations, when they go
to the corner bar, and particularly when they use the beach.
Here we see another discursive combination of Rio’s marvels and divisions. In this narrative,
Cariocas are socially and culturally united in public space despite economic and spatial
divisions in the city, which contributes to its marvelous character. The city’s famous carnival
celebrations are a key example of such socio-cultural intermingling. Importantly, this
narrative recognizes that “the city is traversed by a conjunction of circulatory practices,”
particularly by the so-called lower classes (de Souza e Silva, 2012, p. 20). However, it
obscures the fact that prejudice, fear and ideological divisions have a profound impact on the
usage of Rio’s public spaces (Freeman, 2008).
First of all, it is worth noting that these shared public spaces are generally located in
asfalto areas, as the city’s favelas are still widely regarded no-go areas by middle- and upperclass residents. Second, even in shared spaces, discrimination and fear – fed by the cidade
partida-narrative – remain influential. Rio’s beaches are perhaps the most obvious example
of this. As Freeman (2008, p. 534) writes, there exists a misleading belief that Rio’s beaches
are democratic public spaces where people “leave their social status behind.” However, while
on the beaches “the poor can remind the upper-classes of their condition, hold them to their
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own ideals of democracy and equality, and make them feel the latent power of the majority,”
these symbolic acts “have limited power to make fundamental changes in a society where the
elite has superior control over the production of space and the production of ideas” (Freeman,
2008, p. 26). Moreover, discriminatory and fearful narratives remain powerful among
affluent beach-goers. We see this for example in the derogatory term farofeiro (referencing
home-cooked farofa lunches), used to denote inhabitants of favelas and the periphery
enjoying the beach. Another clear example is the fear of arrastões (mass robberies), which
can lead to widespread panic and sensationalist media narratives (Freeman, 2008, p. 547). In
other words, fears that the ‘chaos’ and ‘disorder’ of Rio’s favelas and periphery will ‘invade’
the city’s marvelous public spaces are strong and widespread.
A third area I would like to focus on concerns how these imaginaries impact the
treatment of the city’s inhabitants. Again, we clearly see this in the city’s carnival
celebrations, another iconic component of the cidade maravilhosa-narrative. In local and
global imaginaries, Rio de Janeiro’s renowned carnival celebration is embodied by beautiful,
samba-dancing mulatas, queens of the samba schools from Rio’s favelas and periphery.
However, as Barbosa (2012, p. 37, my translation) writes: “[Fiery mulatas] are admired,
photographed, greeted, and honored as the ‘owners’ of samba. [However], these anonymous
artists, revered during carnival, are often the same blacks and browns that are treated with
asperity and violence by the police when they are in the favelas.” Naturally, carnival has long
been regarded as a temporary inversion of local hierarchies (see DaMatta, 1979; Jaguaribe,
2014), but this symptomatic example serves to illustrate two important points. First, we see
that how (poor) people are judged and treated can differ substantially from place to place.
Second, whereas some of Rio’s poor are highly visible in the cidade maravilhosa-imagery,
others (such as young black men) are purposefully made invisible. The same happens in
depictions of the cidade partida, where drug dealers take center stage while favela inhabitants
with regular jobs remain invisible (Jaguaribe, 2007). In summary, the process of inclusion
and exclusion of Rio’s poor inhabitants is highly selective and can change according to its
social or spatial context.
In all three domains discussed, the imaginaries of the cidade maravilhosa and the
cidade partida are thus intertwined rather than parallel or opposite. In the last decades, this
mutual impact has arguably become even more complex. According to Steinbrink (2014, p.
137), Rio’s government now explicitly tries to incorporate favelas into the “the sugar-loaf-
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sweetened and samba-saturated event-image of the ‘marvelous city’” (Steinbrink, 2014, p.
137). We see this for example in favela tourism, the success of which is, in the words of
Jaguaribe (2007, p. 126, my translation) “guaranteed by the confluence of contradictory
imaginaries: the working inhabitants in their creative poverty and the drug wars that feed the
flow of headlines, films, photographs, documentaries and reports about favela reality.”
Important here are the spectacular views from the touristic Zona Sul-favelas and the visual
contrast with the formal neighborhoods below (Freire-Medeiros, 2013). Another good
example of the recent entanglement of the two narratives is the urban revitalization program
Porto Maravilha, initiated in 2009. In this public-private development plan, the notion of the
marvelous city is quite literally employed to brand a previously ‘deregulated’ and
‘dangerous’ part of the city on the international stage. Here too, the ‘positive’ imagery of the
favela is actively called upon, as we see for example on the letters that spelled #Cidade
Olympica on the renovated Praça Mauá (fig. 1.1).
At this point, it is crucial to return to the issue of visibility addressed in the previous
section. In my view, the complex relations between the cidade maravilhosa and the cidade
partida narratives have a significant impact on the artistic objective to visualize, or provide
new perspectives on, Rio’s socio-spatial inequalities. First, the very idea of the cidade
partida emerged because poor areas became highly visible as counter-landscapes to the
marvelous, richer parts. In this sense, and building on the previous chapter, favelas were
never invisible – although many historical depictions are simplified and discriminatory.
Second, narratives of a marvelous city, united across aesthetically dramatic contrasts, actively
serve to obscure how practices of exclusion and injustice (also) produce Rio de Janeiro’s
public spaces. Third, the process of inclusion and exclusion within either narrative is highly
selective. Some images of Rio’s poor are appropriated as marvelous, whereas others are
denounced or ignored. Because of this, as Jaguaribe (2007, p. 90) notes, we should not
assume that visibility is causally linked to socio-political recognition and inclusion. Rather
than being hidden or invisible, Rio’s contrasts are exacerbated by the idea of landscapes and
counter landscapes, romanticized by emphasizing their happy coexistence in public space,
and selectively appropriated into dominant narratives of the marvelous and the divided city.
In sum, it should be reiterated that neither the narrative of the marvelous nor that of
the divided city is completely false or made-up: both have a firm basis in the urban landscape
of Rio de Janeiro and the ways in which this landscape is lived by its diverse inhabitants.
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Accordingly, I am not arguing here for the complete abolishment of either view. However, as
Carvalho (2013, p. 6) writes, “even the most plastic metaphor succumbs to the multifaceted
dimensions of cities as lived and imagined spaces” (Carvalho, 2013, p. 6). In a place as
diverse as Rio de Janeiro, I therefore argue for the need to allow multiple narratives and
metaphors to complement but also contradict each other, and to maintain a critical stance
toward each of these narratives. The remainder of this chapter examines how artworks and
artists can contribute to this goal, analysing how the imaginaries of Rio de Janeiro as
marvelous and/yet/or divided shape artistic production and display in the city. In many
instances, as we will see, artists inadvertently confirm some aspects of dominant narratives
while challenging others – either through the aesthetic content of their work or in its
subsequent socio-political contexts of display.

Landscape
As we saw in the previous chapter, Rio’s geographical landscape has inspired artists for
centuries. The city’s hills, forests and beaches have been endlessly depicted and ‘worlded’ in
visual media. As summarized in a photography exhibition at the Moreira Salles institute:
The landscape leaves an indelible mark in the history and the representation of Rio de
Janeiro. Since the first reports about the Guanabara Bay, the iconicity of the city’s
geography has always been present. Traveling artists of the eighteenth and early
nineteenth century portrayed its unique location in drawings, paintings and prints, as
situated between the sea and the mountains, which have shaped the city since its
foundation on the 1st of March 1565 (Primeiras Poses: Visões da cidade a partir da
chegada da fotografia (1840-1930), 2015-2016, my translation).
In the contemporary visual arts, Rio’s landscape is especially prominent in photographic
depictions of the city, which will therefore be the main focus on this section. First, I consider
recent photographic imaginations of Rio’s Zona Sul, examining how these photographs
portray the city’s marvels and divisions. Second, I turn my attention to a different part of the
city, namely the Zona Norte. Here we will see quite a different depiction of the geographical
landscape, which has an impact on the imagination of the city as either marvelous or divided.
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Based on this, I argue for the necessity of multiple vantage points from which to view and
document Rio’s landscape and the inequalities inherent to it.
In 2015, the annual event FotoRio – consisting of exhibitions, workshops, seminars,
lectures and other activities – celebrated the city’s 450th anniversary by choosing Rio de
Janeiro and its inhabitants as its exclusive theme. Unsurprisingly, Rio’s ‘marvelous’
landscape took center stage in various exhibitions, for example in the show Simplesmente Rio
(Simply Rio) by carioca photographer Rafael Duarte (Simplesmente Rio, 2015). At the
Centro Cultural Justiça Federal (CCJF), located in the heart of the city center, this exhibition
showed a series of highly aesthetic, black-and-white photographs of panoramic vistas in Rio
de Janeiro (e.g. fig. 3.1). Curator Jaime Portas Vilaseca mentions that Duarte here uses
“unusual angles” from which to depict his city, aiming to show “naked and raw essence of a
Rio that is constantly changing” (Simplesmente Rio, 2015). At the time of writing, the
publication of a more extensive selection of photographs from this series in a book entitled
RIO is pending, promoted by the artist as providing “unique viewpoints” to is native city
(RIO por Rafael Duarte: Apresentação, 2018).

Fig. 3.1. Rafael Duarte (2012) Simplesmente Rio [Photograph].
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Fig. 3.2. Claudia Jaguaribe (2012) Entre Morros [Photograph].
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Fig. 3.3. Marcos Chaves (1997) Eu só vendo a vista [Print].
Duarte photographed in locations that many Cariocas do not frequent, such as mountain tops,
rooftops of buildings, boats, and airplanes. He also photographed at unusual hours, for
example at sunrise. Despite these tactics, however, the resulting images all feel very familiar.
Nearly all photographs at the exhibition are taken in the Zona Sul, with the exception of one
picture of the famous Maracanã football stadium and another of a colonial building in the city
center. Moreover, the inequalities inscribed in Rio’s landscape are not part of the series’
focus. Seven of the nineteen pictures show favela neighborhoods, but never in the foreground
or catching the light. Rather than a constantly changing city, I would therefore argue that the
series reiterates a timeless, mysterious and polished imagery of Rio’s natural and urban
landscape seen from above and from the sea. 4 Moreover, by naming the show ‘Simply Rio,’
such images once again come to represent the city in its entirety.
Two years before Duarte’s show, another exhibition at FotoRio showed a series of
photographs with striking similarities. Also at CCJF, Claudia Jaguaribe’s Paisagens
Construídas: Entre Morros (Constructed Landscapes: Between Hills) showed nineteen
photographs of Rio, all of which are also published in her 2012 book Entre Morros
4

The historical background of this imagery is explored in the exhibition Rio de Imagens, held in 2013
at the Museu de Arte do Rio (see Herkenhoff, 2013).
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(Jaguaribe, 2012). As the exhibition text reads, these photographs, at first sight, remind us of
“the classical tradition of panoramic photography realized in the city of Rio de Janeiro”
(Paisagens Construídas: Entre Morros, 2013). However, they are digitally constructed,
combining impossible viewpoints (e.g. fig. 3.2). As such, they may be described as an
“imaginary journey” to a “spectacular” and “seductive” landscape (Fernandes Junior, 2012).
Once again, the ocean, the forest and the mountains take center stage. In contrast to
Simplesmente Rio, however, Entre Morros has an explicit focus on favelas – showing the
contrast between favela and asfalto in spectacular hillside settings.
According to one review, the artist here “wanted to consider how landscape
photography could provide new insights in the questions of identity, sense of place and
belonging” (Fernandes Junior, 2012). Yet while the digital manipulation of these photographs
might be meant to reflect on the complex relation between Rio’s imaginaries and reality,
Jaguaribe’s photographs do not seem at all critical of dominant imaginaries. By combining a
documentary-like imagery with a spectacular imagination, her work reminds us of the scholar
Beatriz Jaguaribe’s (2004; 2007) analysis of favela tourism: simulating the real through
registers of well-known ‘realistic’ images in order to re-present a spectacular and constructed
version of reality. A familiar trope the artist uses to do so are depictions of children,
considered by several authors as a central part of the positive, touristic imagery of favelas
(Rolfes, 2010; Freire-Medeiros, 2011). The same is true for the hillside setting and the favelaasfalto contrast, which shows that Jaguaribe’s imaginary favelas are very much the favelas of
the Zona Sul, which receive many tourists (Freire-Medeiros, 2011; Freire-Medeiros et al.,
2013, p. 155).
A final artist known for his depiction of Rio’s Zona Sul is Marcos Chaves, who
frequently reflects on the imaginary of the city in his work. It is telling to compare one
particular photograph from Simplesmente Rio to Chaves’ well-known work Eu só vendo a
vista (1997, fig. 3.3). The works show almost the same panoramic view of Rio, namely that
from the Santa Marta viewpoint, situated below the Cristo Redentor (Christ the Redeemer).
Chaves’ work, however, has its title printed across the image. 5 Eu só vendo a vista depends
on a series of puns in Portuguese. The conjugation vendo can come from the verbs ver (to
see, to look at) or vender (to sell), and the phrase can thus mean various things: (1) I’m only
5

The work exists as a video, with the text running repeatedly across the picture, as a print, and as a
photograph. The photograph has also been displayed as an urban intervention, put in light boxes
above clocks in the streets of Rio de Janeiro.
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looking at the view, (2) I’m looking at the view by myself, (3) I only sell the view, and (4) I
only sell for cash. Chaves here deliberately chooses the most cliché view of the city to
comment on its function within the imaginary of Rio – in contrast to Duarte’s claim of
depicting Rio from ‘unusual angles’ in Simplesmente Rio. Through this beautifully simple
sentence, Chaves’ work reflects on the complex relation between viewing, selling and
consuming in his native city, which has its landscape as the main tourist attraction.
Duarte, Jaguaribe and Chaves each try to provide a ‘new perspective’ on Rio’s iconic
landscape. Yet whereas Duarte and Jaguaribe aim to produce an original image, Chaves
comments on the difficulty of doing so in a part of the city that is so frequently depicted. This
is a common theme to his work, as he uses a similar approach in works such as Pontos de
fuga (Vanishing points, 2008), Cópia/Colares (Copy/Collars, 2010), and Sugar Loafer
(2014), all of which investigate the famous Pão de Açucar (Sugarloaf Mountain) as an icon
of marvelous Rio. Importantly, this does not mean that Chaves denies the unique beauty of
Rio’s Zona Sul. As Lígia Canongia says regarding his work more generally, the engagement
with a familiar and aesthetic iconography of the city makes Chaves’ works attractive for
Cariocas and foreigners alike, but the artist also highlights what Canongia calls the “B-side”
of these popular images (Conversa de Galeria Paisagens Não Vistas – Marcos Chaves,
2015). In the words of Wakefield (2014, p. 1):
[T]he images he creates glance between cliché and understanding. Against the iconic
backdrop of a landscape recognized by all yet known by few, he finds objects that
split meanings and perforate the fabricated reality like the metal spikes that maintain
the very real social divide.
In other words, Chaves shows what makes Rio beautiful and marvelous, but simultaneously
addresses the complex social relations hidden by this beauty.
Regardless of this critical message, however, the view we see still remains
predominantly located in the iconic and well-known Zona Sul. This has a lot to do with his
working method, often associated with the figure of the flâneur. As Cocchiarale (2011, p. 3)
writes, Chaves “takes long walks trough Rio de Janeiro, with a gaze always alert to
unexpected situations.” What is not mentioned here are the inevitable limitations of this
method in a city of over 6 million people with many real and imaginary problems of access
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and safety. However, despite (or because of) his preference for this particular part of Rio,
Chaves is often described by reviewers and critics as a ‘quintessentially carioca’ artist. In
2015, he had a large solo exhibition at the Museu de Arte do Rio (MAR), where director
Paulo Herkenhoff said they explicitly chose to invite an artist that “deals with the city in a
truly carioca manner, with elegance, grace, surprise and a consciousness of [artistic]
language” (Conversa de Galeria Paisagens Não Vistas – Marcos Chaves, 2015). We thus see
that once again images of the Zona Sul come to represent Rio as a whole, despite the fact that
this area of the city developed relatively recently (Iwata and Del Rio, 2004; Carvalho, 2013).
The arguments presented in this section resonate with art historical and geographical
literature that has questioned neutrality of artistic depictions of geographical landscapes (e.g.
Cosgrove, 1998; Mitchell, 2002a; Mirzoeff, 2011). Clearly, registrations of landscapes are
determined by numerous artistic decisions. In addition, as Mitchell (2002b) and others have
argued, the artistic genre of landscape is by no means outside of social, economic and
political contexts – something we clearly see in the examples discussed here. Following
Lefebvre’s theory on the production of space, power relations have a central impact not only
on physical (urban) landscapes, but also on the ways in which these can and are being
depicted, which makes these representations intrinsically political. Artistic depictions like
Chaves’ and, to a certain extent, Jaguaribe’s question concerning the supposed neutrality of
Rio’s (urban) landscape by showing the inequalities inscribed in this landscape as well as the
constructed nature of Rio’s landscape as it is commonly displayed. However, as my analysis
of Jaguaribe’s work has shown, a general sensitivity to the constructed nature of urban
landscapes does not necessarily lead to a critical examination of the specific imaginaries that
construct the particular landscape of Rio.
Fortunately, the dominance of the Zona Sul in visual depictions of Rio de Janeiro has
not gone uncontested. Returning to FotoRio 2015, for example, a series of exhibitions called
Ser Carioca (To be Carioca) showed 204 photographs selected out of an open call to which
over 200 photographers, with some 3000 pictures, responded (Junqueira, 2015). Almost 80%
of these photographs were taken in the Zona Norte. This leads the director of FotoRio Milton
Guran to argue that this is where we can find the true carioquice (carioca spirit):
In this project] we see the extent to which the Zona Sul is irrelevant; the Zona Sul
only enters in images of the beach. […] The Rio de Janeiro that wants to show itself is
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the Rio de Janeiro of the periphery, the Rio de Janeiro of the B and C classes. It is the
Rio de Janeiro that really lives its city, that interacts with it […] (FotoRio 2015 –
Milton Guran, 2015).
While these claims might be somewhat exaggerated, especially considering the other
exhibitions on display at FotoRio, they do show a shift within the contemporary depiction of
Rio de Janeiro. Especially in photography, we can observe a modest rise of artists from
different areas of the city, notably the city’s favelas and periphery. Important here are the
many photography collectives and projects started in these areas (e.g. Imagens do Povo,
Favela em Foco, Olhares do Morro, Favelagrafia). These initiatives often operate
simultaneously in the fields of (photo)journalism, art, research and activism, and the images
produced here are increasingly finding their way into exhibitions and museums, both in Rio
de Janeiro and abroad.
A prominent name in this field is Ratão Diniz, a photographer from the Maré favela
complex associated with Imagens do Povo, Favela em Foco en Essencia Art Collective. His
work has been exhibited across Rio de Janeiro as well as in London and Paris. In his 2015
book Em Foto (In Photo), Diniz documents Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, the work of of graffiti
artists, popular culture celebrations, and the interior of Brazil. A particularly interesting
photograph in the book is another image of Pão de Açucar, taken from Vila do Pinheiro, a
neighborhood in the Maré favela complex (fig. 3.4). In this picture, Diniz clearly shows the
physical distance between the city’s famous landmark and one of its largest favela complexes
in the Zona Norte. In the foreground, we see one of the city’s main expressways, the Linha
Amarela, which connects the north and the south zone. In this sense, the photograph shows us
that the city’s different zones are part of the same city, distant but also connected. This
resonates with Bruno Carvalho’s (2013) cultural history of Rio de Janeiro, in which he
describes the city as porous, in which inequalities are stark and widespread, but nevertheless
in constant contact. In my view, photographs like these can help us think of Rio in this
manner, not denying the inequalities inscribed in the landscape, but not seeing them as
impenetrable boundaries either.
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Fig. 3.4. Ratão Diniz (n.d.) O Pão de Açúcar no horizonte da Vila do Pinheiro, na Maré
[Photograph]. Courtesy of the artist.
A final photo series I would like to discuss in this section on Rio’s landscape is
Pescadores da Maré (Fishermen of the Maré), by Elisângela Leite, which has a rather
different engagement with Rio de Janeiro’s landscape (e.g. fig. 3.5). The Maré favela
complex borders the Guanabara Bay, to which it has had a close relation since its first
inhabitants moved there in the 1940s (maré meaning tide in Portuguese). For many of its
early residents, fishing was an important source of food and income. Today, fishing in the
bay is becoming increasingly difficult due to pollution, but there is still a fishing community
in the favela complex. Leite’s series documents their activities, with the explicit goal of
supporting the fishermen in their struggle to remain active (Imagens do Povo, 2011b).
Despite the aesthetic nature of these photographs and the Guanabara Bay as the central topic,
we are far removed here from the cidade maravilhosa-imagery. The beauty of the bay is not
denied, but the focus lies on its use value for a vulnerable part of the city’s population. Rio’s
landscape is shown to be more than its geographical beauty – emphasizing the landscape as
lived space.
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Fig. 3.5. Elisângela Leite (n.d.) Pescadores da Maré [Photograph].
Diniz and Leite offer us a perspective on Rio de Janeiro’s geographical landscape that
departs from the dominant imagery of marvelous, panoramic views. Taken from a different
social and spatial vantage point, these registrations help us to rethink common imaginaries in
which the Zona Sul is seen as ‘simply Rio,’ whereas favelas and the periphery occupy the
city’s ‘b-side’ (Gama, 2007; Tambke, 2016). To be clear, I am not arguing that non-elite
voices provide us with a more ‘authentic’ view of the city of Rio, or that artists should only
depict the areas in which they were born and raised. Some of the images in Diniz’ book, for
example, correspond rather closely to the famous Zona Sul imagery. Rather, my aim is to
present and contextualize images that show Rio’s favelas and periphery as integral parts of
the city and to change the framing of the Zona Sul itself – exploring the multiple relations
rather than the divisions between these different territories. The goal here would be to
recognize not only that “there are many [different] ‘cities of Rio de Janeiro,’” but also that
“every single one of them is a fragment of a mirror reflecting all the others” (Barbosa, 2012,
p. 33, my translation).
Carvalho’s (2013) concept of porosity is useful here, as his account highlights the
long history of cultural collaboration and intermingling across different spatial and social
contexts in the city. Nevertheless, building on the previous section, I would caution against
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presenting this as the new imaginary of Rio de Janeiro. The reason for this is that despite the
many relations and exchanges across Rio’s territory – some boundaries simply cannot be
considered porous. For example, the vast majority of the city’s main exhibition spaces
continue to be located in the city center and the Zona Sul, which has an impact on the
audiences that visit these exhibitions. At FotoRio 2015, all but one of the exhibition venues
were located in the city center or the Zona Sul, which significantly complicates Guran’s
claim, presented in a tv interview, that “the Zona Sul is irrelevant” (FotoRio 2015 – Milton
Guran, 2015). For this reason, I argue that offering a diversity of imagines combined with a
nuanced aesthetic-conceptual content is not enough. Visibility easily becomes spectacle and
presenting artists from different backgrounds together might gloss over the unequal
opportunities they receive both in- and outside of the art world. To elaborate on this point, the
next section will turn away from the geographical landscape to discuss the city’s public
spaces, where negotiations about inclusion and exclusion, as well as the city’s marvels and
divisions, are again a central concern.

Public Space
While Rio’s public spaces are frequently imagined as marvelous, for many people they are
also dominated by fear. This section discusses how artistic practices are engaging with
debates about violence and safety in public spaces in different areas of Rio de Janeiro. As we
will see, narratives of fear play a crucial role here, fed by media reports of violence and
crime. Naturally, these imaginaries are by no means restricted to the city of Rio, as several
authors have noted how elites across Latin America guard themselves from (supposed)
danger behind fences, security guards or in gated communities (Caldeira, 2000; Rotker, 2002;
García Canclini, 2008, p. 22-25; Amaral, 2010). Armando Silva (2014, p. 74, my translation)
even notes that “Latin America has fear as its principal imaginary.” Importantly, as Amaral
(2010, p. 35, my translation) argues, discussions of fear and danger lead not only to “the
formation of stereotypes about crime and the criminal, but to the stigmatization of entire
groups” (see also Vaz et al., 2005). Moreover, they lie at the basis of the growing support for
violent state action against these groups (Robb Larkins, 2015).
Crucial in this respect, as Teresa Caldeira (2000, p. 19) famously argued, is “talk of
crime,” the “everyday conversations, commentaries, discussions narratives, and jokes that
have crime as their subject” (Caldeira, 2000, p. 19). As she writes about São Paulo:
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[People] seem compelled to keep talking about crime, as if the endless analysis of
cases could help them cope with their perplexing experiences or the arbitrary and
unusual nature of violence. The repetition of histories, however, only serves to
reinforce people’s feelings of danger, insecurity, and turmoil. Thus the talk of crime
feeds a circle in which fear is both dealt with and reproduced, and violence is both
counteracted and magnified (Caldeira, 2000, p. 19).
While conducting my own research in Rio de Janeiro, the difficulty of escaping this vicious
circle became evident. Well-meaning Cariocas of all social strata worried about my safety as
a foreign woman navigating the city, which often resulted in contradictory advice about what
I should and should not do, what to look out for, and how to behave. Accordingly, despite
knowing the critiques of repetitive and simplified talk of crime, such personal experiences
and frequent (media) stories of violence and crime also affected how I navigated the city. For
locals and foreigners alike, it can be hard to distinguish which risks are real and how to best
act in response, which generally leads to “everyday strategies of protection and reaction that
restrict people’s movements and shrink their universe of interactions” (Caldeira, 2000, pp.
19-20).
Considering the ubiquity of fear and talk of crime in Rio de Janeiro, it is not
surprising that a variety of artists have addressed different kinds of violence and crime in
their work. Anna Kahn’s photo series Bala Perdida (Stray Bullet, 2007), for example, depicts
physical spaces in Rio where people were killed by stray bullets (e.g. fig. 3.6). The images
are published on the artist’s website and have been exhibited at various institutions in Rio de
Janeiro, including Instituto Moreira Salles, the Centro Cultural Justiça Federal, and the
Museu de Arte do Rio. Considering the common locations of art institutions addressed in the
previous section, it is worth highlighting that her work was also shown in 535 Gallery,
located in the Maré favela complex in the Zona Norte. As an inspiration for this photo series,
Kahn mentions “small, personal” experiences of violence while growing up in Rio, which are
deemed “important [because they reflect] the enormous collective crisis that was already
invading the city at that time” (Kahn, 2007). Each photograph shows a deserted place at
night, accompanied by a short text with the name, age, and occupation of the person killed.
On the artist’s website, Zuenir Ventura (n.d.) – a journalist widely known for his 1994 book
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Cidade Partida – praises Kahn’s series for challenging the sensationalist media depiction of
violence in Rio, “[rejecting] clichés, stereotypes and morbid anecdotes.”

Fig. 3.6. Anna Kahn (2007) Carla, 21 years old, student from Minas Gerais. In
Copacabana, on vacation, after getting out of a taxi [Photograph].
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Kahn (2016) says she deliberately chose situations that could happen to anyone,
aiming at identification on the part of her audience. The victims have different ages,
occupations and were shot in different areas of the city. Nevertheless, comparing her series to
official data on stray bullets in 2006 and 2007, when these photographs were taken, we do see
a biased perspective (Instituto de Segurança Pública, 2007). In these two years, a government
report states that stray bullets killed a total of 40 people. In 2007, there were no victims in the
Zona Sul; in 2006 there was one victim in the Copacabana/Leme area (2,5% of all stray
bullets). The vast majority of incidents happened in the west and north zones of the city.
However, of the 19 photographs on Kahn’s website, five were taken in affluent areas of the
Zona Sul (26%), and seven in middle-class neighborhoods in Centro and the Zona Norte
(36%). Women are also over-represented: they are the focus of 68% of the photographs, but
only make up 27% of actual victims. These discrepancies might be related to Kahn’s working
method. As she writes: “After researching the facts published in the newspapers, I made a
selection of the cases of fatalities which occurred in public places. I chose the circumstances
and places through which any of us could have been passing” (Kahn, 2007). Considering
Rio’s newspapers usually pay more attention to well-to-do victims of violence than to
fatalities in favelas (see Souza e Silva and Barbosa, 2005, p. 59), this working method seems
to have an effect on the selection of spaces portrayed in Kahn’s photo series.
To be clear, I do not want to suggest that the deaths depicted in Kahn’s photographs
do not matter. Nor am I saying that art should be fully representative of official data.
However, as Amaral (2010, p. 39, my translation) writes about narratives of violence in
general, in this series “the decontextualized form through which narratives about crime are
displayed makes an understanding of the dynamics of violence impossible” (see also
Caldeira, 2000). Kahn’s presentation does not tell us who fired the bullets or what societal
processes underlie this particular form of violence. Accordingly, despite the lack of
sensationalist images, the underlying idea of this series corresponds neatly to fearful media
narratives of the divided city, in which anyone traversing Rio’s public spaces could become a
victim of lethal violence. In this sense, we might link it to Caldeira’s (2000, p. 19) talk of
crime, which “only serves to reinforce people’s feelings of danger, insecurity, and turmoil.”
In reality, of course, the risks of getting shot are significantly higher in some parts of the city
and for some parts of the population (de Souza e Silva and Barbosa, 2005).
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In Ratão Diniz’ book Em foto, victims of stray bullets are also a focus, albeit in a
rather different manner. Instead of empty spaces, he shows us photographs filled with people
mourning two young boys who died from stray police bullets in the Maré in 2006 and 2008.
The pictures are dominated by pain, loss and solidarity, and accompanied by a quotation of
the mother of one of the victims, mentioning how “the policemen passed through the street
firing bullets” and that “here [in the favela] the police is a synonym of terror” (Diniz, 2015, p.
46). The role of the police is also emphasized in another picture on the same page of the
book, which shows favela residents with protest signs addressing the police with slogans such
as ‘do not kill our children.’ Other photographers of the Imagens do Povo-collective have
produced similar images. Luiz Baltar, for example, shows the daily consequences of public
policies in favelas and the periphery, focused especially on UPP violence and home
evictions.6 Examples are protest signs such as “stop evictions: the city is not for sale,” and
“we deserve to live without fear of dying,” as well as the more practical “please don’t knock
down my door, ask at the bar next-door and I will open it.” Importantly, here we see how Rio
de Janeiro’s public spaces become the space of political struggle, grassroots expression and
“collective action and debate” (Iveson, 2007, p. 3).
Kahn, Diniz and Baltar each take on the themes of violence, fear, mourning and
protest, aiming to give victims of urban violence a name or a face: to look beyond news items
and statistics. Again, we might therefore argue that they serve a similar purpose to Caldeira’s
(2000, p. 20) talk of crime: “Amid the chaotic feelings associated with the spread of random
violence in city space, these narratives attempt to reestablish order and meaning.” However,
whereas Kahn depicts the issues of violence and safety in rather general terms, as a citywide
‘collective crisis,’ Diniz and Baltar refer to injustices caused by concrete policies in specific
territories. Both show innocent victims of stray bullets, but the Imagens do Povo
photographers emphasize that the risk of being hit is directly related to where you live in the
city. Finally, Diniz depicts people mourning relatives or neighbors, whereas Kahn mourns
unknown victims that ‘could have been anyone.’ For Rotker (2002, p. 11), “[o]ne of the most
urgent tasks facing writers and researchers is to produce and disseminate precise data, simply
because most Latin American countries have deficient mechanisms for reporting violence.”
Again, art cannot be considered ‘data,’ but I would nevertheless argue that specificity matters
in this case, precisely because, as Caldeira (2000, p. 28) argues, “the neighborhood, the city,
6

Faulhaber and Azevedo (2015) provide an overview of home evictions in Rio de Janeiro for the
Olympic Games.
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the house, and the neighbors all acquire different meanings because of [repeated narratives
of] crime, and their existence may be realigned according to the marks provided by crime.”
A final important question is how the audiences for these works are envisioned and
addressed, for here too we see important differences. As members of the Imagens do Povo
collective, which is aimed at “the resistance against stereotypes,” Diniz and Baltar position
themselves as ‘spokespersons’ for certain areas of the city (Rosa qtd in Cangialosi, 2015, p.
50). As such, a distinction is implied here between those who know about the reality of favela
territories – the photographer – and those who need their prejudiced views challenged – the
‘public’ (Jaguaribe, 2007, p. 81-82). We see this for example when Baltar (n.d.) writes that
what he wants “most of all” is “to create empathy between the spectator and the residents of
the threatened communities.” This will be further addressed in chapter five, but it is
noteworthy here that while this includes some favela residents as artistic producers, the
majority (i.e. those that are not artists) remain merely objects of representation. Importantly,
this distinction is not inherent to the images we see – which might well serve as a point of
recognition or pride for favela residents – but rather part of their discursive framing.
By contrast, Anna Kahn also aims for empathy, but does not make a qualitative
distinction between herself and her audience. Her ‘any of us’ clearly refers to both herself and
her public, and her photographs address both favela and asfalto. This is relevant especially
considering the common distinction between those depicted in and those watching images of
violence and suffering, identified in the introduction building on the work of Boltanski
(1999), Chouliaraki (2003) and Sontag (2003). Nevertheless, a closer look revealed that she
identifies more closely with a particular type of audience. Remembering Iveson’s (2007, p.
40) account of imaginaries of a ‘public,’ we might therefore say that she addresses her urban
public as a “social totality,” thereby assuming that “[her] own particular interests and values
are universal” (Iveson, 2007, p. 40).
In addition to photographic representations of public spaces, which can be displayed
in art institutions, online, or in print media, art practices also intervene directly in Rio de
Janeiro’s public sites. The second part of this section will consider some examples of this
approach, focusing on Rio’s beaches as a site of intervention. The main event I would like to
discuss took place on 30 November 2013 on the Arpoador beach in Ipanema. It was the
initiative of one of Rio’s most successful art galleries, A Gentil Carioca, which regularly
invites artists to do artistic interventions at Arpoador. This particular event aligned itself with
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a larger protest movement around the disappearance of Amarildo de Souza, a resident of the
favela Rocinha, using their slogan Somos todos Amarildo (We are all Amarildo). Ten artists
presented work, of which I would like to highlight two: Laura Taves and Ronald Duarte.
Laura Taves created a work that referred explicitly to violence and divisions in the
city. She placed several danger signs, similar to those normally used at the beach to warn
swimmers, which showed the accumulated amount of people who had died in so-called autos
de resistência (acts of resistance against the police) from 2003 until 2013. The signs also
spell out what Taves regards as the most imminent ‘danger’ here: ignorance, passivity and
indifference. In this sense, she addresses the complicity of Rio’s beach-goers to the violence
happening elsewhere in the city. Rather than the disappearance of Amarildo, the direct
motivation for her work was the death of ten people during the army’s invasion of the Maré,
where Taves collaborates with a local NGO to create tile-panels with children. Much like
Diniz and Baltar, Taves thus emphasizes the fact that violence in Rio concentrates in poor
areas and is linked to specific government actions.
Ronald Duarte’s work Mar de amor (Sea of love) is a more poetic gesture, referring to
the city as a whole rather than to specific territories. With the help of volunteers, Duarte
threw 100 kilos of pigment into the ocean, painting the sea red (fig. 3.7). The symbolism of
this color, related to love but also to violence, anger and blood, is important here. The work
forms part of a series of works by the artist called Guerra é guerra (War is war). Like Kahn,
Duarte links his use of this violent theme to personal experience:
I was introduced to guns before art. This direct contact with several tragedies in my
own life, urban violence, because I suffer… I lost close people to urban violence. [So]
it’s not by accident, for fun, or by aesthetic choice that I do my work. I do it out of
necessity (PIPA 2014 – Ronald Duarte, 2014).
In this work in particular, Duarte says he wanted to symbolize the large amount of violence in
the city. In addition, the title reveals it as a call for love and compassion: “I chose the title as
a kind of provocation, and as a necessity. To show that in the middle of all this violence, we
need some love please” (Brasil Visual: Intervenção Urbana, 2016).
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Fig. 3.7. Ronald Duarte (2013) Mar de Amor [Performance]. Praia Arpoador, Rio de
Janeiro (photo: Robin Resch).

It is interesting to compare these artworks to a rather different intervention at
Ipanema’s beach. In 2014 and 2015, the Papo Reto Collective, based in the favela Complexo
do Alemão, organized an event called Farofaço. This event was not explicitly framed as an
artistic action, but used a strategy similar to the Somos todos Amarildo event. The underlying
idea, as expressed on the Facebook page of the event, was threefold: (1) publicly demanding
the right to use the beach for all inhabitants of the city; (2) teaching “how to see inhabitants
of the periphery without prejudice”; and (3) subverting the stereotype of the farofeiro
(Coletivo Papo Reto, 2015, my translation). Importantly, they also encouraged residents of
the Zona Sul to participate. During the event, participants carried slogans addressing the
prejudices that ascribe criminality to particular characteristics or behaviors of people visiting
the beach (e.g. not having money, living far away, walking around without a T-shirt). At the
beach, the group also planted flags with the names of different favelas in the city,
symbolically staging the right of their inhabitants to be there. The protest thus had clear
political motives, but was also meant to enjoy a festive and relaxing day at the beach. The
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Facebook page mentions their love of the beaches in “our beautiful city,” while also
emphasizing that “the cidade maravilhosa is a media construct in which the bucolic beach
justifies [the stereotype of the farofeiro]” (Coletivo Papo Reto, 2015, my translation).
We clearly see the imaginaries of the cidade partida and the cidade maravilhosa
return in these different interventions at the beach. What makes these practices powerful is
their juxtaposition of Rio’s beaches as spaces of leisure and enjoyment, and the violent
realities pointed out. The goal here is to create awareness among Rio’s beach goers about the
hardships experienced by those living in different parts of the city. Again, this tells us a lot
about the imagined audience for these works, which can apparently be found on the beaches
of the Zona Sul. Artists working in public spaces often hope to make art accessible to a larger
audience by avoiding the mediation of art institutions. However, while these works possibly
reach a different and perhaps a larger public than institutional displays, they too make choices
that reveal their target audience. This becomes especially clear in Taves’ work, which accuses
her audience of ignorance, passivity and indifference. As such, Taves effectively takes on the
role of spokesperson for the Maré, to which she has a connection through her social work,
addressing Rio’s middle- and upper-classes. In contrast, Duarte, like Anna Kahn, emphasizes
how the experience of violence is shared by all Cariocas, addressing the city as a social
totality. His is a broad and poetic approach to violence, which does not (nor aims to) make
distinctions between how violence affects different people in the city in different ways.
Returning to the Farofaço intervention, an important distinction from the Somos
todos Amarildo works is that the latter do not address the tensions and discriminatory
practices that characterize the very beaches in which they are intervening, which is of course
the very goal of Papo Reto’s event. In fact, a quote by artist collective Opavivará (2013),
which also participated at Arpoador, shows how Rio’s beaches are once again idealized:
“[The] power [of Rio’s beaches] to congregate people from all geographic areas, social
classes and religions transforms this space in an enormous agorá of sand, salt and sun,
capable of promoting encounters and generate conversations and discussions.” This fails to
recognize the strong influence of prejudice and discrimination over these spaces, as well as
the fact that different groups of people (are forced to) experience Rio de Janeiro’s public
spaces in different ways (Freeman, 2008).
Both ‘traditional’ artworks in institutions and artistic interventions in public space are
forms of public address, speaking to an envisioned audience. This section has argued that this
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requires asking not only how artists imagine and address their audiences, but also where this
happens, and what the “possible constraints as well as the possible affordances of that place”
are (Iveson, 2007, p. 36). For works displayed in art institutions, we must for example think
of the location in which works are exhibited, the entrance fee, but also – as chapter five will
address – whether people of different social strata feel welcome in an institution. Turning to
art in public spaces, we should not forget that these spaces are also fraught with inequalities,
which means that a move ‘out of the museum’ does not automatically entail shifting the
artwork from a restricted, unequal context to a free and accessible one (see also Deutsche,
1996; Miles, 1997). Especially in a city where prejudice, fear and inequality have such a
strong impact on public spaces, it is of crucial importance to distinguish how and why the
artists that work in these spaces “differentiate between the strangers on their horizon, and
[make] pragmatic calculations of how they might address some strangers while ignoring,
avoiding or excluding others” (Iveson, 2007, p. 221). The next section will elaborate on this
observation, by considering how artworks depict and hope to interact with different (groups
of) inhabitants in Rio de Janeiro.

People
As repeatedly emphasized in this chapter, Rio’s inequalities affect inhabitants of different
parts of the city in different ways. With this in mind, this section will turn to the depiction of
people within Rio’s urban landscape, keeping in mind these spatial inequalities. Janice
Perlman (2010, p. 322) has argued that favela residents in Rio are not considered gente
(people) in the city at large. While others have questioned the usage of this terminology (e.g.
Angelini, 2012), it is certainly true that factors such as race, physical appearance, speech, and
general behavior determine how Cariocas tend to be judged in terms of spatial and class
inequality (as is of course the case in many other places). In this sense, Rio de Janeiro
certainly is divided along racist and classist lines. At the same time, as the first section of this
chapter has shown, some favela residents can in some contexts become part of the cidade
maravilhosa-imagery. This section looks at how artists participate in this complex process of
inclusion and exclusion.
To do so, I firstly consider the depiction of bodies, which is often linked to group
identities, whereas the second part discusses the depiction of faces, usually employed to
emphasize individuality. In both parts, the focus lies on so-called participatory art projects,
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characterized by their “material engagement with concrete others” rather than a general,
imagined audience (Meskimmon, 2011a, p. 50). As Meskimmon notes, however, such
projects generally address different kinds of audiences in different spatial and temporal
contexts – which should be taken into account. In an attempt to do so, I follow part of the
“wandering route of meaning through circulation and reception” of the projects, which shows
a contradictory reception that changes across different spatial and temporal contexts, in
dialogue with broader imaginaries of the city (García Canclini, 2014, p. 178).
The previous chapter presented a brief look at the work Devotionalia (1994-1996), by
Mauricio Dias and Walter Riedweg. In a more recent work, namely Funk Staden (2007), this
Brazilian-Swiss duo takes on the theme of Rio de Janeiro’s impoverished inhabitants once
again (fig. 3.8). The work was originally created for the Documenta 12 in Kassel, but also
exhibited at their 2012 solo exhibition at the Centro Municipal de Arte Hélio Oiticica and the
exhibition Linguagens do Corpo Carioca [a Vertigem do Rio] at the Museu de Arte do Rio in
2016. The video work Funk Staden juxtaposes the 1557 book True History by Hans Staden –
a citizen of Kassel – with the contemporary Baile Funk scene in Rio, embodied by dancers on
a rooftop in the favela Santa Marta. The video begins during the daytime, with the group
dancing relatively calmly, but continues into the night as the party gets wilder with explicitly
sexual dance moves. In an interview with Dias and Riedweg (2012, p. 181), Cuauhtémoc
Medina describes the end of the video as a “necrophiliac orgy,” in which the Afro-Brazilian
participants set fire to white display mannequins brought by the artists. Prints from Staden’s
book on cannibalism in Brazil are shown in between the video images.
The goal of the work, as the catalog of the 2012 exhibition tells us, is “a critical
rereading of (the) history (of perception), revealing mechanisms of cultural domination and
the perpetuation of European (mis)conceptions of the tropics” (Dias and Riedweg, 2012, p.
71). Bodies of some form of ‘Other’ are important here, with the artists describing the work
as a carnivalesque “celebration of the flesh” in a “theatrical, ironic space” (Dias and
Riedweg, 2012, p. 185, p. 181). For example, the video juxtaposes cut-off body parts in
Staden’s prints to meat on the barbecue. In this sense, the work plays with ideas of the exotic
‘Other’ as a source of danger, desire and disgust. We can link this to the contemporary
position of favelas as seen from the formal city, which is similarly characterized by a
combination of fascination, denunciation and fear (see chapter one). Naturally, it is important
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to be critical towards these sentiments. As Mimi Sheller (2003, p. 141) notes regarding
historical narratives of cannibalism in the Caribbean:
Was the Caribbean truly a place where Europeans were at risk of being eaten? Or
were they in fact the ones who posed a threat to the bodies, health, and lives of the
indigenous people of the region, and later to the enslaved and indentured workers who
were consumed in the system of plantation slavery and colonial capitalism?
In a similar vein, as shown in the previous section, a focus on the fear of the middle- and
upper-classes often overlooks the discrimination, violence and exploitation that favela
residents suffer from.

Fig. 3.8. Mauricio Dias and Walter Riedweg (2008) Funk Staden [Video still].

Considering the reference to Staden, cannibalism and the playful treatment of the
negative imagery of the tropics, Funk Staden might be related to Oswald de Andrade’s notion
of antropofagia, as discussed in chapter one. Like de Andrade’s manifest, Funk Staden plays
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with notions of civilization and savageness, oppression and resistance. However, we might
argue that some of the critiques expressed towards de Andrade and other Brazilian
Modernists also apply here. Funk Staden was created for a highly influential European art
event, and subsequently exhibited in high-end art institutions across the world and in Rio de
Janeiro. As such, the work addresses privileged audiences in art institutions, but explicitly
tries to make them feel disgusted and uncomfortable within their white cube ‘comfort zone.’
In the words of Cuauhtémoc Medina: “In Funk Staden what you do is inhabit the nightmare
of the upper classes, of Europeans, of the West and the police: to ask the inhabitants of
favelas to reveal themselves in the most monstrous, phantasmal form possible” (Dias and
Riedweg, 2012, p. 177). In response, the artists note that the film developed in dialogue with
the funkeiros shown, emphasizing that they did not ask their participants to show “a group
sex ritual,” a woman breast-feeding, and setting the mannequins on fire (Dias and Riedweg,
2012, p. 181). However, as the artists recognize, the edit and the juxtaposition with Staden’s
book are of course “no longer a collaboration,” nor are the subsequent practices of display
(Dias and Riedweg, 2012, p. 179).
In a sense, this framing maintains the opposition between the artists (who we do not
see in the video) and the funkeiros they work with – even though Dias and Riedweg note that
they themselves also go to funk parties. In addition, the work arguably equates the favela
resident with the funkeiro, even though music styles (e.g. Funk, evangelical music, pagode)
also “[play] an important part in the creation and maintenance of boundaries between groups”
within the favela (Oosterbaan, 2009, p. 96). These distinctions became particularly clear to
me when I visited Linguagens do Corpo Carioca [a Vertigem do Rio] at MAR with Angelo
Campos, an artist from the favela Vila Cruzeiro, where we together viewed Funk Staden. The
exhibition showcased a number of works depicting Rio de Janeiro’s favelas and periphery,
including some works by artists from these areas. Campos firstly critiqued the small amount
of artists from the lower classes, but also questioned the appropriation of favela images by
middle- and upper-class artists in order to convey a critical and aesthetic message. Not
referring to any work in particular, he noted: “If I display photographs like that on the Praça
Mauá [outside of the museum], I will be arrested.” Returning to Funk Staden, this critique is
particularly poignant considering the criminalization of Funk music and bailes funk in the
Brazilian context (Facina, 2009). In other words, why is Dias and Riedweg’s work interpreted
as a critical statement worthy of traveling the world, whereas the funk parties of favela
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residents still “[bear] the status of low culture (or, I would argue, even ‘no culture’)”
(Custódio, 2017, p. 51)? Of course, this might very well be the point that the artists want to
convey, but the question remains whether the artistic strategy chosen might not reinforce
rather than nuance these prejudiced viewpoints by taking them to their extreme.
In Funk Staden, the favela residents shown remain mostly bodies, representative of
the archetype of the funkeiro. Other artists, however, have focused instead on the
individuality of the people they work with, often by depicting their faces. The remainder of
this section will discuss two examples of this by European artists in the favela Morro da
Providência. The first is French street artist JR, who included Providência in his project
Women are Heroes (2008). In this project, JR photographed women in Providência and, in
collaboration with residents, pasted their images on local houses, resulting in a large, public
display. To facilitate the project, he worked with local photographer Mauricio Hora, who is
extremely well-known in the community and often works as a mediator for foreign artists.
Such local mediation is necessary, Hora (2015a) assured me, due to the presence of armed
drug traffickers in the community. Women are Heroes received ample media coverage in
Brazil and internationally, in newspapers as well as in books and websites discussing (street)
art. It also resulted in various exhibitions, a documentary film and a coffee-table book that is
now up to its second edition.
Particularly the book, with its highly aesthetic images of favelas and other poor
neighborhoods can be linked to the phenomenon of ‘favela chic.’ However, despite its
obvious commercial success, the project has been well received locally. 7 JR regularly returns
to Providência, where he started the cultural center Casa Amarela with Mauricio Hora and
other local collaborators. In this sense, the project succeeded in establishing a more long-term
presence and impact in the community, the importance of which will be further discussed in
chapter five. In addition, the photographs and the stories of the individual women in JR’s
book challenge stereotypical views. The majority of the images depict older women, most of
them mothers, grandmothers and even great-grandmothers. This group is not often shown in
reference to either the positive or the negative stereotypes about favelas. The stories printed
next to their pictures also provide nuance and diversity. Many women tell about their love for
the favela as well as their experiences with violence, showing pain and mourning, but also
7

In fieldwork visits to Morro da Providência on 21 October 2015, 24 October 2015, and 15 November
2015, I spoke with several residents about JR’s project, most of whom expressed fond memories or
general appreciation of the project.
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pragmatism. Borrowing a term employed by Custódio (2017, p. 35-56), these stories
highlight the luta (struggle) of living in a favela, without reducing the people or the place to
these hardships. Finally, temporal changes and developments are repeatedly mentioned, for
example the development of an electric network and fluctuations in police and drug-related
violence, which challenges the idea of favelas as perpetually poor territories engaged in
constant war.
Unfortunately, however, this nuanced perspective is lost in many secondary accounts
of the project, even in those by the artist himself. This becomes especially clear when
considering the lack of attention for local mediation and the complex power structures in
Providência. Several articles about JR’s project mention violence in the neighborhood. Just
before JR arrived, three local teens were killed because the army dropped them in a favela
ruled by another drug faction, because they were not able to present their papers. Logically,
this had an impact on the framing on JR’s project, but I argue that the way he positions
himself in this regard is problematic. In his TEDTalk, he says:
When I arrived, I mean, I didn’t have any contact with any NGO. There was none in
place, no associations, no NGO’s, nothing – no eyewitnesses. So we just walked
around and we met a woman, and I showed her my book (JR, 2011).
There are several problems with this narrative. First of all, whether JR knew this or not, the
fact that there were no organizations active in Providência in 2008 is misled. There was a
residents association, Mauricio Hora already did photography courses for local children, and
there had been a government initiative to promote the favela as an “open-air museum”
(Freire-Medeiros, 2007b; Dimitrova Savova, 2009). In addition, Hora’s website provides us
with a rather different view on the start of JR’s project, stating that the French artist already
knew Hora’s work from a 2006 photography exhibition in Paris by the Rio artist and
contacted him for help (Torres, n.d.). We are dealing here, I would argue, with more than just
a misunderstanding of how this project was put into practice or a failure to give credit where
it is due. In this case, the image of favelas as dangerous and precarious neighborhoods is
simultaneously reproduced and downplayed. On the one hand, there is a strong focus on
violence, shootings and the lack of local organizing in Providência. On the other hand, JR
supposedly just walks in with a camera and a smile and wins everybody over.
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In 2012, another internationally recognized street artist did a project in Morro da
Providência. Portuguese artist Vhils, or Alexandre Farto, also worked with Hora, to whom he
had been introduced by JR. At that time, Rio’s municipality was building a new a cable car
infrastructure in the community. According to the original plans of this construction,
inhabitants of 800 of the 2000 houses in the neighborhood had to be evicted (Struck, 2013).
Vhils reacted directly to this situation, carving faces of to be evicted residents in the walls of
Providência’s houses in his signature style (fig. 3.9). Compared to JR, Vhils has a more
nuanced account of his arrival in the community:
When I arrived in Rio in 2012, I did not have a specific objective. I was introduced to
a community leader in Providência and saw the enormous process of transformation
that was going on there, and how it affected the lives of the residents (Farto, qtd. in
Diniz, 2015, p. 19).
A video on Vhils’ website has a prominent role for Hora, although he appears as a
community activist rather than as a mediator for Vhils’ practice (Vhils // Providência ///
Brazil, 2013). In this video, we hear activists, to be evicted residents, and government
representatives rather than the artist himself. The project aimed to raise awareness about the
political struggles faced by the residents of Providência, which is precisely what Hora
(2015a) wants to achieve by mediating projects such as this one.
However, looking at the project’s extensive media coverage, we see a different reality
– as the political message gets lost here. Online articles in Jornal do Brasil (2012), Folha do
São Paulo (EFE, 2012a) and Globo.com (EFE, 2012b) do not mention the evictions, nor the
renovation process that caused them. The latter two articles – both taken from news agency
EFE – only briefly mention the community in the following words: “The community of
Providência, located in the neighborhood Gamboa, in the port area, is the oldest favela in Rio
and was a stronghold of drug gangs for a long time. However, since April 2010, Morro da
Providência has a Unit of Participatory Policing (UPP)” (EFE, 2012a; 2012b, my translation).
While this is all technically true, it completely misses the critical points made by Vhils’
project. The evictions, police killings, continuing power struggles, as well as the various
forms of local activism, are conveniently left out of the story.
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The previous sections called for the need to re-imagine Rio from different territorial
vantage points and for artists to position themselves and their imagined audiences in relation
to these territories. This section elaborated on this argument by showing how one project
might address different audiences at different times and in different spatial contexts. This
illustrates García Canclini’s (2014, p. 178) claim that scholars must follow artworks around
the different contexts in which they are shown, explained and interpreted (see also Ahmed,
2012). The different kinds of audiences addressed by artists are especially poignant in
participatory projects, in which a distinction is frequently made between “first-hand
participants” and a “secondary audience” or a “temporary community” versus an continuous
“outside public” (Bishop, 2012, p. 19). As addressed in chapter one, authors in the debate on
participatory art disagree on which of these should be the artist’s priority, and – accordingly –
where the artwork is envisioned to enact its true impact (i.e. in ‘the art world’ or ‘the
community’). In the end, however, most art projects turn into representations of the primary
participants for a secondary audience. This raises important ethical questions around the
politics of representation and appropriation, not least because artists do not always control or
know in advance where their work will travel, and how others will describe it.
In other words, while a lot has been written about how artists approach communities,
the communication with their ‘secondary’ audience is often taken for granted. As we have
seen, the imaginary of this audience remains rather vague, even if one of the main aims of the
project is to challenge their stereotypical views. In addition, little attention tends to be paid to
the spatial and representational contexts in which images and narratives of the project are
disseminated outside of ‘art institutions’ and ‘the community.’ Unfortunately, a closer look at
these contexts for the selected case studies reveals that the nuance and complexity present in
some forms of audience outreach can easily be lost in others, in which artists, journalists,
curators and critics fall back into more rigid and stereotypical imaginaries of Rio de Janeiro’s
favelas. Crucial in this respect is that forms of local mediation between artists and
participants are not often explicitly mentioned, while being crucial to the execution of most
projects.8 This denies favela residents agency, and depicts favelas as devoid of social and
political organization. In this narrative, favela residents become passive participants, which
8

Miwon Kwon (2004, p. 141) makes a similar argument about the ways in which art institutions and
curators mediate between artists and ‘community-based’ participants. My point, however, concerns
the differentiation between different people within the community, for which different communicative
strategies and entree points are required (e.g. local artists, powerful groups, children).
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could easily be replaced by others, whereas the artist, able to work in such a ‘destitute’
environment, comes across as exceptionally brave and socially capable.

Fig. 3.9. Vhils (2011) Descascando a Superfície [Street Art]. Morro da Providência, Rio de
Janeiro (photo: João Pedro Moreira).

Conclusion
Rio de Janeiro is often described as a city of contrasts. At the same time, as Toledo (2015, my
translation) writes, “perhaps in no other place in the world do the contrasting sides
communicate as much as they do in Rio de Janeiro.” Both locally and internationally,
narratives of Rio as both a marvelous and a divided city have been dominant for decades.
Without a doubt, Rio is a beautiful city with strong socio-economic divisions, but I have
argued that these narratives are often simplified and/or exaggerated in artistic depictions of
the city and in local exhibition contexts. Moreover, they perform specific, exclusionary
functions in the field of artistic favela representations. Artists, curators and journalists are
impacted by these narratives, take active part in the aesthetic and emotional processes that
constitute them in daily life, and can in turn reproduce and reinforce them. At the same time,
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many artists hope to provide their audiences with newfound perspectives to the urban, to
“make the invisible visible or to question the self-evidence of the visible” (Rancière, 2010, p.
149). Unfortunately, as we have seen, artworks often maintain certain aspects of dominant
and stereotypical imaginaries in their representations while challenging others. In this sense,
“works of fine art are capable of sustaining contradictions, performing oppositional or
resistant functions while simultaneously serving mainstream interests” (Drucker, 2005, p.
17).
Keeping this in mind, I have also discussed several artworks that do provide new
perspectives, contributing in nuanced and original ways to Rio’s urban imaginary. For
example, we have seen how seeing the city from different vantage points leads to significant
changes in the city’s imaginary as marvelous and/yet/or divided. As evidenced by
photographs of the Zona Norte, these images do not deny Rio’s natural beauty, vibrant urban
culture and socio-economic divisions, but they do provide a more inclusionary perspective.
To elaborate on this, I will have a brief look at cultural theorist Nicholas Mirzoeff’s (2011, p.
2) theorization of the historical struggle between what he calls “visuality” versus “the right to
look.” Visuality is defined as the constant “authorizing of authority” by visualizing and
categorizing distinctions, which has developed from the plantation economy until
contemporary times (Mirzoeff, 2011, p. 2). For Mirzoeff, this visualizing of history is not
only a way to exercise control, but also the way to make authority seem “self-evident”
through aestheticizing, establishing “the aesthetics of the proper, of duty, of what is felt to be
right and hence pleasing, ultimately even beautiful” (Mirzoeff, 2011, p. 3; see also FreireMedeiros, 2013, pp. 41-47). The “right to look,” in contrast, questions this self-evidence of
authority; it is “the claim to a subjectivity that has the autonomy to arrange the relations of
the visible and the sayable,” and can therefore also be framed as “a right to the real”
(Mirzoeff, 2011, p. 1).
The relations to Rancière’s distribution of the sensible, highly influential in the field
of contemporary art, are evident. However, a key point in Mirzoeff’s (2011, p. 17) notion of
visuality is the purposeful creation of physical and metaphorical distance and separation
between “the place of visualization” and the “the subject being viewed.” Countervisuality, in
contrast, questions the self-evidence of this separation, instead recognizing reality as an everchanging process that changes depending on the place and position from which we look at it.
Accordingly, “the right to look is never individual: My right to look depends on your
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recognition of me, and vice versa” (Mirzoeff, 2011, p. 25). In turn, I have read the work of
these artists from the Zona Norte through a similar focus on questioning vantage and viewing
points to study the imaginaries and realities of socio-spatial divisions in art. Ratão Diniz’
representation of Pão de Açucar in particular highlights a process in which different groups of
people see each other in a mutual, but far from equal gaze. This gaze is perpetuated in
everyday processes and interactions, because while the different parts of the city might be
physically and symbolically distant, they are connected through real and imaginary links and
thoroughfares.
Mirzoeff’s focus on a mutual gaze also highlights the importance of studying how
both dominant and alternative perspectives of the city reach their audiences, as this process is
not always as straightforward as artists make it out to be. Crucial to keep in mind here, as I
have tried to show, is that the audience or ‘public’ for these works is also the result of a social
imaginary, which is often closely linked to broader imaginaries of the city. As formulated by
García Canclini (2014, p. 185), artistic practices “don’t take place in a vacuum, operating
instead in the midst of unequal conditions under limitations that artists share with nonartists.” The imaginaries of Rio de Janeiro as marvelous and divided are not only a topic
addressed by artists; they also have a significant impact on the spaces in which artists show
their works and on which spectators they address, whether explicitly or implicitly. Two
dominant approaches have been shown here. First, we have seen artists that imagine the city
as a “social totality,” assuming that “their own particular interests and values are universal,”
which glosses over the stark and varied impact by Rio’s social, spatial and economic
inequality (Iveson, 2007, p. 40). Second, many artists formulate a distinction between art for
and art about favelas, which may shift with the temporal and spatial contexts across which
their project travels. I have shown that much-needed nuance and complexity are often lost
when (documentations of) artworks travel after their initial production in favor of narratives
of clear-cut societal relevance and uniqueness. Particularly the role of local mediators is
frequently forgotten, which has an important impact on how favelas are imagined in terms of
safety and accessibility – paradoxically both reinforcing and downplaying dominant
imaginaries of a city ‘divided.’
In summary, the processes of artistic production, dissemination and reception for the
selected case studies show that “the city is crossed by a conjunction of circulatory practices”
across its central and peripheral, favela and asfalto territories, but they also reflect that the
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majority of the city’s artists is still from Rio’s upper- and middle classes, and that the city’s
ideological boundaries and divisions continue to dominate contexts of display and audiences
outreach (de Souza e Silva, 2012, p. 20). For Mirzoeff (2011, p. 1), “[the right to] look must
be mutual, each person inventing the other, or it fails.” In Rio de Janeiro, as we have seen, a
truly mutual gaze is still hard to find, but cracks in the surface of Mirzoeff’s visuality are
appearing. Artists from different backgrounds are increasingly realizing “the double need to
apprehend and counter a real that [does] exist but should not have, and one that should exist
but [is] as yet becoming” (Mirzoeff, 2011, p. 26). Especially in this city, where the poor are
simultaneously hyper-visible and hidden, a true countervisuality must take the complexities
and contradictions examined in this chapter into account, but is therefore all the more
necessary.

4. Favelas on Display: European Exhibitions

So me interessa o que não é meu. Lei do homem. Lei do antropófago.
Oswald de Andrade (1999, p. 25)1
The over-riding fear is that cultural, ethnic, and racial difference will be continually
commodified and offered up as new dishes to enhance the white palate – that the Other will
be eaten, consumed, and forgotten.
bell hooks (1992, p. 369)

In a book entitled Globalized Arts, political economist J.P. Singh (2011, p. xxi) opens his
introduction by stating: “The anxieties of globalization are ubiquitous, from simmering
favelas to favored salons.” Singh seems to choose these two examples for their incongruity:
salons (elite spaces of living, entertainment and/or display) and favelas (poor and
marginalized spaces in Brazil). As we have seen, however, there have long been links and
interactions between these far-away sites. In this chapter, I will further explore these
interconnections by studying recent examples of favela representations displayed in art and
architecture exhibitions in Europe. My goal is to describe these European exhibitions as a
particular stage on which Rio de Janeiro’s favelas are worlded, examining the images and
texts through which they are represented. In other words, how do artists and curators
transform favelas into objects to be looked at, experienced and thought about within this
European art world space, and how does this relate to the broader narratives and discourses
surrounding Brazilian favelas? By analyzing the aesthetic and representational qualities of a
diverse selection of exhibitions, as well as their reception, I hope to provide insights in the
global imaginaries and transnational social relations that facilitate and frame this worlding
practice.
1

Translation: “The only things that interest me are those that are not mine. The laws of men. The laws
of the anthropophagites” (de Andrade, 2017, p. 20).
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As repeatedly emphasized in this thesis, any practice of putting poverty and inequality
on display raises ethical questions around exoticism and the politics of representation.
Accordingly, several authors have criticized representations of favelas and other ‘slum’ areas
in film, tourism, literature, art and design, pointing out the discrepancies between these global
discourses and local realities (e.g. Bentes, 2002; Peixoto, 2007; del Real, 2008; Williams,
2008; Linke, 2012; Kertzer, 2014). These concerns are the starting point for this chapter, but I
explicitly aim to look beyond the moral outrage about the exoticist, exploitative and
spectacular nature of artistic favela representations to open up a discussion about how and
why the European art world engages with these neighbourhoods. Importantly, this is not to
say that the fascination with the exotic and the drive for profit play no role in these
representations, or that their contrasts with lived favela realities are not shocking and
important to address. On the contrary, these are crucial issues that will return throughout the
chapter. However, my argument is that ethical concerns around the representation of favelas
should be inextricably connected to epistemological questions about informality, poverty and
global inequality. To solely focus on the morality of individual artworks or projects would be
to miss some crucial aspects of the international engagement with favelas today, such as the
links between the commercial uses of favela images and the success of favela-based artists, or
the similarities between characteristics ascribed to favelas in commercial discourses and key
themes in critical scholarly debates.
The first section of the chapter takes a closer look at the phenomenon of ‘favela chic’
and, building on the work of Bianca Freire-Medeiros (2013, pp. p. 111-122), the notion of the
“traveling favela.” Particularly important in this respect will be the idea of the favela as a
category, which has been described by Valladares (2005) and strongly resonates with recent
publications by Ananya Roy (2011a; 2011b; 2015) on “subaltern urbanism” and “worlding
cities.” The following four sections will analyze a number of recent exhibitions that have
shown favela images across Europe, starting from four central themes in the framing and
reception of these works: (1) how favelas figure within narratives around Brazilian
nationality, particularly considering issues of diversity and inclusion, (2) the focus on
authenticity in the framing and reception of works by local and foreign artists, (3) the idea
that the global North can ‘learn from favelas,’ and (4) the symbolic usage of favela images in
actions and narratives that aim to counter global capitalism.2
2

Parts of this chapter, especially the sections ‘Quintessentially Brazilian’ and ‘Learning from Favelas’
have previously been published in the article “Favelas at the Biennale: Exhibiting Brazilian
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Framing ‘Favela Chic’
A variety of consumer products and spaces – from Puma sneakers to nightclubs, from video
games to creative hubs – have in recent years been promoted using the image or name of
Brazilian favelas, mostly for European markets. Several authors have criticized this
phenomenon of ‘favela chic,’ focusing on a variety of representational contexts (e.g. Bentes,
2002; 2013; Peixoto, 2007; Williams, 2008; Perlman, 2010; Freire-Medeiros, 2013; Kertzer,
2014; Cummings, 2015; Robb Larkins, 2015). In these critiques, two arguments are
particularly poignant. First, the majority of elite representational practices do not benefit
favela residents, reproducing rather than challenging dominant relations of inequality and
privilege. In the words of anthropologist Janice Perlman (2010, p. 330): “Revenues from the
profits of favela chic bars, restaurants, dance, music, fashion, and design have not reached the
favela communities, while they fill the pockets of the rich in Europe – and to a lesser extent
in the United States.” Second, several authors note that sensationalist approaches lead to
either simplifications or outright misrepresentations of favela reality. As Erika Robb Larkins
(2015, p. 108), who builds on years of ethnographic work in the favela Rocinha, writes: “The
aesthetics and discourses of the favela-as-brand do not reflect the complexities of local
existence but rather homogenize and sensationalize favela landscapes, bodies, and violence.”
To summarize, what is questioned is firstly the ethical right to represent (and make money of)
favelas and, secondly, the capacity and willingness to do so realistically.
These critiques are crucial, but two additional points must be highlighted here. First,
as Frenzel (2016, p. 12) notes regarding favela tourism, there is a “danger of thinking of the
‘poor’ or the ‘subaltern’ as an ontological reality while tourism, and for that matter all
‘bourgeois’ or elite value practices, is considered inauthentic and artificial.” As we have seen
in previous chapters, nuanced depictions and the self-representation of favela residents are
crucial issues, but there exists no cohesive, stable favela reality to be represented.
Accordingly, this chapter builds on Said (2003, p. 21, emphasis in original) when he argues
that “[t]he things to look at are style, figures of speech, setting, narrative devices, historical
and social circumstances, not the correctness of the representation nor its fidelity to some
great original.” Second, as highlighted in the introduction to this thesis, scholars must reflect
on their own complicity within these processes of valuing favela spaces, recognizing that the
popularity of favela chic-products might be related to the ‘over-research’ of Rio de Janeiro’s
Informality in Europe” (Kalkman, 2018b).
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favelas (Kertzer, 2014, pp. 15-16). Not only do academics also “[earn] careers with poverty,”
but by reacting against negative stereotypes of favelas they actively contribute to the more
positive validation that lies at the basis of most commercial representations (Frenzel, 2016, p.
9). For example, in her ethnography of Rocinha, Robb Larkins (2015, p. 25) mentions the
“abundant instances of creativity and hope” she found there, and Perlman (2010, pp. 329330) notes that “[w]ith their variegated colors, interesting angles, and creative use of
materials, favela structures can be seen as exemplifying the mantra of the new urbanism: Low
rise, high density – made visually interesting by an absence of standardization.” Importantly,
my point here is not to criticize work of these authors – as I broadly concur with their
analyses – but merely to highlight the relations between the different global contexts and
discourses in which favelas are described and depicted.
With this in mind, it is crucial to return briefly to my own complicity and privilege in
the broader context of internationally distributed favela representations. As noted earlier, my
work as a European scholar writing in English is essentially part of a long tradition of favela
representations by outsiders and for outsiders. As Robb Larkins (2015. p. 162) observes:
“Books like this one and researchers like me play an important role in representing the favela
to the world; we too ‘invent’ the favela as Licia Valladares [...] has so astutely suggested.”
With the dangers of such a reproduction of inequality in mind, however, I hope to use my
position as both a European scholar of art – and therefore part of the target audience of the
exhibitions I’m discussing – and a scholar of Brazil and favelas to achieve the twofold goal of
this chapter: (1) to analyze why certain aspects of favela reality are highlighted and celebrated
in European art world spaces, and (2) to critically question the ways in which these projects
are framed and received in this context. Again, I do not intend to make claims about life in
actual favelas – although I build on a variety of local and foreign authors that have done so –
but rather to study the formulation of what Steinbrink (2014, p. 130) calls the “sign ‘favela’”
in global contexts and discourses.
To do so, I will build on the notion of the “traveling favela,” defined by FreireMedeiros (2013, p. 96) as “a space of imagination and a mobile entity that is traveled to while
traveling around the world.” At first sight, this term seems counter-intuitive, because, as
Rivke Jaffe (2012, p. 676) writes regarding global imaginaries of the ‘ghetto,’ marginalized
urban areas are often imagined as spaces of immobility:
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While ‘the ghetto’ can refer to specific, concrete places, it has come to refer
more broadly to a condition of urban immobility. Ghettos are the original no-go areas:
outsiders and even the police are scared to go in, while insiders are unable to get out.
As repeatedly emphasized, similar imaginaries surround Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. However,
as Jaffe (2012, p. 686) argues through the lens of popular music, it is precisely this state of
immobility that “can connect unconnected and largely immobile populations across the globe
and help them mobilize against immobility and marginalization.” Considering artists from
Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, we see similar examples of transnational solidarity, inspiration and
exchange between marginalized spaces, for example when the artists of the Morrinho Project
worked with youngsters from a disadvantaged neighborhood in London, when Angelo
Campos painted a mural in a peripheral area of Amsterdam, or when Favela Painting took
participants from Rio to work on a painting project in a largely African-American
neighborhood in North Philadelphia. These collaborations are noteworthy precisely because
they do not receive a lot of attention in the context of ‘favela chic,’ while, as Jaffe (2012, p.
684) argues, “[t]o claim immobility and marginality in this way is an assertion that these
lifeworlds are central, not peripheral,” which “subverts the normal urban hierarchy.”
As we will see, this is an important observation also for the focus of this chapter:
collaborations among actors that occupy disparate positions in traditional urban hierarchies.
Clearly, as the above-mentioned critiques of favela chic indicate, practices of representation
across local and global inequalities raise questions of commercialization and exoticism. As
bell hooks (1992, p. 370) writes:
Encounters with Otherness are clearly marked as more exciting, more intense, and
more threatening. […] In the cultural marketplace the Other is coded as having the
capacity to be more alive, as holding the secret that will allow those who venture and
dare to break with the cultural anhedonia […] and experience sensual and spiritual
renewal.
Addressing the topic at hand directly, Gareth Jones (2011, p. 698) similarly writes: “The slum
serves as a counterpoint to the bland conformity of the non-slum city; slum-life is not allowed
to be boring and mundane. It is exoticised anew and its image commodified in the process.”
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At the same time, following scholarly work within the so-called mobilities turn, we
might ask how “transnational exchanges can strengthen the position of poor communities
within vertical partnerships with more powerful local and national actors” (Jaffe et al., 2012,
p. 646). Artists and scholars alike have noted that art might function as “one means to
encounter power relations as to how the slum is represented, and ultimately by whom”
(Jones, 2011, p. 698, emphasis in original). Important to remember here is that the immobility
of favelas and similar neighborhoods across the world is both real and imagined: the lack of
socio-economic mobility in Brazilian society is a crucial issue, but the imaginary of favelas
as isolated no-go areas only heightens their marginalization (see chapters one and three).
Building on this, and considering that “[h]igher status is often associated with mobility,” it is
worth examining how the display of favelas in contexts that are physically, socially and
culturally removed from these neighborhoods helps transform the global imaginaries
surrounding favelas, the lives and livelihoods of (some) favela residents, and the art world
spaces in which these displays take place (Jaffe et al., 2012, p. 646).
Returning to Freire-Medeiros’ (2013, p. 72) account of the traveling favela, we see
that on its journeys the sign favela becomes “a territory of the imagination to which various
anxieties and desires converge.” Freire-Medeiros (2009, p. 587) argues that we should see
favela tourism as a “continuous spiral of representations” in which tourists and favela
inhabitants formulate multiple narratives about themselves and each other. To conceptualize
this process, she builds on literary scholar Marie Louise Pratt’s concept of a “contact zone,”
defined as “‘social spaces where disparate cultures meet, clash and intertwine with one
another, often in extremely asymmetrical relations of domination and subordination,’ but
where paradoxically other possibilities of mutual representation emerge” (Freire-Medeiros,
2007b, p. 69, my translation). As we will see in this chapter, similar forms of circulation and
(unequal) exchange take place in the contexts of artistic favela representations, especially
when these representations travel across the world. Considering the diverse locations of
production and display, we might even say that this practice creates multiple (yet
overlapping) contact zones, each with their own affordances and limitations.
Writing about ‘the ghetto,’ Jaffe (2012, p. 676) asks “why, precisely, ‘the ghetto’ has
stretched and come to be applied to so many different contexts”: how has it come to be “a
specific, spatial form of social imaginary that is linked to the urban” (Jaffe, 2012, p. 676)?
This chapter asks a similar question for ideas about ‘the favela.’ In addition to historical and
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present imaginations of favelas in Brazil, discussed in previous chapters, I argue that the
phenomenon Ananya Roy (2011b) calls “subaltern urbanism” is important here. As noted,
Roy (2011b, p. 224) describes subaltern urbanism as a particular tendency in urban theory:
Writing against apocalyptic and dystopian narratives of the slum, subaltern
urbanism provides accounts of the slum as a terrain of habitation, livelihood and
politics. […] [It] seeks to confer recognition on spaces of poverty and forms of
popular agency that often remain invisible and neglected in the archives and annals of
urban theory.
Other authors have described this discourse as “the human potential city” or “slums of hope”
(Amin, 2013a, p. 479-484; Frenzel, 2016, p. 44-47). As Ash Amin (2013a, p. 482) writes, the
informal city is increasingly recognized as a space of “improvisation, ingenuity, community,
fortitude, hope, laughter, music, personal hygiene, clean-ironed shirts, homemaking,
neighborliness, labour and entrepreneurship.” Roy (2011b) recognizes the importance of such
a project of recognition, but also warns for idealization and a rigid conceptualization of
informality. Similarly, this chapter will be “sympathetic to the cause of subaltern urbanism,”
while hoping to contribute to a more critical questioning of “this project of recognition and its
key analytical terms” (Roy, 2011b, p. 228-229).
To do so, it is useful to return to the dogmas Licia Valladares (2005, pp. 148-152)
recognizes in academic publications on favelas, as discussed in chapter one. Taken together,
these dogmas treat favelas as a category: highly different from other forms of urbanism but
singular in and of itself. As such, this approach fails to recognize both the internal differences
between favelas and the similarities to other parts of the city. Importantly, this categorical
approach draws on particular “aesthetic registers,” which will be discussed in this chapter
(Jones, 2011, p. 706). In addition, as we have seen in previous chapters, this is what allows
‘the favela’ to become a symbol both within and outside of Brazil: “a strategic resource – a
symbolic capital, if you will – for producers as well as consumers” (Freire-Medeiros, 2013, p.
122). A similar argument can be made for slums in the global South in a more general sense.
For Roy (2011b, p. 231), “subaltern urbanism” depends on the “ontological and topological
readings of the subaltern.” As Jones and Sanyal (2015, p. 433) write about slums in India, this
reading allows images to be detached from their local context, becoming part of “a fluid
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representational stock of images and experiences that circulate, with the potential to be
picked up and acted upon by diverse actors.” Crucially, this categorical isolation of favelas or
slums leads to “ignoring the political, economic and social causes underpinning the
production and continuity of urban slums” (Jones and Sanyal, 2015, p. 436).
As postcolonial theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1986, p. 263-264) writes,
“[w]hat is at stake here is a ‘worlding,’ the reinscription of a cartography that must
(re)present itself as impeccable.” Spivak (1986) also shows, however, that the relations and
representations that make up such a process of ‘Othering’ are far from monolithic. Similarly,
this chapter shows that while the categorical approach allows for the symbolic and
instrumental usage of ‘the favela’ as a sign, it does not in itself determine the values and
narratives attached to this symbol. For example, favelas are seen as quintessentially Brazilian,
but also as representative of global informality. They are approached as passive spaces
waiting for outside intervention, but also as the birthplaces of extraordinary agency,
authenticity and resistance. In the following sections, these different symbolic meanings of
the favela will be closely examined. Sections two and three look at the ways in which favelas
are tied to local identity and specificity, by discussing narratives of Brazilianness and
authenticity. Sections four and five, in contrast, look at the detachment of favela images from
local realities, transforming them into generalized spaces of inspiration for the global North.
Crucially, as we will see, these distinct visual and discursive repertoires are closely
entangled, which causes the many contradictions in the framing of artistic favela
representations.

Quintessentially Brazilian
At the Venice Biennale of Architecture in 2016, one of the collateral exhibitions showed an
installation of photographs by Germany-based photographer Patricia Parinejad, depicting the
Rio de Janeiro favela of Cantagalo. The accompanying text by the artist states that the
architecture of this neighborhood “is a reflection of Latin America, Brazil itself, and
particularly so of Rio, a city full of surprising discoveries and delights” (Time Space
Existence, 2016). As a small, hillside community in the Zona Sul, Cantagalo very much fits
the typical imagery of the Rio favela – even though the vast majority of favelas in Rio are not
blessed with such a scenic location (Varley, 2013). Building on chapters two and three, we
see that Parinejad’s reading of Rio’s favelas as “scenic and sensual icons of tropicalized
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Brazil” mirrors a long historical tradition (Jackson, 1994, p. 99). With this in mind, this
section has a closer look at how favelas figure within current negotiations of Brazilian
identity in European art world contexts. In contrast to the rest of the chapter, this section
therefore treats not so much the imaginary of the favela as an isolated category, but rather
how favelas are incorporated in imaginaries of Brazil and Brazilianness, which are often
defined in opposition to Europe and North America.
In recent decades, modern and contemporary art from Brazil has become increasingly
visible and popular within the globalized art world and market (Brandellero, 2015). However,
the ways in which this inclusion has happened raised widespread critiques, as the European
and North American taste for exotic ‘Others’ plays a role here (e.g. Mosquera, 1992;
Camnitzer, 1995; Herkenhoff, 1995; Ramírez, 1995). Exhibitions based on national or
regional identity are problematic because, as Mosquera (2001, p. 26) notes, “all too often
only those works that explicitly manifest difference or satisfy expectations of exoticism are
legitimated.” In the increasingly globalized art world, such questions regarding national
identity and the politics of representation are becoming ever more complex, but these
critiques remain relevant. Perhaps the most urgent question in the Brazilian case remains how
to showcase the country’s social, cultural, racial and economic diversity/inequality – since
this is precisely an element that has become stereotypical and idealized.
A good illustration of such dilemmas can be found at the Brazilian pavilion of the
2016 Venice Biennale of Architecture, curated by Rio-based urban planner Washington
Fajardo. The exhibition presented fifteen architectural projects in different Brazilian cities
through video clips and posters, which visitors could take home. The selection and framing of
the projects reflected a focus on social relevance rather than architectural prestige. For
example, the projects on display highlight the creation of beautiful and democratically used
public spaces (Parque Madureira, Parque Sitiê), inclusionary architectural programs (Selo de
Qualidade MCMV, Programa Vivenda) and educational facilities (Escola Mangue, Escola
Vidigal, Circo Crescer e Viver). Significantly, nine of the projects on display are located in or
conducted by residents of favelas/peripheries in different Brazilian cities, with a strong
overall focus on Rio de Janeiro. We hear and see favela residents talk about the projects in
several of the video presentations. Moreover, projects in favelas and the formal city are
shown side-by-side, without clear distinctions, thereby arguably challenging the dominant
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idea of Brazilian cities as divided. As such, at first sight the exhibition paints a different
picture than the predominantly negative imagery of favelas.

Fig. 4.1. Circuito da Herença
Africana, poster presented at the
exhibition Juntos, Brazilian
Pavilion, Venice Biennale of
Architecture, 2016.
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It is not my goal in this chapter to analyze the local relevance of the projects exhibited
in this pavilion – important as that topic might be. Rather, I will describe how these projects
are worlded in this exhibition, relating this to the ethical and epistemological questions
around favela representations outlined above. In the opening wall text, Fajardo paints the
European audience a familiar picture of his country. Brazil is described as “a nation that is
black, mixed-race, hedonistic, avant-garde, joyful, light and intense,” a “catholic-candombléamorous-libidinous-anthropophagic melting pot” (Juntos, 2016). The problematic idea of
Brazil as a ‘racial democracy’ is dangerously close here, and becomes even clearer later on:
Through the contribution of the African-Brazilian population we exercise the pursuit
of happiness. Through the message of black culture were are impelled to be together,
to love, to rejoice, to dance, to attain higher human intelligence, in a togetherness of
rare beauty (Juntos, 2016).
Later on, the wall text also mentions that “black populations were exiled in informal areas
and urban peripheries subjected to violence and segregation,” but it describes Brazil’s
problems as a context in which ingenious solutions are being found in urban settings (Juntos,
2016).
To further examine this exhibition, I will focus on the framing of two of the projects
on display, both located in Rio de Janeiro. The first is the Circuito da Herença Africana
(Circuit of African Heritage), a tourist route around significant sites of Afro-Brazilian history
in Rio de Janeiro’s port region, which encompasses both formal, working-class areas and
favelas (fig. 4.1). The poster of this project celebrates Afro-Brazilian culture, which is linked
to historical exclusion by mentioning how in Rio “the memory of its African roots were
systematically repressed and erased,” but that the city is now “finally starting to reconcile
with itself and rediscover that it’s black, very black, at heart” (Milton Guran qtd. in Juntos,
2016). What is not mentioned, however, is that the Circuito forms part of a broader
redevelopment of Rio’s port region called Porto Maravilha, aimed at making the region more
attractive for residents, visitors and companies. As briefly noted in the previous chapter,
inhabitants, activists and scholars have criticized Porto Maravilha as “a textbook case of
neoliberal governance” and a project of gentrification, which in Brazil is tellingly also
referred to by the term branqueamento (whitening) (Freeman, 2012, p. 110; Gaffney, 2016).

146 - Chapter Four
Despite the focus on African heritage, scholars and residents note the difficulty of getting
funds and recognition for Afro-Brazilian initiatives with a more direct, political discourse, the
problems related to the increase of tourism in heritage sites such as Pedra do Sal, and the
struggle between rich and poor (and white and black) people in redeveloped public spaces
such as the Praça Mauá (Freeman, 2012; Pereira Ribeiro and Santos da Silva, 2014;
Gonçalves, 2016). Therefore Kaleb Gonçalves (2016), an artist living in a favela in the port
area, told me in a personal interview that the Circuito is “pretty nice,” but feared it would
serve to legitimize the injustices also part of Porto Maravilha. Similarly, Pereira Ribeiro and
Santos da Silva (2014) argue that the focus on Afro-Brazilian heritage serves to distract
attention from the program’s underlying neoliberal logic.
Without a doubt, several organizations in the port region do perform crucial work in
the area of remembering slavery and celebrating Afro-Brazilian culture, and a number of
individuals from these groups were interviewed for the video presentation at the Biennale.
However, their more politicized discourse – including critiques of Porto Maravilha – is not
shown. As such, the Biennale presentation fails to acknowledge the current struggles in the
port region, focusing solely on historical recognition. While seemingly inclusionary, this
focus on the past serves to distract attention from the problems faced by this area in the
present, in which the project on display occupies a central position. This resonates with
broader critiques of validating cultural heritage, as outlined for example by García Canclini
(2014, p. 54-56). Finally, the presentation does not make a distinction between the different
groups and actors that are active in the area – presenting the Circuito as a collaborative,
rather than a government project. Considering these different stakeholders, it is worth noting
that curator Fajardo worked as an advisor for the Rio government on the Porto Maravilha
program, which brings to the fore some of the personal stakes he had in presenting this
project in a positive light.
The second project from Fajardo’s pavilion that I’d like to discuss is an art school
created by internationally famous artist Vik Muniz in the favela Vidigal, in the south zone of
Rio de Janeiro (fig. 4.2). The school is situated in a modern building that takes inspiration
from the architecture of the surrounding favela. On the poster of the project, Muniz describes
that Vidigal’s close proximity to richer neighbourhoods causes its residents “insatiable
material desires,” which the school transforms “into empowerment that is liberating and
creative” (Muniz qtd, in Juntos 2016, emphasis in original). We can see similarities here to
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the charity-like approach found (and criticized) in many community art projects, where the
artist acts as a ‘benefactor’ for the poor and marginalized, who are “defined a priori as in
need of empowerment or access to creative/expressive skills” (Kester, 2004, p. 137). The
image of a smiling Muniz surrounded by young children is telling here, related to his selfproclaimed status as a “Robin Hood of the arts” (Armendariz, 2015, my translation). This is
not to say that art education is not necessary and beneficial within the context of Vidigal (as it
is for children everywhere), but rather to recognize that, paraphrasing Kester (1995), people
do not live in favelas “because of low self-esteem” or because they have material desires,
“but because of a range of economic and political forces that conservatives […] are very
anxious to obscure and naturalize” (see also Kwon, 2004). Especially important here is the
low quality of Brazil’s public education, widely recognized as a factor that impedes socioeconomic mobility.

Fig. 4.2. Escola Vidigal, poster presented at the exhibition Juntos,
Brazilian Pavilion, Venice Biennale of Architecture, 2016.
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According to Smith (2015, p. 5), precisely because the once-denied racism must now
be acknowledged in Brazil, “the country symbolically performs rituals of racial tolerance […]
by publically and dramatically including black people in the national fabric in order to forge a
new identity,” while failing to address the persistent racism present in daily life and public
policy. Similarly, in this exhibition, the age-old idea of inclusion as an essentially Brazilian
feature and a nation where discrimination no longer plays a significant role is reiterated,
glossing over the very real consequences of racism and classism on the daily lives of people
living in favelas. We might therefore read these inclusions as “non-performatives,” in which
“naming [is] a way of not bringing something into effect” (Ahmed, 2012, p. 117). Naturally,
neoliberal city-planning and/or low-quality education are not problems that this exhibition,
Muniz or Fajardo alone can solve. Also, it should be reiterated what this exhibition does
achieve: showcasing architectural projects in favelas and asfalto side-by-side, recognizing the
former as integral and constitutive territories of Brazilian cities. However, the tensions and
struggles that define the context of (and need for) these projects are glossed over rather than
made explicit, which is particularly poignant considering the claims in the opening wall text.
In other words, by focusing solely on innovative ‘solutions,’ the structural problems faced by
peripheral areas are effectively denied, and the limitations of architectural projects like these
are not taken into account. Taken together, the projects discussed and Fajardo’s overall
framing therefore illustrate the conflicts of interest that might arise in presenting favelas to a
foreign audience, especially in an exhibition that seems ultimately aimed at presenting Brazil
in a positive light.

(Im)mobility and Authenticity
Chapter two has shown that collaborations between cultural producers from different social
strata have a long history in Brazil. In recent years, however, the role and agency of favela
inhabitants in the broader process of representing their neighborhoods has increased, as
several residents have traveled the world to present their artistic representations to foreign
audiences. In this section, I aim to address some of the complexities inherent to this process,
particularly considering narratives of (im)mobility and authenticity. To do so, I start at the
exhibition Soft Power. Arte Brasil, held in 2016 at Kunsthal Kade, in the Dutch city of
Amersfoort. As an exhibition based on nationality, we must keep in mind the critiques
expressed in the previous section, particularly the tendency of valuing only stereotypically
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‘Brazilian’ art. For example, the catalog of this show problematically mentions artists
“[telling] us more about the essence of their country” (Roos and van Meeuwen, 2016, p. 3).
Looking at the artworks on display, however, we see a rather nuanced and diverse selection,
for example by looking explicitly beyond the so-called eixo (axis), the dominant art circuit as
found in between the cities of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo (Brandellero, 2016, p. 18).
Favelas were depicted in several of the artworks displayed in Soft Power. Arte Brasil,
but I will focus here on the participation of one particular artist: Angelo Campos. Campos is a
street artist, who was born, raised and still living in the Rio de Janeiro favela of Vila
Cruzeiro. The artist, who had never exhibited in Europe prior to this exhibition, makes mostly
critical murals about violence and politics in Rio’s favelas (e.g. fig. 4.3). The curators became
aware of Campos’ work through his ties with two Dutch artists who have worked in various
Rio de Janeiro favelas as part of their project Favela Painting: Jeroen Koolhaas and Dre
Urhahn. According to the exhibition catalog, Campos decided to pursue a solo career as an
artist after his participation in this project. In reality, however, he started painting already in
1998 – years before the Dutch artists came to Rio – and his status as a local artist was what
got him involved in their project in the first place (Campos, 2016). This is, in my view, more
than just a misunderstanding. Rather, it is related to a broader critique that Campos (2016)
expresses towards Koolhaas and Urhahn, namely that they came to Vila Cruzeiro with a fixed
and pre-established idea, without considering what was already there (e.g. local artists,
activists, social projects) or what residents wanted. Like Vik Muniz in his Vidigal project,
favela residents are here approached as “a priori in need of empowerment” (Kester, 2004, pp.
137-138).
In contrast, Koolhaas and Urhahn are imagined as “creatively, intellectually,
financially and institutionally empowered,” despite the fact that, much like JR’s project
discussed in the previous chapter, Favela Painting depends on local mediation by actors such
as Campos (Kester, 2004, pp. 137-138).3 Within this narrative, favelas remain destitute places
yearning to be ‘transformed’ by foreign artists, “a kind of raw material in need of
transformation” (Kester, 2004, pp. 137-138). We see this, for example, when Koolhaas tells a
3

The catalog text about Favela Painting mentions, for example, that they “[raised] money to make a
dream come true,” and argues that the project “are part of the overall upgrading of the favelas, which
are gradually becoming ordinary residential neighborhoods” (Roos and van Meeuwen, 2016, p. 43).
While we do see, broadly speaking, a formalization of favela neighborhoods in Rio de Janeiro, several
favela residents (including Campos) told me that surface-level interventions like these contribute little
to that process.
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Dutch interviewer that after their intervention, the residents of Vila Cruzeiro “finally had
something in their neighborhood to be proud of,” despite the fact that his colleague Urhahn
previously mentioned that most favela residents already felt pride for the place in which they
live (Wensink, 2009). In addition, keeping in mind Jaffe’s (2012) account of the ‘ghetto,’ the
art project supposedly transforms the favela from a space of immobility to a hub of
transnational relations. As Koolhaas notes in the same interview: “What was formerly a nogo area is now a place where interested people look at art” (Wensink, 2009).

Fig. 4.3. Angelo Campos (2011-2016) Untitled [Graffiti]. Vila Cruzeiro, Rio de
Janeiro (photo: João Paulo).

Considering realities and imaginaries of immobility, Campos’ travel to Amersfoort
gains significance, because it disrupts global patterns of mobility and inequality. The next
chapter will consider the importance such mobilities in more detail. In contrast, my aim here
is to highlight how the idea of favelas as territories of immobility creates a problematic
distinction between favela residents and outside artists. Of course, these ideas are partly true
– as most foreign artists have a higher degree of mobility than their favela-based interlocutors
– but the narratives that accompany most socially-engaged art practices reinforce rather than
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Fig. 4.4. The Morrinho Project (2017) Morrinho [Installation]. Pereira da Silva, Rio de
Janeiro (photo: Simone Kalkman).

Fig. 4.5. The Morrinho Project (2010) Morrinho [Installation]. Southbank Centre, London
(photo: Jeff van Campen, Southbank Centre Favela, licensed under CC BY-NY 2.0).
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counter this reality. An important reason for this, as addressed in chapter one, is that
community-based art projects often build on problematic, essentialist notions of
‘community,’ whether bound by territory or other markers of difference, which leads to the
idea of “a coherent collective subject” that is then “consumed as authenticity” (Kwon, 2004,
p. 154).
The link to authenticity can be clarified by considering another example of favela
residents traveling to European exhibitions, namely the Morrinho Project, known for its
miniature ‘model’ of a Rio de Janeiro favela (fig. 4.4). Importantly, this project abolishes the
distinction between ‘artists’ and ‘community members,’ but I argue that similar narratives are
used to frame and interpret this project on its travels across the world. Generally, the
exhibition framing in European contexts builds strongly on the artists’ inspiring life story,
and emphasizes Morrinho’s goal of spreading a more positive imagery of Rio’s favelas
(Kalkman, 2013).4 Importantly, the artists’ local origins tend to be used as a guarantee for the
authenticity of their representation. We see this for example when 2007 Biennale curator
Robert Storr (2007, no pagination, emphasis in original) writes: “[Morrinho’s creators] are
not artists who have gone to make contact with street kids […] they are street kids.”
Crucially, however, Morrinho’s participants never lived on the streets, and were in their midtwenties when they participated in the Venice Biennale. Here we see, as Freire-Medeiros and
Rocha (2011, p. 16, my translation) write, that Morrinho’s artists “will never be ‘just artists’
but always necessarily ‘artists-favelados.’” The negative associations of the term favelado are
important here, showing that these narratives mainly serve to highlight the exceptionalism of
particular circulations, as “exceptions that prove the rule” (Jones, 2011, p. 701).
Again, artists from favelas participating in European exhibitions do disrupt dominant
patterns of global mobility, but the radical meaning and potential of these disruptions
diminishes significantly if they are framed in terms of realism and authenticity, as
‘spokespersons’ for the favela as a category. This resonates with what Gary Alan Fine (2003,
p. 162-163) writes about self-taught artists more generally:
The biographies of self-taught artists justify their authenticity, serving as a primary
criterion of evaluation. To be sure, the work itself matters, as many people have
4

The story of how the Morrinho Project developed since starting in 2007 is described in a number of
academic publications (e.g. Freire-Medeiros and Rocha, 2011; Linke, 2012; Kalkman, 2013; Angelini,
2015; 2016).
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interesting biographies, but the biography invests the material with meaning. […] The
identity of the artist is embedded in the definitions of the field and in the practices of
selling.
Fine (2003, p. 163) links this focus to a broader desire for ‘the real thing,’ which, as chapter
two has shown, is also strongly present in the production and consumption of favela
representations (Jaguaribe, 2004; 2007; Jaguaribe and Hetherington, 2004; Jaguaribe and
Salmon, 2012). As Jaguaribe (2004, p. 338) argues, “[t]he prevalence of the realist code” in
both the production and the reception of favela representations in various media “attests to a
veritable anxiety for uncovering these pluralistic portraits of Brazil,” despite often relying on
formulaic and sensationalist encodings of ‘the real.’
This desire for the ‘real’ and the ‘authentic’ is particularly striking in the case of
Morrinho, as a closer look at their model reveals that a realist or documentary representation
of favela life is not the artists’ primary goal. The model is constructed in a free and playful
manner and while the original model was divided up in different, existing favela
neighborhoods, these are hard to distinguish for the casual viewer and left out of exhibition
reproductions. Moreover, while drawing on a visual language closely associated to that of
‘favela chic,’ the model combines architectural and societal elements from different parts of
Rio and the world, for example a Museum of Modern Art, a London Eye, and an Amsterdaminspired red light district (e.g. fig. 4.5). In this sense, Morrinho plays with the viewer’s
expectations of favelas by both confirming and disrupting them. As such, rather than a
realistic depiction, we might see the model as an ongoing reflection on what a favela is, can
be and should be. As Angelini (2015, p. 2) writes, rather than make a definite statement,
Morrinho asks critical questions about “how [Rio] is lived and represented – and the gap
between the two” (see also Jones, 2011; Angelini, 2016). These nuances are usually lost,
however, in international exhibition contexts, where the main focus remains the artists’
biography. Again, the contrast between the mobile, cosmopolitan art world and the favela as
a space of immobility is key in this respect – for this (supposedly) is what makes this story so
unique.
Crucially, as we have seen in the case of Favela Painting, these imaginaries of
authenticity, (im)mobility, and the physical or symbolic distanced traveled between favelas
and exhibition contexts also inform the reception of artists that were not born and raised in
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favelas. Another interesting example of this is Japanese artist Tadashi Kawamata, who
presented his so-called Favela Café at Art Basel 2013 (fig. 4.6). This installation presented
huts made of wood and corrugated iron in which visitors of could get food and drinks. It was
heavily criticized in reviews as “poverty porn” and “a distasteful sleight to actual favelas” in
which poverty “becomes a source of comfort and status to the rich” (Jordana, 2013; Artemel,
2013). Important here is Kawamata’s “exterior” position, as we see for example in a critical
article by Berenstein Jacques (2008, p. 163). She writes that the Japanese artist “discovered
favelas through his hotel window during a brief stay in Brazil,” which she contrasts to
Oiticica’s “more internal vision” (Berenstein Jacques, 2008, p. 163). Kawamata himself
acknowledges this distanced viewpoint when he says in an interview: “For me it’s not about
the lifestyle of poor people, but about the material, the size, the arrangement” (Krebs, 2013,
my translation). This lack of engagement with actual favelas clearly matters, as shown by the
rather different reception of the work of outside artists such as Favela Painting and JR.
Considering Kawamata’s statement, it is noteworthy that the small, wooden structures
presented at Art Basel do not look much like actual favelas in terms of material, size or
arrangement. This lack of realism is another frequent point of critique. As one reviewer notes:
“I’ve been to real favelas and Favela Café has nothing to do with real favelas” (Jordana,
2013). The shacks do resemble Kawamata’s other installations as well as a variety of bars,
restaurants and products with a recycled aesthetics around the world. Here we start to see that
the inclusion of favelas within exhibitions of contemporary art and architecture is closely
linked to broader trends in architecture and urbanism, such as recycled materials, irregular
forms and self-building (to be discussed in the following sections). It also shows that what
bothered critical reviewers about this work were not the formal characteristics of Kawamata’s
work, but rather the direct reference to favelas and the blunt acknowledgment of a superficial
interest in these territories (Krebs, 2013). In the words of one reviewer: “Favela Café cannot
escape its literalness. The seriousness of the subject matter undermines any attempts at
playful irony” (Jordana, 2013).
While these responses are valid, comparing this reception to that of other artists who
have employed favela images shows that they are selectively applied. Keeping in mind
Berenstein Jacques’ (2008) opposition between Kawamata and Oiticica, for example, it is
important to emphasize that “[n]o favelas in Rio have spaces and environments that we could
figuratively associate with the environment of [Oiticica’s work] Tropicália” (Figueiredo, p.
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23). As noted in chapter two, a few of Oiticica’s contemporaries and more recent critics noted
that the artist “displayed something of a primitivist take on [Mangueira]” (Martins, 2013, p.
70). Here too, the idea of authenticity is important. In the words of art critic Paulo Venâncio
Filho (2007, p. 29), Mangueira offered Oiticica “the vital, true authenticity that only total
confrontation with the city […] could offer and validate.” While these images and
experiences were incorporated in the artist’s extensive philosophy (see Martins, 2013;
Asbury, 2008), chapter two showed that foreign audiences not familiar with this
philosophical framework are likely to ‘consume’ this authenticity and vitality in a more
direct, simplified manner. Similarly, most critics, curators and journalists praise his
connections to Mangueira without asking the ethical questions posed about Kawamata’s
work.

Fig. 4.6. Tadashi Kawamata (2013) Favela Café [Installation] (Photo: unknown).
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Fig. 4.7. Caio Reisewitz (2012) Aspicuelta [Ink jet on Hahnemüle paper and Zeiss
museumglass].

Another interesting counterpoint to Kawamata’s installation is found the work of
Brazilian artist Caio Reisewitz. His 2015 exhibition Florestas, Favelas and Falcatruas at
Huis Marseille in Amsterdam showed highly aesthetic photographs and collages that
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combined images of Brazil’s Atlantic rainforest, modernist architecture and favela
neighbourhoods (e.g. fig. 4.7). While making – in the title and framing of the exhibition – a
specific reference to favelas as Brazilian, the images are aestheticized, depoliticized and
unspecific. Especially in the collages, taking them out of context seems to be the artist’s
explicit goal. Importantly, however, most reviewers of the exhibition interpreted the inclusion
of favela images as a sign of Reisewitz’ social and political engagement. As Kruijswijk
(2015, my translation) writes in a review:
That [Reisewitz’] photographs are so much more than just an aesthetic treat becomes
clear when you see in his collages the other side of the typical Brazilian architectural
spectrum: fragments of the favelas, slums that spread endlessly and that are almost
organically connected to big cities such as Rio and São Paulo. More than a visual
seducer, Caio Reisewitz is very much a socially engaged artist, who wants to use his
work to address the corruption and political scandals of his country.
For Reisewitz the use of favela images was interpreted as a sign of his socio-political
concerns, whereas Kawamata was criticized for his lack of political engagement. Despite
having lived in Europe for a long time, Reisewitz is presented as “a profoundly Brazilian
artist, concerned about the underlying problems associated with [his] country’s economic and
social development” (Monterosso, 2015, no pagination). For many reviewers, Reisewitz’
nationality seems to give him the right to employ favela images. In this sense, like the
Brazilian Modernists in the early twentieth century, both Reisewitz and Oiticica are able to
“export as their own the Other the Europeans [crave]” (Philippou, 2005, p. 249).
To further illustrate how ideas of authenticity impact the global circulation of artistic
favela representations, a final look at Morrinho is in order, focusing particularly on some
accounts of exhibitions outside of Pereira da Silva (the favela in which the project started).
Some authors have argued that, in these exhibitions, Morrinho has lost its significance and
“the dynamic signs of social life that once populated the original playground model” (Linke,
2012, p. 310). As Linke (2012, p. 311) writes:
The exhibit participates in [the manufacture of consumable images for European
tourists] by displaying a Brazilian shanty community as an exotic object for European
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consumption. An architectural artefact, like the Morrinho project, participates in the
staging of authenticity by creating a freeze-frame picture, in which historical time
stands still.
Similarly, writing about Morrinho at the Museu de Arte do Rio (MAR), da Costa Bezerra
(2017, p. 130) notes that “[t]he original context, meanings, and relationship to the community
in which it was created get lost,” leading her to conclude that “Morrinho has become another
commodity to be consumed.” Morrinho’s meaning certainly changes during its journeys, and
the artists themselves recognize that foreign tastes for the exotic favela have impacted their
popularity (Kalkman, 2013). Nevertheless, I argue that the “staging of authenticity” happens
predominantly in the framing of the project. The model itself does not aim for a realistic or
‘authentic’ representation, but rather questions the favela as a category. Moreover, by
lamenting the transformed relation between Morrinho and its ‘original context,’ I contend
that these authors fixate the position of Morrinho’s artists as “always necessarily ‘artistsfavelados’” (Freire-Medeiros and Rocha, 2011, p. 16, my translation).
Considering the long history of outsiders depicting favelas, the participation of these
favela residents within the European art world is highly significant. However, as Gerardo
Mosquera (2001, p. 27) writes: “The question remains: to what extent are the artists
contributing to transformation of the hegemonic and restrictive status quo in favour of true
diversification, instead of being managed by it?” In the Brazilian context, this question is
perhaps especially relevant and complex due to the country’s long history of “racist
inclusionism” (Holston, 2008, p. 70). On the one hand, we see that this historical context
forces contemporary exhibitions focusing on Brazil to reflect on the country’s inequalities
and diversities, as they have long been a central theme in the country’s art production.
Including artists from favelas often forms part of this focus. On the other hand, favelas
residents frequently retain their ‘subaltern’ status in these exhibitions, as spokespersons for
territories in need of empowerment valued only for the authenticity they supposedly perform.
Through the same narrative, foreign and favela-based artists are being judged on the basis of
a perceived lack or loss of an authentic connection with favela territories.
In a recent article, Ash Amin (2013a, p. 476) distinguished two parallel imaginaries of
what he calls “telescopic urbanism.” On the one hand, there is the city as “the powerhouse of
future capitalist inventiveness, productivity growth and consumer demand,” whereas on the
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other side we see “the world of slums, informal settlements, illegal occupation and other
forms of existential improvisation” (Amin, 2013a, pp. 478-479). Despite the fact that these
inequalities are very real, Amin (2013a, p. 484) argues that the “telescopic” focus “leaves out
everything else, above all the myriad hidden connections and relational doings that hold
together the contemporary city as an assemblage of many types of spatial formation.” A
similar argument, as I argue, can be made regarding favelas and the art world. To be sure, the
lived realities of favela residents and European art world insiders or audiences are
fundamentally different, which raises important ethical questions. The same is true for the
experiences and opportunities of artists from different backgrounds. Nevertheless, here too I
would say that there is a risk of leaving out everything else, particularly the “the circuits of
knowledge production” through which favela images reach their art world context (Roy,
2011a, p. 314). More specifically, I argue that to rank works on a scale of authenticity as
linked to artists’ experiences in favelas misses the point that the curatorial choices, framings
and critiques of these distinct projects are often based on the same theoretical discourses, in
which favelas remain the locus of authentic immobility. This approach perpetuates the idea of
the favela as an isolated category, paradoxically motivated by a desire for “the real thing”
(Jaguaribe, 2004).

Learning from Favelas
Returning to the 2016 Venice Biennale of Architecture, two projects by European-based
artists put Brazilian favelas on display in this prestigious context. The first was Patricia
Parinejad’s Refavela: Structures of Spontaneous Architecture in the Favelas of Rio de
Janeiro, briefly mentioned at the outset of the second section. As noted, her installation
showed photographs of Cantagalo, accompanied in the exhibition by a text by the artist (fig.
4.8). This text notes “the [fascinating] creative energy exuding from the wildly interwoven
structures” and “the abundance of unique solutions, shimmering colours, diverse shapes and
unusual ways of using materials” found in favelas (Time Space Existence, 2016). The second
installation by the Swiss architect Christian Kerez was entitled Learning from the favelas
(without poeticizing them), presented in the main exhibition by curator Alejandro Aravena
(fig. 4.9). As the wall text indicates, Kerez argues that favelas “could change the way we
understand the city and housing more generally” because they revolve “to a much greater
degree around density and variety than around generosity and openness” (Reporting from the
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Front, 2016). In both installations, the favela is presented as a different “typological and
morphological system,” from which architects might learn.

Fig. 4.8. Patricia Parinejad (2016) Refavela [Collage]. Palazzo Mora, Venice (photo: GAA
Foundation).

In her influential account on the spectatorship of images of war, Susan Sontag (2003,
p. 37-38) writes:
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Perhaps the only people with the right to look at images of suffering of this
extreme order are those who could do something to alleviate it […] or those
who could learn from it. The rest of us are voyeurs, whether or not we mean to be.
Importantly, my goal here is not to equate images of favelas with those of war and bloodshed,
but rather to point to a common narrative in European exhibitions showing Brazilian favelas,
in which the idea of learning from images of ‘Others’ is employed to counter critiques of
voyeurism. Both Parinejad and Kerez read favelas as “paragons or models for future living,”
arguing, in other words, that audiences in the global North might learn from these spaces
(Jones and Sanyal, 2015, p. 437). At the Brazilian pavilion, Washington Fajardo similarly
argues for seeing the potentiality of the “precarious” neighbourhoods in Brazil, where
unsuccessful ideals of “white modernity” failed to completely erase the popular culture of
Afro-Brazilian populations (Juntos, 2016). He argues that Brazil’s conflicted relation to
modernist city planning – different as it is from that in Europe and North America – holds
insights for cities around the world. To a certain extent, these goals resonate with Roy’s
(2009, p. 819) call for “new geographies of urban theory,” as these architects challenge the
idea that formal, modernist development is the only way for cities to flourish. This section,
however, will show some problematic aspects of the narrative of learning from favelas,
focusing on Kerez’ and Parinejad’s representations. I will highlight the dichotomies that often
underlie the goal of learning from favelas, as well as the function that this narrative performs
within the context of European exhibitions.
In his account of Orientalism, discussed in the introduction to this thesis, Said (2003,
p. 2-3) argues that “the basic distinction between East and West” can be seen as “the starting
point for elaborate theories, epics, novels, social descriptions, and political accounts
concerning the Orient.” Similarly, many favela representations in European exhibition
contexts present their presentation in oppositional terms: formal vs. informal urbanism,
Brazilian vs. Euro-American cities, and global North vs. global South. Parinejad and Kerez
literally approach favelas as a category, a different “typological and morphological system”
(Kerez qtd. in Reporting from the Front, 2016). As noted, this approach has been criticized
by various scholars, who emphasize the need “to challenge binary thinking about
(in)formality” rather than merely “reversing the valorisation” of such dualisms (Varley, 2013:
16; see also Roy, 2011b). Two things are particularly important here. First, as Varley (2013,
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p. 7) notes, “the idea of a distinctive morphology” fails to recognize the diversity of informal/
low-income settlements around the world, as well as the material and social similarities with
formally built territories in the global North and South. Second, we must question the
tendency of equating informality with specific territories (i.e. ‘slums’ or, in Brazil, favelas).
This approach not only fails to recognize the consolidation and indeed formalization of many
such areas, it also – as Roy (2009) has argued – obscures how informality is less a spatial
characteristic than a method of space production, which can be found across rich and poor
areas throughout the world.

Fig. 4.9. Christian Kerez (2016) Learning from the Favelas (Without Poeticizing Them)
[Installation]. Main pavilion, Giardini, Venice Biennale of Architecture (photo: Simone
Kalkman).
A comparison of Kerez’ and Parinejad’s projects allows us to see how these
frameworks of thought influence many exhibition practices showing favelas in Europe. In
both presentations, we see a focus on the research conducted in favelas. Kerez here depends
on Hugo Mesquita, “who depicted five of São Paulo’s favelas in an extremely detailed way”
in his PhD thesis (Kerez qtd. in Reporting from the Front, 2016; Mesquita, 2016).
Noteworthy here is also that Kerez works at ETH Zürich, where a lot of research has been
conducted over the last years into Brazil’s popular architecture (Casa/Cidade/Mundo, 2015;
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Angélil and Hehl, 2011; 2013; 2014). Parinejad’s text, in turn, emphasizes the “months living
on site and documenting countless structures” in Cantagalo (qtd. in Time Space Existence
2016). Comparing the two projects, we certainly see that Mesquita’s (2016) documentation,
which combines formal and historical analysis in a doctoral thesis, was in fact more thorough
than Parinejad’s. Nevertheless, it is noteworthy (particularly considering the reception of
Kawamata discussed above) that both framings use the focus on research and contact with
locals to bridge the physical and symbolic distance between the spaces represented and the
context of display – thereby reacting to the outsider-status of these artists. What is not
recognized here, however, is that such research practices arguably approach favelas as
collections of inspiring practices to be examined and exported by foreign researchers, which
has of course been criticized by a range of scholars in the field of postcolonial studies as well
as journalists and activists from favelas (Kapoor, 2004; Spivak, 2010; Roy, 2011b; 2015;
Steiker-Ginzberg, 2013).
Turning to the differences between the two presentations, the first thing to note is the
artistic medium and approach. Parinejad, as an artistic photographer, works intuitively,
depicting a seemingly random selection of details and fragments of favela architecture.
Architect Kerez, on the other hand, employs a more formal methodology: showing detailed
maps of favela neighbourhoods, patterns of form and color and a concrete proposal for an
architectural intervention. Another important difference is that – as the title indicates – Kerez’
project is framed more carefully, acknowledging the ethical problems of putting poverty on
display in a context such as the Biennale. Reacting to the danger of romanticizing poverty,
the exhibition text argues that “mainly because Kerez is a careful architect, we should give
him (and the favelas) the benefit of the doubt and see if we can learn something from them”
(Reporting from the Front 2016). In contrast, Parinejad does not hesitate to celebrate favela
architecture and the “future solutions” it offers for “urban design and development.” For
both, however, what ultimately legitimizes their presence at the Biennale are the lessons
learned from favela architecture. As if reassuring Sontag (2003, p. 37-38), they contend: we
are not looking at favela spaces because we enjoy it – as that would be voyeurism – but
because we recognize the value of these building practices for urban contexts across the
world.
Unfortunately, neither Kerez nor Parinejad is very specific about what it is we are
supposed learn here. Parinejad’s text merely notes generalized positive characteristics of
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favelas (e.g. “unique solutions, shimmering colours, diverse shapes and unusual ways of
using materials”), without explaining how these would lead to a “role model” for “the current
refugee crisis” (Time Space Existence 2016). Kerez hints at what he learned in Brazil by
juxtaposing the “monumental open spaces” he was familiar with to the “density and variety”
of favelas, but also fails to concretize the broader lessons this would teach us (Reporting from
the Front, 2016). Because it is not specified in the display how these architectural forms of
density, flexibility and variety impact daily life or how this differs (or not) from other
contexts around the world, the European viewer is left to contemplate formal differences
between favelas and the cities she is more familiar with. In contrast, the catalog of another
European exhibition, at the Museum of Contemporary Art Antwerp (M HKA), proposes a
‘learning from favelas’ that is slightly more concrete.5 Curator Roelstraete (2011, p. 32-33)
argues that the “street-less heterotopia” of the favela, devoid of formally conceptualized
streets, might help us rethink how we conventionally understand the street “architecturally or
even urbanistically, as a physical space,” showing it instead as “a mental space first and
foremost – and primordially a social one.”
Through these examples, we start to see how ethical and epistemological questions
are intertwined when considering the practice of exhibiting favelas in Europe, which
illustrates and makes concrete the claims made in previous chapters about the entangled
nature of artistic and academic favela representations. To ask how we can represent favela
territories in a respectful manner that disrupts rather than reproduces the structural
inequalities therefore inevitably means questioning both the frameworks of thought and the
aesthetic registers through which we know, approach and display favela images, models and
narratives. As we have seen, critical scholarship has called into question some of these verbal
and visual repertoires, challenging dominant conceptualizations and depictions of poverty,
informality, marginality and urban divisions. To effectively do so, I would argue that what is
needed above all is to recognize the unequal relations between various urban territories, both
on a local and a global scale. The next section will examine this topic further, by looking at
one particular exemplary function ascribed to favelas and ‘slums,’ namely that of spaces of
resistance.

5

The exhibition A RUA/DE STRAAT was organized at the Museum of Contemporary Art Antwerp (M
HKA) for the Europalia.Brasil festival, from October 6th 2011 through January 22th 2012.
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Spaces of Resistance
In the first section of this chapter, I built on Roy (2011b) and Freire-Medeiros (2013) to show
how favela images are ascribed symbolic positions within globalized debates. A particularly
poignant element of this global imagination, as Roy (2011b) argues, concerns ‘slums’ as
spaces of political resistance. Using an account by Solomon Benjamin (2008) as an example,
she notes how ‘subaltern urbanism’ presents informality “as the subversive politics of the
poor, autonomous of developmentalism, state action and real estate capital” (Roy, 2011b, p.
230). Another example of this tendency is found in a short text by philosopher Slavoj Žižek
(2005), tellingly entitled “Where to look for a revolutionary potential?”:
It is effectively surprising how many features of slum dwellers fit the good old
Marxist determination of the proletarian revolutionary subject: they are “free” in the
double meaning of the word even more than the classic proletariat (“freed” from all
substantial ties, dwelling in a free space, outside the police regulations of the state);
and they are a large collective, forcibly thrown together, “thrown” into a situation
where they have to invent some mode of being-together, and simultaneously
deprived of any support in traditional ways of life, in inherited religious or ethnic lifeforms.
In this section, I will take a closer look at this imaginary, linking it to art theoretical debates
and visual languages in a broader sense. Building on Roy (2011b), I argue that this narrative
too depends on the idea of the slum, or favela, as a category. Finally, I will show that it is
highly problematic to consider, as Žižek does, favelas as “a free space, outside the police
regulations of the state,” closing with some examples that propagate a different view (Žižek,
As we have seen, in the 1960s and 1970s Hélio Oiticica, Lina Bo Bardi and others
turned to favelas as ‘marginal’ spaces, with the goal of protesting Brazil’s right-wing,
conservative dictatorship. As working-class and informally-built communities, favelas
symbolized the spirit of revolt against the dominant power – also because the government
feared real and imagined “communist activism” in these territories (Fischer, 2014, p. 30; see
also Dunn, 2016). The work of these artists was inextricably linked to the Brazilian context,
but also shows interesting similarities to past and present trends in the international art world
(Dezeuze, 2017). Dezeuze (2017) writes extensively about the artistic concern with
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‘precarity,’ manifested for example in the use of discarded materials, ephemeral works, and
being inspired by the figure of the outcast. She finds this in the practices of Oiticica as well as
in the work of US and European artists of the same period. We can see, for example,
similarities to the Situationist International, in which elusive forms of “individual freedom
and creativity” were placed in opposition to “a perceived ‘machinery’ of domination” in the
capitalist city (Schrijver, 2011, p. 248; see also Pinder, 2000). Since the 2000s, as Dezeuze
writes, these ideas have become increasingly influential. For example, several exhibitions
link the improvisational urbanism of Latin America directly to a position of resistance against
global capitalism and neoliberalism, as “the weapon of the weak” (Dezeuze, 2017, p. 256260). Theoretically, authors often link this to a de Certeau-inspired tactics of ‘making do’ or,
in the Brazilian context, the term of gambiarra (Lagnado, 2009).
To illustrate the linkages between, on the one hand, art resisting global capitalism and
modernity and, on the other, certain values and characteristics ascribed to favelas and similar
neighborhoods, we can return to the 2016 Biennale of Architecture. Main curator Alejandro
Aravena, a Chilean architect who has received worldwide recognition for his sociallyengaged architectural projects, positions himself as an activist-architect, hoping to use
“architecture as a shortcut towards equality” (Franco, 2016; see also McGuirk, 2015). In line
with this work, the 2016 edition of the Biennale, entitled Reporting from the front, focused on
“the social, political, economical and environmental end of the spectrum,” discussing “issues
like segregation, inequalities, peripheries, access to sanitation, natural disasters, housing
shortage, migration, informality, crime, traffic, waste, pollution and participation of
communities” (Reporting from the front, 2016). In the main exhibition, we see a focus on
issues such as density, flexibility, recyclable materials, a small-scale approach, and resistance
– for example in the slogans “transform scarcity into abundance,” “resisting globalization,”
“architecture against all odds,” and “learning from the global South” (Reporting from the
Front, 2016).6 As such, this exhibition is in line with a range of other initiatives that “[invite]
artists, urban designers, social workers, activists, and academics to understand precariousness
as a condition under which imagining other ways of living and fighting is both necessary and
viable” (Camacho Vargas, 2017, p. 41).

6

Quotations are taken from the presentations by the following Biennale participants respectively:
Gabinete de Arquitetura, Vo Trong Nghia Architects, Al Borde, Tyin Tegnestue.
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Fig. 4.10. RUA Arquitetos & MAS Urban Design (2015) Varanda Products [Print].
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To elaborate on this, it is useful to return briefly the the idea of the right to the city,
discussed in chapter one as a “spontaneous coming together” of “disparate heterotopic
groups” (Harvey, 2012, p. xvii). In his account of this topic, Peter Marcuse (2009, p. 190)
distinguishes two specific groups that are likely to claim their right to the city: (1) the
“excluded,” or “those deprived of basic material and existing legal right,” and (2) the
“alienated,” or “those discontented with life as they see it around them, perceived as limiting
their own potentials for growth and creativity.” This idea of seeing revolutionary potential in
collaborations between, on the one hand, the “materially deprived” and, on the other hand,
the “intellectually and socially alienated” is significant when considering artists working in
marginalized communities, and has, as we have seen, a long history in Brazil (Marcuse, 2009,
p. 190). Brazilian artist and art critic Waldemar Cordeiro (1987, qtd. in Martins, 2013, p. 26),
for example, writes that “culture only comes into historical existence when it creates a unity
of thinking between the ‘simple’ people and the artists and intellectuals.” It also specifies
what the right to the city entails, namely a combination of a material right to for example
housing and public services and a symbolic or ideological right to appropriate and change the
physical and social structures of the city. In a way, both groups identified by Marcuse suffer
under global capitalism. However, I argue that to combine “the demands of the oppressed
with the aspirations of the alienated,” we must firstly acknowledge that deprivation and
discontent are profoundly different experiences, and might lead to a rather different
conceptualization of problems, solutions, priorities and means of action (Marcuse, 2009, p.
192).
To illustrate this, it is useful to briefly consider Robb Larkins’ (2015) description of
so-called rolezinhos in Rio de Janeiro, organized strolls in which groups of favela residents
visit elite spaces such as shopping malls, which are often met with distrust and even violence
by security guards and upper-class visitors. Robb Larkins (2015, p. 169) writes that while
“news pundits, cultural commentators, and academics have all been quick to assess the
political and social significance of the rolezinho,” people in favelas paint a rather different
picture, suggesting that “the rolezinho was about being able to enter and enjoy the luxury of
the mall and the consumer experience it offered.” In other words, “the movement wasn’t so
much politically radical as it was about the right to consume” (Robb Larkins, 2015, p. 169).
Without a doubt, there are many activists groups in favelas with a strongly politicized, anticapitalist discourse, and many favela residents are acutely aware of the injustices they suffer
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as a result of the (neoliberal) state. However, this does not necessarily mean that favela
residents do not want to shop in air-conditioned shopping malls, have comfortable homes,
televisions, smartphones and Nike shoes. This point speaks to the diversity of favela
neighborhoods, but also to the fact that in these spaces consumer products are – as in most
places – objects of desire.
In addition to this rather practical argument, some reviewers of the 2016 Venice
Biennale questioned the very idea of bottom-up inventiveness and agency as the way towards
social or political transformation. As one reviewer notes:
The elevation of values like poverty, ephemerality, and impermanence all too easily
dovetails with a new global precarian order in which we’re asked to take basics like
accommodation, healthcare, and employment much less for granted. ‘Against
scarcity: inventiveness,’ is the biennale’s rallying cry, yet it’s not too far from the
demands of neoliberal politicians that the poor buckle down to austerity, meeting
structural constraint with a personal resourcefulness of last resort (Currie, 2016).
Amin (2013b, p. 142) has also noted the similarities between “the neoliberal turn towards
active subjects” and celebrations of the ingenuity and self-sufficiently of the urban poor, both
centered on the idea of resilience. In the words of Dezeuze (2017, p. 259), the insistence on
self-reliance and flexibility “runs the risk of echoing neoliberal justifications for the
withdrawal of state support and welfare in order to let the free market run without any
regulations.” Here we start to see that, while seemingly opposite, the narrative of ‘slums-asresistant’ is not too far removed from “other potential misreadings” such as “slum life as a
capitalist dream free from an oppressive state” or an untapped resource for capitalist markets
(Jones and Sanyal, 2015, p. 438; see for a well-known example of the latter, de Soto, 2000).
Both rely on the idea of favelas as spaces outside or ‘free’ of capitalist modernity.
Building on these critiques, I argue that we must be careful when linking specific
places or practices to broader narratives of resistance against the neoliberal state, architectural
modernism, or global capitalism. Crucially, this is not to say that resistant practices do not
exist in favela neighbourhoods, or that these forms of local activism cannot be inspiring. We
might even say that slums can become “an epistemological shorthand for tracking the cracks
in [the] framework [of modernity]” (Rao, 2006, p. 232). However, as Dovey and King (2012,
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p. 291) note, the tendency of reading slums spaces as resistant is closely related to the ideas
of authenticity discussed above: “In this context the slum adds value as an authentic urbanism
cutting through the spectacle of globalization, modernity and placelessness, an insurgent
urbanism that resists global capitalism and authoritarian politics.” In other words, what we
see here is a dualistic framework in which certain spaces (i.e. the ‘formal city’) embody
modernity and global capitalism, whereas other spaces take on a symbolic position of
resistance only because they do not occupy a position of privilege within those systems.
To challenge this framework, I build on Roy and Ong’s (2011) conceptualization of
worlding, as outlined in the introduction, particularly their “anthropological focus on midrange theorizing” (Ong, 2011, p. 9; see also Jones, 2011, p. 698). Such an approach brings to
the fore two important points. First, we should never forget that the self-constructed
environment of favelas is the long-term effect of a lack of social housing and, perhaps even
more importantly, social mobility in Brazilian society. This is not just to say that the
innovative solutions we see here are born out of hardship and scarcity, but rather aims to
highlight the societal structures that lie at the basis of these conditions, in which the capitalist
state plays a crucial role. Put more critically, rather than develop in absence of the state
and/or capitalism, informality is “produced by the state itself” (Roy, 2005, p. 149; see also
Rolnik, 2015). Moreover, as James Holston (2008, p. 23) notes, historically many protest
movements from Brazil’s peripheries do not define their rights in outright opposition to the
state or the market, but rather developed “a new sense of citizenship in terms of their
contributions to the city’s construction through house and neighborhood building, to its
government through paying taxes, and to its economy through consumption.” In other words,
claiming the identity of “property owners, taxpayers and modern consumers” can be a source
of pride for residents of informally-built neighborhoods (Holston, 2008, p. 23).
Second, when praising the spontaneity and variety of favela architecture, we should
keep in mind that favelas are by no means spaces without rules. Rules are established by
different groups in power (e.g. drug gangs, militia, and the police) and often enforced with
violence, which calls the supposed spontaneity of favela life into question. More generally, in
Roy’s (2005, p. 149, emphasis in original) words, we must keep in mind the “very different
concretizations of legitimacy […] within informality.” In other words, the visual and physical
outlook of favela architecture (i.e. their ‘flexibility’ and ‘spontaneity’) do not necessarily
mean that the experience of living in these neighborhoods is similarly unstructured. These
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points resonate with Roy’s (2011b, p. 231) critique of the “ontological and topological
understandings of subalternity,” on which subaltern urbanism depends. Instead, building on
Spivak’s work, she defines subalternity as “the silences of our archives and annals,” “the
limits of archival and ethnographic recognition” (Roy, 2011b, p. 231). In this definition, “the
subaltern is neither habitus nor territory, neither politically subversive nor culturally
pragmatic,” and a true project of recognition would be aimed at disrupting the familiar
categories through which favelas are worlded (Roy, 2011b, p. 231; see also del Real, 2014;
Jones and Sanyal, 2015).
With this argument in mind, I will look at a final European exhibition, titled Uneven
Growth: Tactical Urbanisms for Expanding Megacities, which was held at the Museum of
Modern Art in New York in 2014 and in the Museum of Applied Arts in Vienna in 2015. 7
The exhibition reflected on socio-economic inequality within contemporary cities, building
on research collaborations between scholars, designers and urban planners from all over the
world. As the opening text reads:
In 2030, the world’s population will be a staggering eight billion people. Of these,
two-thirds will live in cities. Most will be poor. As resources become more limited,
rising inequality in urban areas will be one of the greatest trials faced by societies
across the planet (Uneven Growth: Tactical Urbanisms for Expanding Megacities,
2015).
As a response, the exhibition proposes “tactical urbanisms” – defined as “a highly pragmatic
movement that abandons all holistic and comprehensive planning” (Gadanho, 2014, p. 12).
Six cities from different continents were chosen as case studies, where a collaboration of
local and foreign researchers developed a so-called design scenario to challenge that city’s
socio-economic inequalities. The selected Latin American city was Rio de Janeiro, with a
project by RUA Arquitetos and MAS Urban Design (based at ETH Zürich).
The design scenarios differed greatly in approach and scale, but most were – in the
spirit of tactical urbanisms – localized, easily applicable solutions. Critics of the exhibitions
7

My analysis is based on a research visit to the exhibition in Vienna, the exhibition catalog, and a
research visit to the exhibition 35º Panorama da Arte Brasileira at Museu de Arte Moderna in São
Paulo, from 27 September through 17 December 2017, where the Rio de Janeiro project of Uneven
Growth (Varanda Products) was also exhibited.
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therefore addressed the “profound disconnect between the problem meant to be tackled and
the scale of the tactics meant to do the tackling” (Tarleton, 2015). The Rio project, by RUA
Arquitetos and ETH Zürich, was the most small-scale of them all. It was based on the
puxadinho, a Portuguese term defined as “add-ons to existing structures, typical in Rio’s selfbuilt environments, that are created by people with minimal means from leftover and recycled
materials” (Gadanho, 2014, p. 148). The creators’ idea was to provide a collection of cheap
consumer products that people can use to enhance their homes, such as a folding table, a
plastic chair, and a silver sheet to provide shade (fig. 4.10). This led to mixed reactions. On
the one hand, it was one of the most realistic projects, cheap and easy to execute – compared
for example to building new islands off the coast of Hong Kong. On the other hand, some
reviewers judged the entry “painfully superficial” and fully incorporated within the capitalist
structures that caused the very inequality the exhibition is trying to counter, without any
“potential to disrupt the status quo” (Flint, 2014; see also Hong, 2015). As one reviewer
writes: “Go ahead, enjoy your crumbling concrete patio, the Rio de Janeiro team suggests,
laying out a catalogue of fictional home-improvement products, like a silver shade screen,
reflective tiles, and plastic chairs. It’s healing via Home Depot” (Davidson, 2014).
Without a doubt, it is hard to see the potential for revolutionary change within the
laid-back and playful Varanda Products – especially considering they’re not so different from
regular plastic chairs or sunshades. What we do see in this project, however, is a disruption of
the division between formal and informal urbanism (as these ‘solutions’ can be applied in
both), thereby challenging the idea of favelas as a category. For example, in the black-andwhite drawings that illustrate the project, the borders between favelas and asfalto are
indistinct and overlapping – challenging dominant visual registers through which Rio is
depicted (see chapter three). Moreover, through its development of consumer products, this
project counters the idea of favelas as spaces outside of capitalism. The catalog text, in
particular, talks not only about Rio’s stark inequalities, but also about the fact that these have
greatly diminished in recent years, as “60 percent of favela residents now belong to this
emerging middle class” (Gadanho, 2014, p. 147). This has resulted in a significant increase in
purchasing power: many favela residents now own flat screen TV’s, smartphones, and other
luxury consumption goods. In this way, this project counters the separated imaginaries of
“telescopic urbanism”: the “glitzy” capitalist city and the “gritty and survivalist” favela
(Amin, 2013a, p. 483). At the same time, the catalog notes that “the equal distribution of
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public services and educational facilities remains an unfulfilled promise,” which means that
favela residents still lack basic rights such as proper education, healthcare and public safety
(Gadanho, 2014, p. 147).
In a broader project, a number of researchers based at ETH Zürich have in recent
years formulated and examined a concept of Arquitetura Popular Brasileira (Popular
Brazilian Architecture, APB). Importantly, while this concept was developed “[b]ased on
urban informality and favela studies,” it applies to both formal and informal areas of the city,
with a focus on small-scale, practical solutions and daily uses of architecture (Casa/Cidade/
Mundo, 2015). The Swiss architects find inspiration in these practices, arguing that they
might ultimately lead to “a more sustainable world, a more beautiful architecture and, last but
not least, a happier people” (Angélil and Hehl, 2014, p. 83). More specifically, as Angélil and
Hehl (2013, p. 71) note, the goal is to “come closer to an everyday design practice, to an
anonymous architecture beyond the self-fulfilling claim of the individual author.” Their
overview of APB, presented for example at the 2015 exhibition Casa/Cidade/Mundo at the
Centro Municipal de Arte Hélio Oiticica in Rio de Janeiro, includes architectural details,
geographical settings, and social practices. Importantly, here too we can find examples of
idealization, for example when they write that “at the beach, social equality prevails” (see
chapter three). Rainer Hehl, one of APB’s principle proponents, also problematically
discusses the favela as “potentiality, even solution” (Furlaneto, 2013). Finally, we might
question to what extent these elements are quintessentially Brazilian, as many can also be
found in other places. Nevertheless, this project is noteworthy because it denies the favela as
a category, the “ontological and topological” reading of favela spaces (Roy, 2011b, p. 231).
In this project, inspiration is taken from concrete examples in both favelas and asfalto, and
the provided solutions are applicable to both. This changes the unidirectional narrative of
‘learning from favelas,’ as well as making this idea more practical and specific.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have seen that “the shack has become an object of fancy, a source of
metaphors for a mediated society abundant in objects” (del Real, 2014, p. 83). Art and
architecture exhibitions showing Brazilian favelas in elite European institutions are arguably
part of the phenomenon of ‘favela chic’: the commercial potential and aesthetic enjoyment of
favela images and narratives in contexts that have little to do with actual favela
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neighbourhoods. Needless to say, these practices of display and consumption raise important
ethical questions around the politics of representation and the reproduction of global
inequalities. With this in mind, my goal has been to draw attention to the “institutions,
traditions, conventions, agreed-upon codes of understanding” on which these artworks and
exhibitions rely “for their effects” (Said, 2003, p. 22). I have specifically tried to challenge
the idea of the favela as a category, unique compared to other forms of urbanism but singular
in itself. This categorical approach, as I have argued, allows for the symbolic usage of favela
images in global contexts, while glossing over the diversity and the agency of actual favela
spaces. At the same time, I have tried to highlight that the practice of putting favelas on
display in Europe is diverse, because favela images are called upon in a number of distinct
yet overlapping narratives around Brazilianness, poverty, and (global) inequality.
The chapter addressed four particular narratives that frequently accompany artistic
favela representations in European exhibitions. First, I examined the paradoxical combination
of validation and stigma attached to favelas in narratives around Brazilian identity, often
juxtaposing Brazil to Europe and/or the United States. The context of “racist inclusionism” is
important here, as images of favelas continue to be employed in the age-old narrative of
Brazil as a country of inclusiveness and intercultural mixing (Holston, 2008, p. 70).
Importantly, while not showing favelas within displays of Brazilian nationality might be
equally problematic, too often such exhibitions “[ignore] the political, economic and social
causes underpinning the production and continuity of urban slums” (Jones and Sanyal, 2015,
p. 436).
Second, I have looked at how artists, curators and journalists make sense of the real
and imaginary connections artists have to actual favelas. Favela residents are increasingly
participating in the exhibition processes outlined, but their work is often framed in terms of
authenticity, as spokespersons for the ‘authentic favela,’ or as replacable ‘participants’ of
projects by foreign artists. These narratives perpetuate the idea of favelas as destitute and
isolated areas waiting to be transformed by artistic practice, and fail to recognize the relations
between local, regional and global people and processes of exchange.
Third, I’ve examined the often-cited question of what audiences in the global North
might learn from favelas – a focus often used to legitimize the presence of favela
representations in European exhibition contexts. As we have seen, this narrative often builds
on questionable dichotomies, e.g. density vs. openness, flexibility vs. rigid rules, community
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life vs. alienation, global North vs. global South. Moreover, the lessons we – Europe, the
global North – are supposed to learn are rarely specified. To be clear, I’m not necessarily
arguing for a more didactic approach to exhibition practices, but rather for using the insights
found in favelas to reflect on our own architecture and urban planning in a way that goes
beyond familiar juxtapositions. The common, dualistic approach, as I have argued,
reproduces the epistemological frameworks and aesthetic registers through which we know
cities around the world. Moreover, it presents the formal and social characteristics of favela
territories as a repertoire from which we can pick and choose aspects to appropriate, without
considering the historical and contemporary relations through which local and global
inequality are (re)produced, or our own position within these structures (Spivak, 2010;
Steiker-Ginzberg, 2013).
Finally, I’ve considered arguments around “subaltern urbanism” and “slums of hope”
(Roy, 2011b; Frenzel, 2016). Serving again as a source of inspiration, favelas here often
figure within broader narratives of resistance against global capitalism and its various
injustices. Many artists and curators see links between the deprivation of slum residents and
the alienation of, for example, artists and intellectuals within contexts of global capitalism
(Marcuse, 2009). As we have seen, however, the way in which these groups conceptualize
and prioritize problems and solutions can differ substantially – which complicates their
collaboration towards a more inclusive right to the city. In addition, while we might see
subaltern urbanism as a much-needed counter narrative against the negative stereotypes of
slums and informality, this practice hinges on “ontological and topological readings of the
subaltern” (Roy, 2011b, p. 231). In response, I’ve discussed several academic and artistic
examples that disrupt the dominant frameworks through which favelas are seen and shown,
focusing, for example, on similarities between favelas and the formal city in Brazil (Varanda
Products, Arquitetura Popular Brasileira) or reflecting in a broader sense on what a favela is,
can be and should be (Morrinho).
As Roy (2011a, p. 314) writes, “worlding as a practice of centering […] involves the
production of regimes of truth,” and I hope this chapter functions as a “critical intervention in
the truth-claims that are constructed and circulated” around Brazilian favelas. Crucially,
however, this thesis is also part of the unequal, global circuits that produce, distribute and
interpret favela images for foreign audiences. Returning, for example, to narratives of
(im)mobility, it should be highlighted that “[t]he vocabulary (and practices) of ‘research’ and
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‘findings […] carries with it its own implicit infrastructures of inclusion and exclusion,
mobility and immobility” (Urry and Sheller, 2006, p. 218). In an attempt to recognize this
complicity, my aim has been to highlight some of the similarities between different contexts
in which Brazilian favelas have been employed symbolically. Building on this, I do not argue
that exhibition practices showing favelas are somehow inherently ‘wrong,’ or that Europeans
cannot learn from favelas. However, there is an imperative to be very careful with linking
international visibility – either in exhibitions or texts like this one – to democratic inclusion
or social change in actual favela neighbourhoods, precisely because the socio-spatial context
of these worlding practices tends to reproduce rather than challenge global inequalities.

5. Access, Mobility, Exchange: Negotiating Change from
the Periphery
A voz do morro sou eu mesmo sim senhor
Quero mostrar ao mundo que tenho valor
Zé Keti (A Voz do Morro, 1955)1
We can no longer believe that material inequalities restrict man’s expressive capacity,
although they may most certainly affect the social circulation of cultural assets.
Paulo Herkenhoff (1995, p. 73)

Several artists and authors have argued that different forms of creative production can
produce “plural ways of seeing” Rio de Janeiro’s socio-spatial inequalities, “exposing
alternative viewpoints from which to interrogate common observations and prejudices” (da
Costa Bezerra, 2017, p. 137; Allen, 2016, p. 24; see also da Cruz, 2007; Gama, 2007; Gama,
2009; Bentes, 2011; Holmes, 2016; Tambke, 2016; Observatório de Favelas, 2017). Building
on this, the work of peripheral artists has been presented as “an aesthetic of representation
involved in the active appropriation and rewriting of the city as part of a process of political
resistance and affirmation of difference” (da Costa Bezerra, 2017, p. 137). This important
argument is the starting point for this chapter, but a crucial question here, as I have argued in
this study, is how the newfound perspectives art provides are distributed and communicated
in different contexts and sites. We have seen that the “pedagogical model of the efficacy of
art,” i.e. the causal relation between specific representations and a conscious change in
people’s behavior, has been thoroughly criticized (Rancière, 2010, p. 144; see also García
Canclini, 2014; Hawkins, 2014; Allen, 2014). Accordingly, many authors have encouraged us
to look beyond art’s representational qualities, as “signification is only one set of effects
which the object […] we call art produces” (O’Sullivan, 2006, p. 22).
As previous chapters have shown, these observations are highly relevant when
considering artistic production in and about Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, precisely because
1

Translation: “The voice of the hill [favela] is me, yes sir/ I want to show the world that I have
value.”
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imaginaries of these areas are highly complex and often contradictory. As such, I have
emphasized that we must look beyond the actual artworks and their exhibition framing to
consider how the new perspectives they provide are connected to broader urban imaginaries
of Rio de Janeiro, how they circulate the city and which audiences they reach. In this chapter,
I will therefore not look not at specific artworks, but at the different ways in which art
practices are ascribed symbolic and economic value by different actors involved in art’s
“extended field” (O’Sullivan, 2006, p. 32). Such an approach, as I argue, not only provides
new perspectives on the potentially transformative effects of artistic practices, but also makes
more concrete previously expressed critiques of Rio de Janeiro as a ‘divided city,’ specifying
how artistic work functions in relation to imaginaries and realities of urban divisions and
inequalities.
In the first section, I look at how artists themselves envision the aesthetic, social and
political relevance of their work, often described as its potential to ‘transform,’ focusing on
the production of multiple subjectivities and the various forms of agency involved in these
processes. After this, the second and third section consider the links between social and
spatial mobility of peripheral artists in Rio, reflecting on how interconnected forms of
movement impact the symbolic and economic value ascribed to their work and, accordingly,
the opportunities they receive and create for themselves. Finally, I focus on the financial
facilitation of these art practices by considering different types of funding available to
peripheral artists, critically engaging with the concept of precarity. Building on chapter one,
two well-known faces of the art world will repeatedly come to the fore, namely that of
elitism, exclusion and commercialization, and as a site of opportunities for resistance,
counter-hegemony and alternative practices/perspectives. While these two sides may seem
contradictory, the chapter will show how artists employ different strategies and tactics to
move through and around these two extremes, negotiating their constantly shifting position in
relation to them.
Before diving into the analysis, a brief look at terminology is in order. I have opted
for using the term ‘peripheral’ artists, referring in a broad manner to several intersecting
disadvantages faced, in different combinations, by the artists I interviewed. 2 Some scholars
2

Of the ten artists with whom I conducted in-depth and in most cases repeated interviews, the
majority were raised and still living in different favelas in Rio (Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira, Angelo
Campos, Kaleb Gonçalves, Mariluce Mariá da Silva, Mauricio Hora, Wark, Robson Alves). Also
included were one Afro-Brazilian artist living in the formal city (Sergio Cezar), one artist living in the
formal, working-class subúrbio (Luiz Baltar), and a collective from a peripheral favela in São Paulo
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have argued that the term periphery is not as suitable to the Rio context, because favelas can
be found both in central areas and on the outskirts or subúrbio of the city. Nevertheless, I
found this term to be extensively used during my fieldwork, especially in the combined
phrase favelas e periferia (favelas and periphery), to highlight the internal diversity of the
spaces addressed by these terms. Similarly, my usage of the term peripheral artist is
motivated by a desire to be attentive to the diverse manifestations and the relationality –
implied by the relational term periphery – of the disadvantaged position of these artists.
Finally, building on the previous chapters, my aim is to reflect on and highlight some of the
particularities of this position without fixating their identity as “always necessarily artistsfavelados,” precisely because there exist significant similarities with other artists working
from disadvantaged or ‘peripheral’ backgrounds around the world (Freire-Medeiros and
Rocha, 2011).

Fig. 5.1. The Morrinho Project (n.d.) Museu de Arte do Rio, Rio de Janeiro (photo: Simone
Kalkman, 2016).

(Val and Toddy Opni).
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Transformation and Subjectivity
Much has been written about the transformative potential of art, ranging from ambitious, if
sometimes somewhat naive, manifestos to highly cynical critiques (Kester, 2004; 2011; Calo,
2012; Bishop, 2012). In this section, I aim for a more grounded and concrete approach to this
issue, considering the strategies and approaches that artists from favelas are using to achieve
a variety of transformations. Building on how artists themselves narrate art’s transformative
potential as well as on theoretical accounts, my conceptual focus will be the production of
multiple subjectivities. Furthermore, by describing some of the different encounters between
artworks, artists and audiences, my aim is to highlight the multiple forms of agency (and thus
responsibility) involved in these processes of socio-cultural transformation. For O’Sullivan
(2006, p. 88), art’s political potential emerges when actors involved in different stages of its
production, display and consumption “become involved in various strategies and practices
that might allow us to produce or transform, and perhaps even go beyond, our habitual
selves” (see also Guattari and Rolnik, 2008). In this section, I outline three groups of people
that, according to the artists I spoke with, we can think of through such a lens: artists
themselves, the audiences they work with directly, and indirect audiences in artistic
institutions. My main focus will be the first group, whose production of subjectivity is
directly related to the crucial issue of self-representation, described by Ivana Bentes (2011, p.
13) as “a transition from being objects to being subjects of discourse.” This section will
engage with this idea, which frequently returned during my fieldwork, formulating a response
to some of the critiques it has engendered (discussed in previous chapters), particularly
concerning authenticity and a so-called “discourse of realism” (Jaguaribe, 2004; 2007; 2014).
For many artists (both in Rio’s favelas and beyond), art is primarily a way to express
feelings and perceptions about the world that surrounds them. Graffiti artist Wark (qtd. in
Google, 2016), for example, says: “My art represents my viewpoints in relation to society.
My works portray my perceptions of the places I travel to, the things I feel, and the things I
see around me. This energy I transform into art.” This is often closely related to expressing
societal critique, either in a direct engagement with socio-political debates (as for example in
the work of photographers Luiz Baltar and Ratão Diniz or the graffiti of Angelo Campos) or
in a more abstract and poetic manner. Examples of the latter would be the symbolic graffiti of
Wark, the playful and imaginative models of Morrinho or the detailed favela houses produced
by Sergio Cezar. As Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira (2016), founder of Morrinho, notes: “The
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world is all wrong. I need to use my work to say what I think about the world. So everything I
see and that I feel that is wrong I express through art.” Similarly, when I asked Cezar (2016)
why he chooses to portray Rio’s favelas, he said: “Because it is the only way that I have to
put some poetry into a violent place. I want to show that everything possesses poetry, any
moment you can think of. […] So my story is that I want […] to create protest in my own
manner, which is discreet.”
Relating this to the production of “new subjects of discourse,” two interrelated points
surfaced in several of the interviews I conducted (Bentes, 2011, p. 9). First, many artists
proudly emphasize that they are autodidacts, linking their artistic skills to a close and
personal connection to the material/medium they work with. Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira
(2012) noted how the years of creating, expanding and mending Morrinho’s favela model in
Pereira da Silva gave him an intimate knowledge and deep, bodily connection to it: “Only I
know where it will fall down, where it will remain strong, where it needs some
improvements. […] You only learn through practice and there is nobody that knows the
practice like I do. […] It’s like I’m directly connected to it, connected to its roots.” Similarly,
Cezar noted how the recyclable materials he works with speak to him, arguing that he “does
not see” matchboxes but closets or cars and explaining how he taps pieces of cardboard to let
the sound determine what kind of house it will be (Arte & Cultura - Sergio Cezar : Gigante
do Papelão, 2016, my translation). Importantly, artists frequently relate this self-education to
a position of independence, and emphasize their practical, material skills to distinguish
themselves from “academic artists,” with formal art education, who in their view possess a
different kind of knowledge.
Second, the city of Rio de Janeiro – understood as both a collection of interlinked
physical sites and the people, practices and imaginaries found in those sites – plays a crucial
role in this process of developing artistic and professional skills. It serves as a source of
inspiration, something to be criticized, a canvas, a context of display, and/or a source of
(recyclable) materials, which means that a physical and symbolic engagement with the city is
crucial to the production and distribution of these art practices. Moving through the city to
produce their art, closely observing their surroundings or acquiring the recycled materials
they work with, these artists develop a very particular kind of knowledge about the urban
fabric, which they in turn articulate to contribute to new ways of thinking, perceiving and
depicting the city. As Mauricio Hora (qtd. in Torres, 2015) says: “Through photography, I got
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to know the territory: I walked through the whole neighborhood, photographed the entire hill,
I got to know the people very well. This gave me the knowledge and the capacity to discuss
the territory.”
Another example can be found in the work of photographer Luiz Baltar, particularly
his series Fluxos (Flows, 2015). The series can be seen as an intimate portrait of Rio de
Janeiro’s urban infrastructure, showing for example cars, trucks, bicycles, street vendors,
sidewalks, trees, fences, abandoned buildings, walking bridges, billboards, gas stations,
political propaganda, graffiti, building sites, and traffic lights in fragmentary yet panoramic
images. The photographs document the artist’s daily commute by bus from Bom Suceso, a
neighborhood located in Rio’s north zone, to Botafogo, a beach-facing neighborhood in the
Zona Sul. As the artist says:
I spend around two hours in traffic [every day], and through the window I went and
observed the lanscape of the city, a landscape that is in transformation. Rio de Janeiro
is practically a building site. The Rio de Janeiro that’s different from the postcards,
isn’t it? A city that many people don’t know, even the people on the bus sometimes
don’t see the city; they don’t pay attention to the changes that are happening (LUIZ
BALTAR, 2016, my translation).
As such, the series shows the flows of the city as experienced by the artist in his daily
practice of moving through it, which illustrates the embodied experience of doing artistic
work in an unequal and socio-spatially ‘divided’ city. The images depict the practical and
ideological consequences of the contrast between privileged or ‘central’ areas and the vast
periphery of the city. Crucially, however, the series itself performs that these divisions are not
absolute but porous, traversed by artists as well as other citizens on a daily basis. Building on
this, I would argue that the artistic knowledge and capacity described by peripheral artists is
not just representational but also, and perhaps even primarily, performative. Reflecting recent
calls from the field of urban studies for “new geographies of theory,” their goal is not so
much “getting the empirical story right” (in this case: ‘realistically’ representing Rio de
Janeiro) but rather to engender “another type of relational thinking – that of the relationship
between place, knowledge and power” and to “[place] the permission to narrate on a map”
(Roy, 2009; p. 819; Roy, 2015, p. 8).
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This focus on claiming space, visibility and voice was a central concern for all artists I
spoke with. As Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira (2016) describes:
Speaking about the role of art, in [favela] communities…I think that there [now] are
many artists speaking in this way, you know? I mean, it’s not just me, fighting to
show my space, show my favela. I think there are many artists nowadays that [think]:
‘I’m going to do it myself. I’m going to revolutionize, I’m not going to give up. I’m
not going to accept what the media is telling me and what the government wants. […]
I’m going to tell something different, I’m going to talk. I’m going to express myself
through graffiti [or] through art.’ I have various friends working with me on this […].
There are places where [this kind of] leadership exists. Not the kind that you see in
the residents association, but the leadership of individuals…of youngsters that think:
‘Damn, this is all wrong. This needs to change.’ I am one of the active voices of the
favela, one of the artists of the favela. So I will change history through my pacifistic
art. I’m going to tell the world what is happening and what is changing. So I think
that, this is where we will see a change, what changed in the favelas through the
involvement of contemporary art, visual art, graffiti, theater, dance...
Importantly, this leadership described by Souza de Oliveira extends beyond the direct context
of artistic production, intervening instead in broader debates on how and by whom urban
space is produced (da Costa Bezerra, 2017). Several artists from Rio’s favelas and periphery
now strategically take up the position of ‘ambassadors’ or ‘spokespersons,’ working with
Brazilian and international journalists and NGOs to draw attention to problems as well as
positive aspects of life in their neighbourhoods, for example as local guides, interviewed
community leaders/experts or as commissioned photographers.
A good example of this is the work of photographer Mauricio Hora, born and raised in
the favela Morro da Providência. Hora (2015a) sees photography as a tool within a broader
struggle against structural violence and the injustices of inequality. He explicitly states that
his focus is not photography itself, but rather the development of a political discourse. As
such, his daily activities include accompanying foreign journalists, professionals and students
(including myself) to Morro da Providência, guiding a local arts center, giving talks,
participating in debates, and contributing to a number of articles in the Brazilian as well as
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the international press about a variety of socio-political issues (e.g. the history of the port
zone and Morro da Providência; Porto Maravilha; the 2016 Olympics; favela pacification;
formal land titles; and daily life in Providência). Importantly, these activities are directly
related to how he views the broader field of favela representations. As he states: “It’s nice
that there is an archive of [favela] images today, but there is no surrounding discourse. It
doesn’t help if you take an image, even if you are from a [favela], without any kind of
discourse. It’s nice, it’s an image, but it will remain empty” (Hora, 2015b).
In other words, keeping in mind the multi-faceted nature and commercial potential of
favela stereotypes, new or different images alone are not enough: what is needed is a process
of reflection, debate and narration as well as disrupting dominant race and class relations in
the social practices of art-making. Naturally, this is not to say that artistic content does not
matter, but rather to highlight the flexibility and complexity of commercialized (favela)
imaginaries. This resonates with Susan Sontag’s (2003, p. 104) account of images of
suffering, which she argues “are not much help if the task is to understand.” She continues:
Such images cannot be more than an invitation to pay attention, to reflect, to
learn, to examine the rationalizations for mass suffering offered by established
powers. Who caused what the picture shows? Who is responsible? Is it excusable?
Was it inevitable? Is there some state of affairs which we have accepted up to now
that ought to be challenged? (Sontag, 2003, p. 104).
This is particularly important considering, as Chouliaraki (2006, p. 57) writes about images
of hardship, “the simultaneous coexistence of images with language across different media,
as well as across contexts and times.” With this in mind, the artists I spoke with emphasize
the need to use a variety of different strategies and methods (performative, educational,
representational) to reach and affect different audiences across the city of Rio and beyond.
In a conscious effort to multiply these audiences, most of the artists I spoke with
engaged in socio-educational activities, often in the form of artistic workshops aimed at
children, youngsters, and sometimes adults. For many, these practices evolved naturally out
of their artistic practice. As graffiti artist Wark (2016) notes:

Access, Mobility, Exchange - 185
These lessons originated in the alleyways of the community. […] It started because
the kids saw my work in the streets and started asking for information, wanting to
paint, wanting to learn… So the first group that I taught was in the alleys [of
Rocinha]. And in time I started to participate in social projects in the community.
As several authors have noted, it is difficult to assess the effects (especially long-term) of
such socio-artistic practices on the lives of participants (e.g. Newman et al., 2003; Evans,
2005). Moreover, as addressed in the previous chapter, there is a danger of “aesthetic
evangelism” (see Kester, 1995; 2004), and framing youngsters as “potential criminals” (de
Souza e Silva, 2011). Accordingly, my intention here is not to assess the impact of individual
art projects, but rather to reflect on how peripheral artists with experience in this field
theorize the collective impact of socio-educational art projects.
Here too, there is a focus on the need for multiple projects and opportunities, not least
because not everyone will be attracted to the same kind of activity. As Kaleb Gonçalves
(2016) says: “How can you discover your talents and passions, when you cannot try new
things or develop your interests?” Furthermore, artists emphasize a need for structural, longterm facilities rather than temporary projects. As Hora notes: “Many projects end because
there is some kind of problem in the favela, like a shoot-out, and they become scared and
leave. Things in the favela take time. To be sustainable it takes a long time” (Amaphiko
Academy, 2016, my translation). Finally, most artists emphasize that workshops are not so
much about teaching artistic skills, but rather about a process of personal transformation. As
Sergio Cezar, who has given educational workshops to youngsters from different
backgrounds for years, says:
It’s all about the process. When a youngster comes to take classes with me or to do a
workshop I’m not thinking about educating an artist. I’m thinking about contributing
to the formation of a citizen, a human being, about turning someone capable of being
creative and transform adversity into something positive (Arte & Cultura - Sergio
Cezar : Gigante do Papelão, 2016, my translation).
Similarly, Wark links his workshops to the formation of citizenship: “[The workshops show]
youth that they do have value, promoting awareness, pushing them more towards civic

186 - Chapter Five
responsibility” (Instituto Wark: Graffiti in Rocinha, 2012). Importantly, this holds not only
for participants living in favelas – but for all youngsters they work with. For these artists, the
process of art production thus resonates with a broader attitude towards life, aimed at taking
control and imagining possibilities. Cezar (2016), who works with recyclable materials,
poetically refers to this transformation as “recycling the gaze.” Crucial here is the link
between societal critique and opportunity, precisely because, in the words of Chantal Mouffe
(2007, p. 2-3), “things could always be otherwise and therefore every order is predicated on
the exclusion of other possibilities.”
In addition to these direct audiences, the work of these artists is also encountered by
an indirect audience in exhibitions and art events – the impact of which is perhaps even
harder to assess. As I have argued in previous chapters, the institutional and media framing of
projects are crucial to take into account here, as these often reproduce rather than challenge
favela stereotypes. For many artists I spoke with, however, whether or not art has an effect on
its audiences is not the sole responsibility of the artist or the institution. For example,
Morrinho’s artists call on the spectator’s own responsibility in their installation at the Museu
de Arte do Rio with a sign that reads: “It’s easier to take pictures of the work to post on
Facebook, than to stop and understand the sentiment and the message that is being passed on”
(fig. 5.1). When I asked Souza de Oliveira (2016) about this, he explained:
Ahh but there are not many people who do so. You have this mentality. You know that
if people enter a museum…like…why am I in a museum? I need to see the content. It
needs to have the content, but I need to study the content. Reflect on what I’m seeing,
what is being passed on to me, there needs to be a reflection on it, to be critical and to
praise it – for me a museum is like that. […] So we put this phrase there, its’
something like this: It would be much more important that you stop in front of the
work and reflect, see what is being passed on, and to photograph after that.
As noted in the previous chapter, Morrinho’s museum installations have been criticized as
overtly commercialized, but Souza de Oliveira pointed to the fact that the information to
engage with the project on a more profound level (e.g. the contact details of the artists) is
there for those who are interested. Accordingly, he confirmed: “Morrinho can transform
people’s lives, but they have to want it. It [only] transforms the life of those who really want
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it.” Put more broadly, for Souza de Oliveira, the different actors involved in art’s expanded
field – the artist, the institution, and the viewer – all have agency, and thus responsibility, in
the transformations that art can “set in motion” (Hawkins, 2014, p. 10).
In traditional art history and theory, the agency of art tends to be closely related to
that of the artist. He or she is the creative mastermind behind the work of art, imagined as a
clearly defined object or act that subsequently impacts its generalized audience. In the words
of Kester (2011, p. 3), “the figure of the singular, auratic artist, reinforced by notions of
artistic genius first formalized by Kant, remains the bulwark of the long history of
modernism, and the epistemological template for much contemporary criticism and curatorial
practice.” Naturally, the work of Kester (2011) and many others have called this philosophy
into question, in a body of literature to which this section aims to contribute (Drucker, 2005;
O’Sullivan, 2006; Tanner and Osborne, 2007; Hawkins, 2013; 2014). To do so, I have argued
for a different conceptualization of art’s transformative potential, building on the accounts of
peripheral artists in Rio de Janeiro. What we have seen here, in the words of Hawkins (2014,
p. 10), is that:
Art is [...] less to be understood as the output of a teleological, singular, linear chain
of production, distribution, and consumption, with creativity lying solely at the
beginning of that chain (as if that was ever really the case). But rather, art practices
are to be described as in process, always producing: worlds in progress, knowledge in
the making, subjectivities to come.
To a certain extent, this is true of all art, but I would argue that recognizing and
foregrounding this point is especially urgent in the case of artworks addressing various forms
of inequality, precisely because it challenges how the relevance of such art projects is
commonly framed and imagined (see previous chapters). In contrast to those narratives,
which tend to focus on authenticity and uniqueness, the artists I spoke with imagine their
work relationally, working with and against a variety of related fields, practices and
discourses (e.g. other artists, journalism, academia, music, policy-making). This implies,
firstly, that the transformative potential of art necessarily becomes a collective effort, in
which different (groups of) people work simultaneously towards the goal of a more equal art
world and society. Secondly, it means that the work of specific artists can have various and
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sometimes-contradictory functions in different sites and contexts, depending on active
practices of interpretation in which multiple forms of agency are involved. As we have seen,
this brings to the fore the question of artistic strategy. In the words of O’Sullivan (2006, p.
26): “Does this object work for this milieu? Does this milieu demand a different object?
Where to drop the pebble?” Naturally, these strategies depend to a large extent on the
opportunities artists can create and the restrictions they face, which is what the remaining
sections of this chapter will focus on.

Selective Access
The world of contemporary art is often imagined as an exclusionary set of spaces, filled with
pretentious objects and inhabited by a societal ‘elite’ (see chapter one). In Rio de Janeiro, socalled ‘high art’ interactions and practices also tend to reproduce dominant race and class
divisions. Nevertheless, as previous chapters have shown, the physical and symbolic borders
of the so-called divided city and perhaps especially its artistic production have historically
been porous rather than impermeable (Carvalho, 2013). The very success of the artists I
conversed with attests to this porosity, and is often narrated (in both primary and secondary
accounts) as a particular form of upward social mobility. In this section, my goal is to
critically examine this narrative by analyzing how socio-economic inequality impacts the
opportunities and limitations of peripheral artists in Rio de Janeiro’s art institutions. As in
other contexts, social mobility – i.e. changing one’s position within a stratified class system –
has a clear spatial component here: getting ‘access’ to certain sites, institutions or
neighbourhoods that were previously off-limits (either explicitly or through social
conventions) (Bourdieu, 1989; 1993; Buchholz, 2016). Several authors have commented on
these linkages between spatial mobility and socio-economic inequality, particularly within
the ‘new mobilities paradigm’ (e.g. Cass et al., 2005; Urry and Sheller, 2006; DaCosta
Kaufmann et al., 2004; Jaffe et al., 2012; Jaffe, 2012). With these debates in mind, this
section will nuance common framings of artists ‘coming from the periphery’ to ‘arrive’ in
Rio’s official art world, as a gradual upward social mobility narrated in spatial terms. Instead,
I will highlight the complexity and fluctuating nature of the peripheral position of these artists
as they move across the city, which illustrates my broader argument for the need of a more
nuanced and entangled approach to aesthetic resistance, co-optation and/or domination.
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Several artists I spoke with during my fieldwork narrated how they experience most
mainstream art institutions as elitist and exclusionary. For example, Mariluce Mariá da Silva
(2016), a street artist from Complexo do Alemão, told me about her visit to ArtRio, a
prestigious art fair in the city’s port area. She emphasized that this was an entirely white, elite
event, describing how she and her friend (two black women from Complexo do Alemão) felt
the hostility of both the staff and other visitors. Similarly, street artist Kaleb Gonçalves
(2016), who works as a ticket vendor in the Museu de Arte do Rio, noted that many residents
of the surrounding favelas don’t like to go to the museum because they feel this space “isn’t
for them”: they don’t see anyone like them there and therefore they don’t feel welcome. In
addition to not feeling welcome, I was told several stories of being refused entrance to art
institutions – as for example in this excerpt from my interview with Nelcirlan Souza de
Oliveira (2016):
Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira: “If I arrive in a museum [with] simple [clothes], like this,
wearing flip-flops...[people] won’t think that I’m a visual artist […]. [They say:] Who is
he? You cannot enter with flip-flops. But then a foreigner comes wearing flip-flops…he
enters, doesn’t he?”
Simone Kalkman: “I went to museums here wearing flip-flops multiple times”
NSO: “Exactly, so a foreigner comes with flip-flops, Bermuda shorts, a little camera,
and he enters. So then I tell them I’m a visual artist; that my work is inside the museum.
They say ‘oh, gosh, sorry’… So you are barred at the entrance by a security guard who
didn’t receive the necessary information.”
SK: “But even if you hadn’t been an artist, you’d have to have the right to enter the
museum, right?”
NSO: “Ah but here that’s kind of difficult. To enter just the way you are, it’s kind of
difficult…”
These examples point to the fact that despite the longstanding and widespread concern with
‘Otherness’ in Brazilian ‘high art,’ actual practices of inclusion remain at best highly
selective.
In her account of inequalities in Rio, Janice Perlman (2010, p. 323) highlights how
through appearance and behavior – inextricably related to class, race, gender and age – the

190 - Chapter Five
identities of favela residents are “constantly being defined and redefined in the struggles over
inclusion/exclusion and marginalization/integration.” This is reflected in the position of
peripheral artists, who note a similar fluctuating position and status depending on the context
in which they operate and whether or not people ‘know who they are’ (as in the example
cited above). In a well-known essay entitled Você sabe com quem está falando? (Do you
know

who

you’re

talking

to?),

Brazilian

anthropologist

Roberto DaMatta (1979)

distinguishes between what he calls the individual and the personal. As paraphrased by James
Holston (2008, p. 19), the individual is “the seat of universal law, equity, anonymity,
impersonal relations, and citizenship,” and the personal, “the domain of special treatment,
social differences, known identities, hierarchical personal relations, and clientelism.”
According to DaMatta, in Brazil it is the personal rather than the individual that determines
how one is treated, leading to a society in which rights “have generally meant special
treatment” (Holston, 2008, p. 19). In other words, in a system ruled by persons "being an
individual is a stigma, it means being anonymous, being a 'nobody'" (Garcia dos Santos, qtd
in Guattari and Rolnik, 2008, p. 79). Naturally, it is usually members of the elite that employ
the paradigmatic phrase that DaMatta chose as the title for his essay. In the example of Souza
de Oliveira, however, he is forced to act in a similar manner, having to reveal ‘who he is’ to
get access to the institution. Put differently, as a young, black man from a favela, it is his
identity as an artist that makes him a ‘person.’
Importantly, this has an impact on the arguments around the performative production
of subjectivities outlined in the previous section. Not only do such practices of selective
inclusion circumvent rather than transform existing clientelism and class divisions, they
arguably also “exhibit and reinforce the world of persons, turning it into a spectacle, making
it even more glossy and glamorous, increasing the gap” (Garcia dos Santos, qtd in Guattari
and Rolnik, 2008, p. 81). In other words, describing these favela residents as exceptional
because they are artists leaves other favela residents discursively excluded. Moreover, as
Allen (2014, p. 62) writes about narratives of transformation and social mobility in Brazil:
“Our current obsession with celebrity status and a cult of instant fame […] attest to a
ferocious desire to believe in the possibility of rapid socio-economic transformation via
media exposure and public visibility,” which is “far from unproblematic in a country like
Brazil where celebrity status runs the risk of operating as a substitute for basic citizenship”
(see also Bentes, 2011, p. 14; Jaguaribe, 2007, p. 90). These particular forms of tokenism can
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be linked to what Smith (2016, p. 5) has called the symbolical “rituals of racial tolerance”
performed by the Brazilian state as well as to what Luis Camnitzer (2009, p. 37) describes,
regarding the access of peripheral artists to ‘the mainstream’ art world, as the “fetishization
of the individual [i.e. DaMatta’s person] over the building of culture.” A crucial question thus
becomes to what extent these practices of inclusion remain a symbolic performance, granting
some favela residents the status of personhood, while the rest remain a stigmatized mass of
individuals.
Of course, an underlying problem here is that artistic value and quality is primarily
ascribed by ‘elite’ institutions, which often genuinely try to be more inclusive but do so
against a historical background of exclusionary habits and discourses. Faced with the
challenge of changing this reality, we should keep in mind (as described in chapter one) that
these hegemonic power relations are continuously produced and reproduced. In her account
of culture and politics in Latin America, Dagnino (1998, p. 37) builds on Gramsci who
argued that power should be “understood […] not as an institution, a ‘thing’ to be seized, but
as a relationship among social forces that must be transformed.” In this sense, “the struggle
over meanings and who has the power to attribute them” is inherently political, but also
elusive, fragmented and often contradictory (Dagnino, 1998, p. 43). For artists, this raises the
question of how to participate strategically within ‘elite’ art institutions, to claim presence
and voice without “being managed by [them]” (Mosquera, 2001, p. 27). As Nelcirlan Souza
de Oliveira (2016) noted when I asked him about his ideas on working with or against the
dominant art system: “Working with the system? No, it is a game. You have to overtake them
to make a goal.” Extending this metaphor of a game to the broader socio-cultural
transformation these artists strive after, I would argue that small and/or individual ‘goals’ (i.e.
disruptions of the status quo) matter because they contribute to a larger objective: the
collective presence of peripheral artists in art institutions and how this changes the overall
discourse formulated by these spaces. Paradoxically, however, too strong a focus on
individual achievements – framing them as exceptional – discursively works against this
overall transformation.
A second important point to emphasize considering the porous but persistent
boundaries of Rio de Janeiro’s art world is the intricate relation between symbolic and
practical forms of distinction (Bourdieu, 1989). To illustrate this, I will use the example of
Rio de Janeiro’s most prestigious art school – the Escola de Artes Visuais do Parque Lage –
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which illustrates the distinct but overlapping nature of the geographical, economic and
cultural inequalities in Rio de Janeiro’s artistic scene. Parque Lage, as the school is
commonly known, is located in a popular park in the elite neighbourhood Jardim Botânico
and peripheral artists often mention it in passing as an example of an elite art world space, as
the cost of its courses and the south zone location form a serious barrier for (aspiring) artists
from Rio’s favelas and periphery (fig. 5.2). Nevertheless, here too the boundaries are porous,
and some peripheral artists do attend or participate in events at this school. One of them is the
now internationally successful Mauricio Dias, whose work has been discussed in chapters
two and three, who grew up in a working-class neighborhood in Rio’s north zone. He notes
about a series of exhibitions he participated in in the 1980s:
In the exhibitions at Parque Lage I met other artists, but they all lived in the Zona Sul:
no one lived in Meier. To go to gallery openings was problematic: I had to take two
buses and always arrived late. This separation in Rio is cruel; separation of classes
and money, racial difference and then there is the geography that underlines the whole
thing (Pimenta Velloso, 2011, p. 112, my translation).
In addition to these practical difficulties, the kind of art produced at Parque Lage – mostly
conceptual or performative practices with a leftist theoretical focus – feels distant to some
artists I spoke with. During an informal conversation, street artists Kaleb Gonçalves and
Angelo Campos explicitly mentioned Parque Lage to illustrate their critiques of the
inaccessibility, pretentiousness and lack of artistic skill of contemporary art. A few days later,
Goncalves told me another anecdote about the school. After our earlier conversation, he had
posted on his Facebook page that he would attend classes at the school, which to him was
obviously a joke. Not only could he not afford to do so, he also felt the elitist institution was
miles away from what he stands for as an artist. However, for many of his Facebook contacts,
the joke was not so obvious, as several people started to congratulate him with his
achievement.
These examples illustrate the combination of inaccessibility and porosity that
characterizes Rio’s art world institutions, as well as the intersections between practical and
symbolic forms of distinction. What is important to highlight in this respect, is that both
Campos and Gonçalves were (in different ways) also working to be included in the world of
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art and cultural production. Accordingly, what came to the fore during our conversations was
a complex relation to mainstream art institutions, reflecting what Luis Camnitzer (2009
[1987], p. 37) calls the “contradicting emotions” of peripheral artists. As he writes: “[The
mainstream] is a name for a power structure that promotes a self-appointed hegemonic
culture. For this reason, the wish to belong to the mainstream and the wish to destroy it often
arise simultaneously in the individuals who are, or feel, marginal to it” (Camnitzer, 2009, p.
37). We also see this in the following quotation by Wark, who seemed almost afraid that
being associated with Parque Lage would hurt his credibility as a self-taught graffiti artist: “I
did courses at Parque Lage, but only for the theoretical part. There I learned to understand art
a little bit better, learned to position myself. I learned not just about graffiti but also about
other forms of art, and the theoretical side. But the practice I learned on the streets” (Wark,
2016).
In this section, I have highlighted, first, the selective inclusion taking place in Rio de
Janeiro’s art world, and, second, the contradicting emotions this raises for the artists
navigating this context. In closing, a final point worth reiterating is the internal diversity of
Rio’s favelas and periphery. For example, Angelo Campos from Vila Cruzeiro (in Rio’s north
zone) noted that favelas in the south zone tend to have a better physical and social
infrastructure, including more social and cultural projects. In addition, the local and temporal
situation regarding territorial power struggles and violence also directly impacts
opportunities. As Mariluce Mariá da Souza explained, the return of frequent shootouts in
Complexo do Alemão after a relatively peaceful couple of years significantly affected her
artistic project (which largely depended on tourists for funding). In contrast, artists in the
touristic favelas of the south zone note problems brought about by rising housing prices and
gentrification (Gaffney, 2016). For example, Wark (2016) said that it became too expensive
to rent an adequate space for his art school in Rocinha and Wilson Alexandre was even
forced to leave his native Vidigal, where he had worked for a decade on his colorful
studio/home, after his landlord sold the land to the highest bidder (Huggins, 2016).
To summarize, even within the peripheral space of Rio’s favelas, the struggles faced
by each artist in their daily lives and artistic practice can differ quite a bit, related to his or her
specific socio-spatial circumstances. Divergent geographical location and levels of poverty
have a direct impact on the opportunities and mobility of peripheral artists in Rio de Janeiro,
which also affects possible collaborations with outside actors (e.g. other artists, NGOs, tourist
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agencies, government actors). Naturally, this is true for artists everywhere, but it is worth
emphasizing some particular ways in which this variety manifests itself in Rio de Janeiro,
precisely because of the tendency in art world and academic accounts to treat favelas as a
singular category. Building on this, we should be very careful not to apply a similar
categorical approach to artists from Rio’s favelas.

5.2. Escola de Artes Visuais do Parque Lage, Parque Lage, Rio de Janeiro (photo: Simone
Kalkman, 2016).

Nomad Artists
In her well-known account of site-specific art, Miwon Kwon (2004, p. 46) argues:
If the artist is successful, he or she travels constantly as a freelancer, […]
globetrotting as a guest, tourist, adventurer, temporary in-house critic, or pseudoethnographer to São Paulo, Paris, Munich, London, Chicago, Seoul, New York,
Amsterdam, Los Angeles and so on.
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Similarly, other authors have addressed how due to the ‘globalization’ of the contemporary
art world, travel has become a prerequisite for a successful artistic career (e.g. Bydler, 2004;
Lee, 2012; Duester, 2013; Loacker and Sliwa, 2016). Perhaps for this reason, the success of
the artists I interviewed tends to be narrated through their experiences outside of their favela
communities, and especially international travels, with articles entitled, for example, “Minifavela traveling to Cuba” (about Cezar’s work) or “After Colombia, Holland and East Timor,
Morrinho creates an exhibition in metro station Carioca” (EdieBRasil, 2009; Neto, 2011).
Following Loacker and Sliwa (2016, p. 658), my aim in this section is to study these travels,
as a particular form of ‘worlding’ the work of these artists, through “a view of mobility
beyond the dichotomy of choice and necessity,” highlighting both the opportunities and
valuable experiences that travel brings to peripheral artists, but also the structural forms of
inequality that underlie this necessity for local and international mobility. Important to keep
in mind here is the favelas’ status as the “the periphery of the periphery,” as noted in previous
chapters. Building on this, the process of exchange between the Brazilian periphery, the
Brazilian elite and the international art world – none of which are unified actors/groups – will
be the central focus of this section.
The artists I interviewed have visited a variety of prestigious international locations,
ranging from the Havana Biennale to the New Orleans Jazz Festival, and from Stanford
University to the Academia de Artes & Industrias Criativas in East Timor. Most of them
narrate these experiences as highly influential to their professional and personal development.
The two artists from São Paulo-based graffiti collective Grupo Opni (2016), for example,
stated how their trip to New Orleans made them aware of their position and status as artists,
which helped them engage in a more constructive and confident process of negotiation with
different actors from outside the favela both during and after the trip. Similarly, the artists of
the Morrinho Project frequently note how their participation in various European art events
(particularly the 2007 Venice Biennale) made them conceptualize their work as contemporary
art. In both self-authored accounts of the project and critical commentaries, the Biennale visit
is seen as a turning point in the maturing of the project into a professional, artistic
organization (Kalkman, 2013).
Naturally, a certain amount of local recognition is usually necessary for international
travel to be possible in the first place. Accordingly, most of these artists have also worked
productively with art world professionals in Brazil. For example, Morrinho is widely
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perceived as having been ‘discovered’ by Brazilian filmmakers Fabio Gavião and Markão
Oliveira, and Grupo Opni had participated in a variety of art events in São Paulo before
travelling to New Orleans. Nevertheless, several artists I spoke with described trips abroad as
the first time they felt validated and taken seriously as artists and favela residents, an
experience that they describe as having made them more confident, self-reflexive and
ambitious. Partly because of these valuable experiences, many artists emphasize the ways in
which artistic practice ‘changed their lives,’ granting them opportunities that they would be
otherwise unlikely to have.3
As noted, this necessity of “artistic mobility” is not exclusive to the Rio de Janeiro
context (Duester, 2013). Loacker and Sliwa (2016, p. 675, emphasis in original), writing
about European artists and academics, describe this need for international mobility as “at the
same time personally and professionally enriching and burdensome.” Similarly, Mariluce
Mariá da Silva said that while her experiences at the University of Stanford were extremely
valuable, she also frequently felt insecure and lost during her stay there. Even more
importantly, it is necessary to address some of the unequal structures that underlie this
necessity of international mobility. First of all, we have seen in the previous chapter that
despite the strong focus on international travel, the favela origins of these artists usually
remain central. In contrast to Kwon’s (2004, p. 46) “nomadic artists” who usually provide
“critical-artistic services” based on research at the visited location, peripheral artists often
travel with the aim of ‘bringing’ favela representations to international audiences (FreireMedeiros, 2009; Linke, 2012). This might be accompanied by workshops with the local
population – in which the artist arguably works as a “facilitator, educator, coordinator, and
bureaucrat” – but the resulting artwork (even if it is performative and/or produced on site)
usually tells something about favelas, not the visited location (Kwon, 2004, p. 46).4
Naturally, many artists specifically choose this role as ‘spokespersons’ for their
respective communities, using their mobility as artists to draw attention to broader issues and
problems. As graffiti artist Angelo Campos says during a three-week stay in Berlin: “One of
the reasons I’m here is to open the possibility of giving a voice to my community in Rio, my
favela. I must speak about what we live here in Rio every day. I need to talk about the place
3

These sentiments were expressed in interviews with Sergio Cezar (2016), Robson Alves (2016),
Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira (2016), Grupo Opni (2016), and Mariluce Mariá da Silva (2016).
4
Notable exceptions are Ratão Diniz’ project during the 2012 Olympics in London, documenting
local graffiti, and the feminist art practice of street and performance artist Panmela Castro.
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in which I was born and raised” (ANGELO CAMPOS Art Vision, 2016, my translation).
However, we should be aware, as Freire-Medeiros and Rocha (2011) note, that as advocates
of a “traveling favela” the status of these artists as artists often hinges on their identity as
‘favelados’ (Freire-Medeiros and Rocha, 2011).
Furthermore, it is worth examining how these international experiences impact the
practice of these artists upon returning to Rio de Janeiro – a topic that frequently surfaced in
the interviews conducted. Perhaps unexpectedly, the artists I spoke with experienced this
foreign validation in direct relation to the historical context of outright discrimination
and socio-spatial segregation that continues to have a huge impact on how Cariocas act in
and perceive private and public spaces (see chapter three). Building on chapter four, it is
necessary to be careful here. We have seen that while these travels disrupt dominant patterns
of global mobility, the practice of showing favelas to non-Brazilian audiences is often based
on problematic assumptions about Rio’s favelas, and even outright spectacle and exoticism.
As such, I certainly do not wish to argue that foreign viewers have a more nuanced or open
view towards favelas (also when visiting Rio). Nevertheless, this does not mean that these
travels cannot provide desired outcomes for the artists in question, who are often acutely
aware of these contradictions.
Several artists I spoke with juxtaposed what they experienced as productive, foreign
encounters to local experiences of exclusion, concluding that foreigners appreciate their work
more than middle- and upper-class Brazilians (including art professionals). As Sergio Cezar
(2016) says:
I went to [the Havana Biennale] two times, which is the third biggest biennale in the
world. Right? I did it two times. I was invited to participate, to be in the middle of these
fantastic, fantastic artists. […] But here in Brazil they don’t call me to participate in the
biennale of contemporary art. They don’t call me to São Paulo. They don’t call. And I
did [ArtRio], Rio’s big contemporary art event, because of an English gallery owner,
look how crazy that is…He was in Brazil, okay? He was thinking about…already had
some artist in mind to include in his gallery at the fair, and the guy just invited me […]
And so I participated because a foreigner gave me the opportunity.
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In other words, despite the widespread media attention that exists, also in Brazil, for Cezar’s
(2016) work, he feels that Brazilian museums, galleries and government institutions do not
take him seriously as a contemporary artist:
For these figures, these big important figures of the [ministry of] Culture, my art is
just handicraft. In Europe or the United States my art is contemporary art of a good
quality, it’s top of the line. So this is something that has to do with prejudice. There is
a racial prejudice that influences this entire story. […] For a white artist it is different.
Similarly, Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira (2012) remarked: “I can honestly say that my artwork
is more international than local, because Cariocas don’t come here.”
Importantly, the perceived gap between the ‘local’ and the ‘international’ validation
of their work led several artists to argue that international validation/experience served to
“legitimize” their art practice within the local context, noting that their local recognition
increased significantly after such travels. In other words, foreign validation can serve as a
way of putting them ‘on the map’ for Brazilian professionals and audiences. We might relate
this to Frenzel’s (2016, p. 122-123) account of favela tourism, which he argues can be seen as
“a force for disturbing [local] value regimes and producing new valorizations,” which can
have an impact on local policy making, humanitarian aid and “transnational political
organization.” At the same time, it must be noted that is easier for foreigners to show outrage
and understanding about the position of peripheral artists, as they do not live with the daily
realities of inequality in Rio de Janeiro. Moreover, when traveling, peripheral artists do not
usually experience the very similar forms of discrimination that exist in Europe and the
United States. Again, my goal here is thus not to uncritically celebrate this foreign validation
as a valuing practice (as the previous chapter already made clear). Rather, I wish to draw
attention to the ways in which artistic validation is constructed through networks and
processes in which peripheral cultural producers, local elites (including art institutions) and
foreign art world professionals possess particular forms of agency, positioning themselves in
relation to one another and building on historical inequalities of both the art world and the
city of Rio de Janeiro.
As Thornton (2008, p. xii) and others have noted, the construction of artistic and
economic value in contemporary art is often “structured around nebulous and often
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contradictory hierarchies of fame, credibility, imagined historical importance, institutional
affiliation, education, perceived intelligence, wealth and attributes such as the site of one’s
collection” (see also Velthuis, 2003; Bain, 2005; Lingo and Tepper, 2013). Moreover, as
Asbury (2012, p. 147) notes, “art from what was previously described as the periphery still
[becomes] primarily legitimized by entering collections in Europe and the USA." It is worth
noting here that the artists I spoke with are very much aware of these broader power
structures, including the international fascination with favela neighborhoods, as became clear
especially in informal conversations. Nevertheless, as da Costa Bezerra (2017, p. 41) writes,
“the issue of local or national/international visibility is a question of [financial] survival for
many of these groups.” Recognizing the obvious historical and contemporary inequalities that
underlie these circuits of value production, many peripheral artists in Rio – as part of the socalled “periphery of the periphery” – approach and navigate this field critically as well as
strategically, grabbing and creating opportunities for genuine and productive encounters
abroad that in turn work for them in the Rio context. To illustrate this, the next and final
section will take up the important topic of funding opportunities.

Funding Falcatruas
Near the end of one of our interviews, Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira (2016) summarized a large
part of the 1,5-hour conversation in the following manner: “Yes, money messes up the entire
world…but Morrinho also needs money.” In this final section, I will consider the struggles of
peripheral artists to financially facilitate their practices and projects. Naturally, making a
living from art can be a struggle for artists from all backgrounds. In a neoliberalized art
world, many artists now find themselves competing for funding at private and public
organizations that often represent the very systems and values they criticize in their work
(Drucker, 2005). To outline some of the particular problems faced in this respect by
peripheral artists in Rio de Janeiro, I will take a critical look at the concept of precarity. In
recent academic debates, several authors have argued for a broad notion of precarity or
precariousness, referring to the “instability and unpredictability” of labor and housing
conditions “under neo-liberal Capitalism” (Kosmala and Imas, 2015, p. 6; see also Butler,
2004; Standing, 2011). Others have written specifically about an “artistic precariat,” linking
the concept to freelance workers within the cultural industries (Bain and McLean, 2013;
Leslie and Catungal, 2012). What often lies at the basis of accounts like these, as Neilson and
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Rossiter (2008, p. 52) note, is “an attempt to identify or imagine precarious, contingent or
flexible workers as a new kind of political subject, replete with their own form of collective
organization and modes of expression.” For Kosmala and Imas (2016, p. 7) the precariat
therefore “refers to experiences of people that have been made redundant, those on zerohours contracts, migrants, asylum-seekers as well as the so-called creative class, and, in
particular, those who are most likely to be in debt at the time of entering the labour market.”
This argument resonates with the previous chapter in which I discussed the idea of favelas as
spaces of resistance, linking the “excluded” and the “alienated” within the capitalist system
(Marcuse, 2009, p. 190). In this section, I will elaborate on the points presented there by
considering how artists reflect on the different forms of funding available to them, and how
the different ways of financing their project relate to their broader goal of socio-cultural
transformation.
As Munck (2013, p. 752) notes, the conditions described through the concept of
precarity are often “Northern-centric,” especially when they are posed in opposition to the
working and living conditions of Fordism and/or the welfare state. As he writes, “from a
Southern perspective work has always-already been precarious, a basic fact which unsettles
the notion that something new has been discovered” (Munck, 2013, p. 752; see also Neilson
and Rossiter, 2008; Scully, 2016). Needless to say, while neoliberalism is now virtually
global, it manifests itself differently in historically, geographically and socio-politically
diverse contexts. Accordingly, apart from the ethical problems of grouping together slumdwellers, asylum-seekers and the freelancing ‘creative class,’ there is a risk of conflating
distinct problems and situations under one large umbrella-term. However, I argue in this
section that a critical approach to the distinct but intersecting kinds of precarity faced by
peripheral artists in Rio de Janeiro allows us to get a clearer sense of the difficulties and
opportunities they encounter when applying for funding. We can think here, for example, of
Butler’s (2004) distinction between precariousness, i.e. vulnerability shared by all human
beings, and precarity, the particular vulnerability imposed on the poor and marginalized –
which recognizes how the latter is inextricably linked to privilege and ‘Otherness’ (i.e. based
on gender, race, class, nationality etc.). Moreover, we can make a distinction between
“precarity of place” – namely “the extent to which an individual is vulnerable to removal or
deportation because of his or her legal status and/or possession of documentation, or lack
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thereof, in the host country” – and the “labour precarity” of freelancers and flex-workers
(Banki, 2013).
With these precautions in mind, I will turn to the funding opportunities available to
peripheral artists, focusing specifically on (1) government funding, (2) NGO funding, and (3)
collaborations with private companies. Of course, there are other funding options available to
these artists, such as selling their work (either independently or through a gallery), getting
paid for services (e.g. photographic documentation), or crowdfunding – all of which have
been used by the artists I spoke with in Rio de Janeiro. Nevertheless, I argue that the ways in
which artists reflect on external funding mechanisms in particular allows us to analyze how
they position themselves in the broader art world, showing the ethical and practical dilemmas
they face in this respect. Perhaps a first thing to note here is that within this context, the
peripheral position of these artists can be used strategically. As discussed in chapter four,
despite the various challenges faced by these artists, their status as peripheral artists is often
central to their work and its framing. Success stories of socio-spatial mobility tend to be an
essential part of the reception and interpretation of their work, and this can be used within a
funding climate focused on positive stories and the instrumentalization of artistic practice. As
we will see, however, these same conditions also limit funding possibilities, which raises a
variety of ethical concerns for the artists I spoke with.
Starting with government funding, the different levels of Brazilian government (i.e.
municipal, state and federal) offer programs that focus specifically on funding groups and
spaces in peripheral areas (e.g. Favela Criativa, Territórios Culturais, Prêmio de Cultura
Afro-Fluminense, Bibliotecas Parque, Pontos de Cultura/Cultura Viva, Vale Cultura). Often,
these are accompanied by a rhetoric focused on inclusion and diversity. As the then
municipal secretary of Culture Marcelo Calero (2015) said during a public presentation and
debate entitled The development of cities with creative potential: “The great preoccupation
we have today at the Secretary of Culture refers to territorialisation and democratization of
access and funding for culture. Today I think this is the biggest focus of our work.” He
specified this by listing some of the projects funded by the secretary in Rio de Janeiro’s
favelas and periphery. During the ensuing debate, however, members of the audience raised
several critical questions, particularly regarding the collaboration with other branches of
government such as the guarda municipal. To one of these questions, regarding a recent
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critical manifestation in a public square partly funded by the government, Calero (2015)
responded:
This irritates me quite a bit, Rogerio, to be quite frank with you. […] The same
municipality that funds, […] that gives money for these things to happen, for these
manifestations to rise and consolidate themselves, is the same municipality that limits
and restrains them, that goes in the street in the form of the guarda municipal […].
This is schizophrenic. It can’t happen. But you see that our power to act becomes very
limited, because it depends a lot on the officer in question.
What we see here is that the state is not a unified force or actor, which can be used by
government representatives to deny their responsibility or to project blame. In addition, this
connection between different government programs and institutions raised ethical concerns
for several artists I spoke with.
Angelo Campos, for example, noted his refusal to work with the government based on
ethical principles, because of the structural and police violence in the city’s favelas
(particularly in Vila Cruzeiro where he lives). Most other artists I spoke with took a more
pragmatic stance here, but still raised ethical questions, arguing that supporting cultural
programs can be a way for the government to ‘justify’ controversial policies such as the
favela pacification, Porto Maravilha or the Growth Acceleration Program (PAC) (Hora,
2015a; Gonçalves, 2016; da Silva, 2016). Put differently, cultural programs might be used to
keep up appearances of local relevance and community participation to distract attention from
the neoliberal logic underlying policy making as well as the more disputed facets of specific
government programs (e.g. home evictions, police violence, gentrification) (see also Peck,
2009; da Costa Bezerra, 2017). We see this especially in programs such as Favela Criativa,
explicitly tied to the pacification policy. Finally, Mauricio Hora (2015a) noted that the
chances of him receiving government funding are slim because his work as an activist causes
him to clash with different branches of government on a regular basis. As he says, the
government prefers to give their money to projects that have a positive and depoliticized
message, for example those that focus on educational workshops or recycling without linking
this to structural state neglect (i.e. low-quality education, a lack of garbage collection).
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The second important source of funding for peripheral artists comes from non-profit
organizations or NGOs, which in turn often depend on individual, government and/or
corporate donations. Several artists I spoke with have founded their own social organizations,
with or without an official NGO registration (e.g. Favela Art, Projeto Morrinho, Instituto
Wark, Favela Galeria, Ninho das Águias, Favelarte, Casa Amarela, Walls of Porto). The
funding of these small-scale projects is often limited and irregular, depending on donations
and/or the work of volunteers. There are, of course, also larger projects/collectives
encompassing various artists (e.g. Imagens do Povo, Favela em Foco, Roda Cultural Pereira
da Silva), some of which received more long-term funding (particularly Imagens do Povo).
Finally, several artists have collaborated with larger Rio-based NGOs (e.g. CUFA, Viva Rio,
Afro-Reggae, IBISS) or international organizations (e.g. the British Council, the Prince Claus
Fund), usually on temporary socio-educational projects or to facilitate international travel.
When I asked about the benefits of funding by larger NGOs, however, several artists reacted
rather skeptical. For Wark (2016), NGOs “have a lot of falcatrua” (fraud, trickery, scam).
According to him, many NGOs act with ulterior motives, using the free labor of local people
for their own benefit and promotion. A number of other artists observed a similar hypocrisy,
accusing some large and/or foreign NGOs in particular of a lack of long-term involvement
and using the artists’ name and fame for self-promotion.5
In her research on NGOs in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas, Sinek (2012) observes a similar
distinction between large NGOs with external funding and smaller, community NGOs. She
argues that the former are less active in promoting citizenship rights and political struggles,
precisely because “the funding environment might push favela [citizenship organizations] in
one direction,” i.e. towards goals that are easily promotable rather directly opposing
structural forms of violence and inequality. This resonates with other studies of NGO cultures
under neoliberalism, in which depoliticization is widely cited as a key problem. Alvarez et al.
(2017, p. 2), for example, describe a “Civil Society Agenda” under the “neoliberalization of
civil society,” which “prescribes what actors operating in the space named civil society
should do and how and to what end they should act and participate.” Their case studies show
that participating in this Agenda “can subvert movements’ agendas, discourage alternative
forms of collective action, and channel movement energies into procedures and policies that
5

Here my choice to use the real names of my interlocutors (motivated by a desire to recognize their
work, and the impossibility of true anonimity when discussing specific artworks) prevents me from
discussing concrete examples, as these stories were told in confidence.
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do little to change the status quo or deepen democracy” (Alvarez et al., 2017, p. 2). At the
same time, they note that “political openings may occur in these arenas as well” as “[a]ny
given set of political practices may move in the direction of obscuring or unveiling
inequality, reinscribing or transgressing relations of power and exclusion, reifying hierarchies
or dismantling them” (Alvarez et al., 2017, p. 2-3).
Concerning this ‘Civil Society Agenda,’ a crucial point to keep in mind are the
similarities between, on the one hand, discourses of resilience and empowerment of poor
people and, on the other, neoliberal ideologies of self-reliance – as discussed in the previous
chapter. As Kamat (2004, p. 169) notes: “The neoliberal notion of empowerment implies a
focus on individual capacities and needs of the poor, and consequently minimizing the social
and political causes of poverty” (see also Fisher, 1997; Harris, 2002; Amin, 2013a). In turn,
this builds on a history of developmental aid that propagates “a model of personal
transformation,” over a focus on structural inequalities (Kester, 2004, p. 135). Crucially, this
has an impact on the narratives around subjectivity-building outlined in section one, serving
as a reminder that this should always be linked to a broader political field (Rolnik and
Guattari, 2008). Unfortunately, as several artists note, both NGOs and government funding
tend to remain interested primarily in simplified stories of upwards social mobility and
personal transformation. Importantly, my goal here is not to deny the valuable work that
many NGOs do in Rio de Janeiro, or to over-generalize this highly diverse sector. Rather, I
have tried to describe some of the conditions that determine the current NGO funding climate
for artists in Rio de Janeiro, which can be limiting especially for artists with a more explicit
and critical political discourse.
The third type of funding occurs through collaborations with the private sector. There
are several large Brazilian companies that fund social and/or artistic projects in Brazil, which
partly has to do with the fact that this gives them tax benefits (da Costa Bezerra, 2017, p. 41).
It is worth noting here that several of Rio de Janeiro’s main cultural centers form part of
banks and/or companies. In addition, some artists worked with companies on commercial
projects, for example in creating the opening credits of a telenovela, merchandise (notebooks,
postcards), jewelry, or commercials. We might link this to the broader commercialization of
contemporary art critically addressed by a variety of artists and authors worldwide. In
addition, we must keep in mind here the commercial potential of favela images, as a variety
of recent commercials illustrates (e.g. by Puma, XXL Sports & Villmark, Freya Lingerie,
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Calle Republic, Havaianas and Duloren Lingerie). Nevertheless, several artists I spoke with
noted that they preferred this kind of collaboration to government and/or NGO funding,
because they felt the for-profit sector entailed less ‘falcatruas.’ They argued that while
corporations also tend to work primarily for their own goals and gains, at least they are
upfront about it, preferring this straightforward approach to a false rhetoric of diversity and
inclusion. In a broader sense, we might then say that these peripheral artists aren’t as afraid of
“complicity” with commercial enterprises as their middle-class counterparts, precisely
because they are acutely aware that a “rhetoric of opposition” or social relevance “often
[allows] elite practices to pass themselves off as politically useful” (Drucker, 2005, p. 7).
Nevertheless, here too we see a focus on positive and easily promotable narratives rather than
critical works.
In all three forms of funding, we thus see a depoliticization and instrumentalization of
artistic practices, which causes “insecurity, inequality and individualization” for many artists
working in this field (Lazzarato, 2009, p. 110). As Kaleb Gonçalves (2016) puts it: “You
constantly have to go to powerful people, holding up your hand.” For him, this was difficult
due to his fear of public speaking, and here we start to see that this climate favors artists that
are extroverted and like to engage in such networking activities. In the words of Nelcirlan
Souza de Oliveira (2016), who describes the artist as a “micro-entrepreneur”: “You need to
be a shark. You need to know someone. You need to have a contact on the inside.” Again,
this resonates with broader critiques of social and/or development work: “The apolitical and
managerial approach to community development draws upon the liberal notion of
empowerment wherein the poor are encouraged to be entrepreneurial and find solutions to
their livelihood needs” (Kamat, 2004, p. 169). Importantly, in several informal conversations
and public events, this issue was specifically linked to gender. Many people noted, for
example, that women tend to be less confident about publicly presenting their work, which
prevents them from applying for funding and exhibiting their work. Unfortunately, this
gender inequality is also reflected in the interviews I conducted, which is caused by my own
lack of specific attention to this issue and the fact that I selected artists on the basis of a
success within more official art world structures, in which female artists clearly remain
underrepresented.6
6

A notable exception to this reality is the internationlly successful street artist Panmela Castro, with
whom I did not succeed to get into contact.
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With this idea of the artist as a freelancing “creative entrepreneur,” we return to the
idea of the precariat, and these conditions show significant similarities to artists’ positions
worldwide. Crucially, however, in Rio de Janeiro’s favelas and periphery, these conditions
cannot be placed in opposition to a previous system of Fordism or a welfare state. Rather,
they are closely intertwined with the structural inequalities of Rio’s post-colonial society that
leave favelas and their residents in a fundamentally insecure and unstable situation. We
should think here especially of police violence, the lack of security of tenure, underfunded
public education and healthcare – many of which are perpetuated and sensationalized by
media imaginaries and political policy and discourse. Importantly, this “precarity of place,”
as Banki (2013) would call it, works both with and against the creative “labour precarity” of
these artists. As we have seen in this chapter, these artists face significant challenges in the
form of economic restrictions, limitations to spatial mobility, racism and prejudice. At the
same time, combined with the commercial potential of favela images and stories, the social
instrumentalization of art can be used strategically by peripheral artists to secure funding
from local and international organizations. This is, however, a field filled with falcatruas, and
often requires depoliticized, easily promotable narratives of social relevance that obscure the
more urgent, structural forms of precarity faced by these artists and the neighbourhoods in
which they live.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have considered the question of what art can set in motion in the particular
context of Rio de Janeiro. In closing, I would like to reiterate some important points about
this transformative potential that surfaced frequently in interviews and informal
conversations. First of all, many artists note that this should be a collective effort and
responsibility in which artists see themselves as playing but a small part. As Sergio Cezar
says: “You see, I succeeded…I now have a public that accompanies me and that’s great. But I
don’t want this to happen only to me, you know? There’s should not be only one [black
artist], there should be hundreds!” Or, as Mauricio Hora notes:
It’s not that I’m important here [in Providência], it has nothing to do with that. It
might not even be a question of blame/responsibility [for his father who was a drug
trafficker], but maybe it is about belonging. That there, the hill, is mine also. And I
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feel so much a part of it that I have the idea, which might be idiotic, that I could
help…. (Torres, 2015).
Building on this, many describe a process of gradual change that has already started, but still
has a long way to go. As Nelcirlan Souza de Oliveira (2016) said, when I asked what had
changed in Rio’s art world over the last decade:
It improved and it hasn’t improved. Let’s say we are halfway. I think that…it hasn’t
improved enough. I think there are still many things that need changing. I don’t know
how things will change, but what I’m seeing is that [many things have changed] in the
field of politics, you know, in subsidies, cultural organizations that develop subsidies,
these things…this whole process. But there still remains a great hierarchy.
Unsurprisingly, the ups and downs of this process lead to frustration, as well hope and
determination to continue. In the words of Wark (2016):
Prejudice exists when someone doesn’t have a formulated concept about what
something is, doesn’t it? […] I think that art will break this barrier little by
little. […] Little by little art will start to occupy its space, its importance within
society. We will achieve this maturing little by little.
In other words, considering the entanglement and complexity of relations and representations
of socio-spatial inequality in Rio de Janeiro, transformation cannot happen over night – but
follows from a gradual and collective effort.
This resonates with Carolyn Pedwell’s (2017) analysis of images of injustice. She
questions “the hopes we pin on arresting or revelatory images,” or the idea that images or
artworks are individually meant to bring about revolutionary changes (Pedwell, 2017, p. 149).
Focusing in particular on the ability of images to engender empathy, she notes that often “the
hope is that subjects will never be the same again; their views of the world will be radically
transformed, as will their behaviours and actions, in the interest of greater social justice”
(Pedwell, 2017, p. 149). In contrast, she argues for a different “ontology of change,” in which
“the accumulation and reverberation of micro interactions, gestures and habits may be just as
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(or more) significant than ‘revolutionary’ events.” In other words, Pedwell (2017, p. 154)
highlights the limitations of the idea that progressive social change can be sparked by
individual images, in moments of “rupture or revolution” - which resonates with avant-garde
theories of the impact of art (see Chouliaraki, 2006). Rather, she focuses on the changing of
habits:
While affect may act as a trigger that drives forward embodied and material change,
or signals when existing habits have become disrupted, it cannot participate in
enduring processes of transformation without some degree of habituation or
automation (Pedwell, 2017, p. 154).
Similarly, O’Sullivan’s (2006, p. 88) locates art socio-political potential in its ability to
“transform, and perhaps even go beyond, our habitual selves” (see also Guattari and Rolnik,
2008). As we have seen, artists from Rio de Janeiro’s favelas also describe the transformative
potential of art as a gradual process of exchange (troca). In this sense, it is not so much the
physical artworks that will spark transformation, but the changing context around them – a
process of exchange, debate, learning and teaching – in which favela residents are
increasingly participating.
Building on this, the chapter has tried to pay attention, on the one hand, to "the crucial
role of multiple and overlapping histories in producing habits of practice, ways of going on,
and trajectories of policy and economy that shape urban inequality" and, on the other, to "the
capacity of events to disrupt patterns, generate new encounters with people and objects, and
invent new connections and ways of inhabiting everyday urban life" (McFarlane, 2011a, p.
208). I have tried to highlight that exclusion is not a static state of being – although it impacts
all aspects of the daily lives of these artists – but rather something that fluctuates and is
actively negotiated over time and space. The artists that have informed this chapter do not
occupy a unified or static ‘peripheral’ position, instead facing different limitations, challenges
and opportunities in their daily lives and practices. Accordingly, my aim has been to
complicate straightforward conceptualizations of aesthetic resistance, co-optation and/or
domination by providing nuance to common concepts and narratives that surround the
practice of peripheral artists in Rio de Janeiro, particularly self-representation, authentic
voices, and upward social mobility.
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Moreover, I have argued that the collective work of artists from Rio de Janeiro’s
favelas and periphery is not so much about authentic images or representations, but rather
about positionality and the ability to transform the existing field of cultural production. As
Judith Butler (2004, p. 146) notes:
[I]t would be a mistake to think that we only need to find the right and true
images, and that a certain reality will then be conveyed. The reality is not conveyed
by what is represented within the image, but through the challenge to representation
that reality delivers.
For many of these artists, the periphery is seen as a vantage point, a geographical and
symbolic location from which one experiences the city and that has a fundamental impact to
how one thinks, speaks and creates. As Roy (2015, p. 8), who builds on Spivak’s work,
argues, it is about “placing the permission to narrate on the map.” Importantly, the goal here
is not necessarily to motivate people (from within and outside of the periphery) to certain
forms of action through artistic representations, but rather about seeing art production and
consumption itself as an on-going and performative process of “knowledge in the making”
that comes into being through encounters and sharing ideas and viewpoints in a structured yet
moving hierarchical process (Hawkins, 2014, p. 10). As I have described, peripheral artists,
Brazilian elites, and international audiences (including myself) all possess distinct forms of
agency within these processes of troca (exchange), negotiating the artistic and economic
value of these artistic practices.

Conclusion

The production and display of visual art can work towards inclusive social transformation as
well as deepen socio-cultural divisions. In this thesis, I have tried to specify how this
contradictory reality takes shape for the context of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. The thesis has
shown that the meanings, values, ideas and associations attached to favelas are extensive and
complex, negotiated in diverse spatial contexts by actors from highly different backgrounds.
To analyze these discourses, I examined how artistic representations of favelas come into
being, how they are discursively framed in different socio-spatial contexts, and how they are
interpreted by non-favela audiences. I have described this process as the ‘worlding’ of Rio de
Janeiro’s favelas in visual art, focusing on how artistic favela representations travel between
different geographic locations (e.g. Brazil and Europe) and representational contexts (e.g.
tourism, film, television and academic writing). In turn, each chapter discussed a specific
aspect of this worlding process. In this conclusion, I will present the most important
discourses and tendencies that this thesis has identified, summarizing how artistic favela
representations are produced, framed and interpreted.
As a different entry point into these debates, I’d like to discuss two examples of visual
art practices that break with dominant structures and narratives in original and interesting
ways. The first is the biennial exhibition Travessias – which explicitly aims to challenge the
socio-spatial contexts of art display by organizing a high-end, contemporary art exhibition in
the Maré favela complex (fig. 6.1). Not only does the exhibition attract audiences from
different parts of the city, they also organize workshops in favelas that are not necessarily
about favela spaces or only for residents (Kalkman, 2019). As such, the distinction between
art for and art about favelas is effectively blurred – building on the nuanced analysis of Rio
de Janeiro’s geographies of inequality by organizing partner Observatório de Favelas. The
second example is the work Veneza/Neves (2015), by the internationally successful Brazilian
artist Paulo Nazareth. Born and raised in a favela in Belo Horizonte, Nazareth’s presence in
many ways disrupts the dominant race, class and geographical relations of the Brazilian and
global contemporary art scene. When he was invited to participate at the 2015 Venice
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Biennale, the artist famously refused to attend the exhibition himself – because he does not
want to set foot in Europe before having visited all African countries. In addition, he
organized a parallel exhibition in the favela called Veneza (Venice) in Belo Horizonte. There
he exhibited the same works that were shown in European Venice, to which he accompanied
a number of Brazilian and foreign art world professionals and journalists. Interestingly, unlike
some of the other peripheral artists discussed in this thesis, Paulo Nazareth’s inclusion in the
art world does not seem to hinge on his identity as a favela resident. His works address social,
economic and racial inequality in a broad sense, usually through a conceptual and/or
performative approach. Yet, while secondary accounts sometimes address his poor
background, they rarely use this as the sole focal point of his work or – worse – a marker for
authenticity.

Fig. 6.1. Travessias (2015) Galpão Bela Maré, Rio de Janeiro (photo: Simone Kalkman).
These two examples speak to the ways in which different forms of inequality inform
the institutions and locations in which contemporary art is exhibited and legitimated. They
illustrate the need to change the formats along which art practices in or about favelas are
organized, most notably the common practice of outside artists doing ‘projects’ in favelas to
be subsequently exhibited for a supposedly passive, non-favela audience. Moreover, these
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examples highlight the distinction between relations and representations of inequality in the
world of contemporary art, separating what might be called the artistic theme of favelas (as
‘something to be represented’) from the lack of diversity within local and global art contexts,
which directly affects favela residents wanting to participate in this field. Finally, by showing
that so-called high art is not only relevant to and appreciated in elite sites and debates,
Travessias and Nazareth challenge the idea of favelas as housing only popular, urban culture
– or even no culture at all. Following Bourdieu’s (1989) well-known argument, they therefore
question how artistic styles and visual languages function as a form of social distinction.
As this thesis has shown, these are crucial distinctions to make because these issues
are fundamentally entangled and interrelated in artistic and exhibition practices – which
highlights that initiatives like these work against a deeply-ingrained, historical reality of
exclusion and exoticism. The prejudice and territorial stigma attached to Rio de Janeiro’s
favelas are crucial problems that lead to the omnipresent (and sometimes lethal)
discrimination against favela residents. Not surprisingly, the important task of contesting
these realities is frequently mentioned by artists working in or with favela spaces. However,
while the negative imagery of favelas is persistent, it is not uniform or exclusive. Despite
enduring stigmatization, favelas have long figured as potent symbols of Brazilian and Rio de
Janeiro identity – not least because of the efforts of Brazilian and foreign artists in this regard.
In addition, various projects that highlight the agency and talents of favela residents have
received considerable media attention in recent years. Finally, it should be emphasized that
the non-favela audiences that encounter these representations (e.g. in museums, newspapers,
television programs, or online) are highly diverse, ranging from artists from Santa Teresa to
affluent businessmen from Leblon, lower middle-class workers from Baixada Fluminense,
and foreigners of various national and socio-economic backgrounds. When considering
specific projects or practices, chapters one and three have therefore argued for the need to
specify which and whose prejudices artists address, and – crucially – which alternative
imaginaries they hope to replace them with.
Moreover, I have stressed the need to highlight the thought patterns that underlie these
discriminatory frameworks, most notably the dichotomous distinctions between favela and
asfalto, formal and informal urbanism, and global North and global South. Naturally, the
deep-seated inequalities that lie at the basis of these dichotomies should not be overlooked. In
many ways, Rio de Janeiro is divided: access to opportunities and services is usually
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contingent on where you live in the city. However, the categorical distinction between favela
and asfalto maintains the favelas’ status as territories of ‘Otherness,’ as a separate but
internally unified category (Valladares, 2005; Roy, 2011b). As chapter four has shown,
current artistic engagements with favelas often build on an inversion of the dominant value
judgments attached to these dichotomies. For example, European exhibition makers tend to
celebrate favelas as quintessentially Brazilian, and argue that we – the global North audience
– can learn from favela architecture and realities. Here we see that the (valid) ethical concerns
about representing Rio de Janeiro’s favelas in foreign contexts are fundamentally linked to
epistemological debates around poverty, inequality and the production of urban theory. The
ways in which distinctions are made between formal and informal urbanism, for example,
tend to be based on histories of social, economic and racial discrimination, which are in turn
closely related to the geographies of academic knowledge production (Roy, 2005; Varley,
2013). Considering these dichotomies and divisions, Jorge Luiz Barbosa says in the closing
debate of Travessias 2015: “The larger objective of this project is to realize that the favela
will be a part of the city, and [to show] that it is a space of production, of artistic and aesthetic
fruition.” He continues by linking this to “the right to coexistence” (a direito à convivência),
a broader notion developed by the Observatório de Favelas:
A city cannot be constructed on the division between us and them. We must fully live
the right to mobility. We will create conditions for all to have the means to circulate
through different territories and resources, to feel that they belong to the city as a
whole and not only to one particular social, cultural or economic location (de Souza e
Silva and Sousa Silva, 2015, my translation).
In a similar vein, I have questioned the idea of ‘the favela’ as a social, cultural and spatial
category – which ultimately serves to maintain the boundaries between different people and
places in Rio de Janeiro as well as on a global scale.
To do so, a closer look at the long and complex history of these narratives and
imaginaries proved crucial. Since the early twentieth century, favelas have repeatedly been
depicted to praise Brazil’s uniqueness, emphasizing how the country differs from Europe and
North America. As chapter two has argued, the favelas’ status as ‘periphery of the periphery’
is key to keep in mind here. Since the colonial era, Brazil has occupied a peripheral position
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in the (art) world, but it has also been highly unequal in itself. Favelas are a manifestation of
these different scales of inequality, and the triangular interaction between favela residents,
middle- and upper-class Brazilians and foreigners complicates their representation and
display. Historically, many artists that depicted favelas were deemed inferior and/or exotic by
the so-called international art world, despite their status as members of the Brazilian elite. In
many cases, these artists’ celebrations of favelas as manifestations of Brazilian reality were
provocative and challenged discriminatory, global narratives. At the same time, their work
often reproduced local forms of inequality and resulted in producing the very exotic images
that foreign audiences were hoping to encounter. This illustrates how the so-called global art
world has long appropriated images of diverse ‘Others,’ without disrupting the dominant sites
within which artistic value is created and legitimized. Even Paulo Nazareth’s refusal to come
to Venice, or his work at Art Basel Miami Beach, where he “sold his image as an exotic
man,” still arguably depend on the dominant institutions and discourses of the art world,
particularly considering the newfound popularity or ‘hype’ of Brazilian art abroad
(Smallenburg, 2015; see also Brandellero, 2015).
Through these historical representations, favelas have now become part of the clichéd
imagery of Brazil, surrounded also by ‘positive’ stereotypes. We have seen that while the
depiction of favelas as spaces of extreme poverty, violence, and criminality has clear and
often violent consequences in favelas, merely replacing these ideas with a ‘positive’ narrative,
focusing for example on vibrant and festive community life, can be just as harmful. This
denies not only the very real problems faced by favelas, but also – as this thesis emphasized –
the role and responsibility of local and global elites in maintaining inequalities. As we have
seen, these conflicting accounts of Rio’s favelas are firmly rooted in the city’s reputation of
being both ‘marvelous’ and ‘divided.’ Chapter three showed that these narratives are not
separate or opposed, but rather formed simultaneously and in parallel over the last centuries.
In some instances, a focus on divergent realities can effectively draw attention to urgent
problems, but this dichotomous framework also serves to misrepresent or even legitimize
violence in favelas (Robb Larkins, 2015). More to the point, by juxtaposing ‘negative’ and
‘positive’ narratives the difficulties of favela life are simultaneously amplified and
downplayed, which has important consequences for how artistic interventions are produced,
experienced and interpreted. Because of this, it is crucial not only to challenge prejudiced or
generalized imaginaries of the city via aesthetic content, but also to look at what functions
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these narratives perform in the production, framing and reception of exhibition practices.
Returning to Travessias, we see for example that despite the disruption of unequal
geographies in the exhibition format, this show is also affected by discriminatory imaginaries
because many members of the middle- and upper-class audience are afraid to visit an
exhibition in the Maré (Mello, 2015).
For many artists and scholars, an effective way to counter stereotypical discourses
around favelas is showing locally-produced representations and viewpoints, highlighting how
diverse elements of urban imaginaries exist side-by-side in actual favela neighborhoods.
While such forms of self-representation are incredibly important, I have argued for caution in
this respect – as favela realities are fragmented and highly diverse. There are vast differences
in the physical and social characteristics of favela spaces both between and within Brazilian
cities, which also change significantly over time. Considering this pluriformity, there exists
no true, ‘authentic’ favela reality to be captured in representations (Spivak, 1986; 2010;
Bhabha, 1994; Said, 2003). Moreover, too strong a focus on local realities (i.e. zooming in)
fails to acknowledge how these are shaped by socio-economic inequality as a broader
phenomenon that affects Brazilian society and the (art) world as a whole, albeit unevenly. In
addition to zooming in on local experiences, I have therefore flagged the need to zoom out,
emphasizing relationality and positionality. One way of doing so would be to emphasize that
the inclusion of artists from Rio de Janeiro’s favelas tends to be highly selective and
conditional, varying across different social and spatial contexts (see chapter five). To
foreground this reality, Paulo Nazareth explicitly wears his identification card around his
neck, because despite being an internationally successful artist, “in the eyes of the powerful I
look like a criminal” (qtd. in Smallenburg, 2015, my translation). The concept of worlding,
with its focus on “anthropological [...] mid-range theorizing,” has been particularly useful to
draw out these contradictory structures of in- and exclusion, as it focuses on how widespread
regional and global inequalities manifest themselves in messy, entangled and oftencontradictory phenomena and situations (Ong, 2011, p. 9).
The arguments presented above are especially urgent considering the increased
commercialization of (images of) poverty in different media, in the Brazilian context often
described as ‘favela chic.’ Critiques of this phenomenon inform many scholarly accounts of
artistic favela representations – and for good reason. Despite age-old attempts to distinguish
fine art from kitsch or the mass media, artistic projects in favelas are not exempt from
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commercialization. On the contrary, chapter four has argued that they tend to build on the
same discourses of appreciation and – considering the background of producers, mediators
and exhibitors – often reproduce structures and systems of economic inequality. As shown in
chapter five, however, the success of many artists from favelas also benefits from this
commercial potential and foreign fascination. Accordingly, many peripheral artists navigate
these conditions in a pragmatic manner, and not only out of financial necessity. As stressed in
a variety of interviews, both commercial and non-profit actors (e.g. museums, NGOs) can be
hypocritical, selfish and dishonest in collaborations – which makes these artists question the
autonomy and altruism of both art institutions and social work. For the artists I spoke with,
values such as reciprocity, trustworthiness and mutual respect matter more in collaborations
than commercial gain (for either partner) in and of itself. This resonates with more pragmatic
accounts of complicity. As Ziemer (2016, p. 8) writes:
In current fragile, particularly creative working environments, one has – in changing
constellations, with people from different cultures, as well as under time pressure and
shortage of money – to invent and carry out many projects; to produce publics; and to
generate as much possible discursive acceptance in the respective sense.
In Rio de Janeiro’s postcolonial society, such forms of ‘labour precarity,’ work both with and
against older forms of inequality and discrimination – which raises a number of particular
difficulties, (ethical) dilemmas, but also opportunities for peripheral artists.
Importantly, similar sentiments were expressed considering various forms of
collaboration across socio-economic inequalities, for example referring to foreign artists.
During my fieldwork, conversations with favela residents brought to the fore a number of
fundamental points to consider for artists and academics working in or with favela spaces.
Most importantly, residents emphasize that the community in question should be the starting
point – not the artist’s signature style or his/her desire to do good. Local needs, expertise and
networks should be acknowledged and strengthened rather than bypassed or ignored. First
and foremost, this means doing research: finding out what might help a community by
speaking to residents and/or reading scholarly accounts. Some of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas
may now be considered over-researched places, particularly those located in the Zona Sul
(e.g. Vidigal, Rocinha, Cantagalo, Pavão-Pavãozinho, and Santa Marta) and a few areas in the
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Zona Norte (mainly Vila Cruzeiro, Vigário Geral, and parts of Complexo do Alemão and the
Maré). This firstly means that a wealth of scholarly publications about these neighborhoods is
readily available to artists and researchers in both Portuguese and English. At the same time,
it has led to research fatigue, and some residents occupy a highly critical attitude towards
foreign visitors (and validly so). Finally, considering the large amount of favelas (for example
in Baixada Fluminense or Niteroi) that have not attracted artistic and/or research projects, it
means that we can distinguish a center-periphery relations even within Rio de Janeiro’s
periphery – highlighting once again the multiple scales of inequality at play here. To
summarize, the amount of scholarly and artistic projects conducted in favelas calls for
cautiousness and a critical assessment of what a particular project really adds. As outsiders,
artists and scholars (including myself) need to be realistic and humble if what we have to
offer is of little significance for the people we work with. Unfortunately, too often the
personal desire and the external requirement of real-world ‘relevance’ leads to overstating a
single project’s radicality and uniqueness, which, as argued above, both exaggerates and
downplays the problems faced by favela neighborhoods and the role of art in this respect.
With this in mind, chapter five argued for revising how we conceptualize change or
transformation through artistic practice, from individual achievements to more gradual and
collaborative steps towards greater inclusion, in which a “multitude” of people and practices
“start to act collectively and in shared projects and collaborative actions” (Bentes, 2011, p. 9).
Building on a range of authors studying artistic representations of inequality, I have argued
that it is not so much about “getting the empirical story right,” although nuanced and diverse
representations of favelas certainly do matter (Roy, 2015, p. 8). Rather, we should critically
address the positionality of different actors involved in the ‘extended field’ of artistic favela
representations, and the affordances and limitations offered by these diverse positions.
Crucially, my increasing focus on this argument implied coming to terms with my own
complicity within this unequal field of producing and consuming favela images. In response,
I turned my lens from favelas as physical spaces to how we – the foreign audience – look at
and think about these territories in artistic spaces and debates. Following Hal Foster’s (1996,
p. 203) seminal text, my primary goal has therefore been to “frame the framer as he or she
frames the other.” In doing so, I hope to have countered the idea of ‘the favela’ as a category
– showing instead that favelas are ‘worlding nodes,’ connected and contributing in myriad
ways to the city of Rio de Janeiro as well as the world at large.
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English summary

Worlding Rio de Janeiro’s Favelas: Relations and
Representations of Socio-spatial Inequality in Visual Art
This thesis examines the representation of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas in modern and
contemporary visual art, as well as the social contexts in which these art practices are
produced, disseminated and received in Rio de Janeiro and abroad. This process is described
as the “worlding” of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. To examine this process, I ‘follow around’
these artistic practices and their reception in a variety of spatial and temporal contexts.
Building on an interdisciplinary methodology and theoretical framework, the thesis describes
two main characteristics of this worlding process.
First, it is shown that these worldings tend to build on a series of interrelated
dichotomies: favela versus formal city, global North versus global South, Europe versus
Brazil, and informal versus formal urbanism. While the stark inequalities that lie at the basis
of these dichotomies are a central focus, the analysis calls this oppositional framework into
question because they ultimately maintain the idea of favelas as territories of ‘Otherness.’
Specifically, I highlight the common tendency to approach favelas as a category, distinct from
other forms of urbanism but singular in itself. This approach allows favelas to become a sign
or symbol in globalized discourses, to which a number of narratives, associations, ideas and
images are attached. These imaginaries of favelas are extensive and complex, and closely
entangled with broader discourses around Brazilian nationality, poverty and global inequality.
Crucially, however, I also examine a number of artworks and practices that call this
dichotomous framework into question.
The second focal point concerns how local and global inequalities are frequently
reproduced in practices of display, audience outreach and exhibition framing. With this in
mind, the thesis questions how artistic practices – embedded as they are in their social,
political and economic contexts – can both, and sometimes simultaneously, reinforce and
challenge existing inequalities, highlighting the dilemmas and difficulties this raises for
varied actors within this field. I develop an analytical focus on three broad groups of
stakeholders within this process – while recognizing each of these groups is highly diverse in
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itself – namely favela residents, middle- and upper-class Brazilians, and foreigners. Rather
than a dualistic distinction between favela residents and outsiders, or Brazilians and
foreigners, I argue that such a tripartite approach, focused on how these groups interact with
and influence each other in different temporal and spatial contexts, allows for a more nuanced
account of how and why favelas are being represented in art and how these representations
are displayed and received.
Building on these arguments, the thesis foregrounds the ethical concerns raised by
artistic favela representations traveling the world, which implies acknowledging the ways in
which academics (including myself) contribute to these representational processes. Needless
to say, putting poverty on display for a privileged audience can be a highly problematic
practice. Crucially, the different media in which favelas are depicted (e.g. film, tourism,
visual art, academia) are mutually influential, and I argue in particular for examining the links
between artistic and academic favela imaginaries. The categorical approach denies the agency
of favela residents, reducing favela neighborhoods to a locus of authenticity and/or a destitute
place yearning to be transformed by artistic or social action. Moreover, by discursively
isolating favelas in this manner, the complicity of elite actors in the formation and continued
marginalization of favela neighborhoods is effectively denied. For this reason, I argue that
ethical and epistemological questions should be fundamentally intertwined when considering
the representation of favelas in both art and academia. Because of this, the thesis focuses on
the frameworks of thought and aesthetic repertoires through which favelas are seen and
shown across the world. In doing so, it is argued that the lines between resisting and
reinforcing local and global inequalities are not always easy to distinguish – and that artistic
projects or representations can shift between the two when traveling across different spatial
and temporal contexts.
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Worlding Rio de Janeiro’s Favelas: Relaties en
Representaties van Sociaal-ruimtelijke Ongelijkheid in
Beeldende Kunst
Dit proefschrift onderzoekt de verbeelding van Rio de Janeiro’s favelas in moderne en hedendaagse
kunst, alsook de sociale context waarin deze kunstwerken worden geproduceerd, getoond en
ontvangen. Dit proces beschrijf ik als het wereldkundig maken (‘worlding’) van Rio de Janeiro’s
favelas. Om dit proces te onderzoeken volg ik (de receptie van) deze kunstprojecten langs de
diverse locaties waarin ze worden getoond, in verschillende tijdsperiodes. Zowel de methodologie
als het theoretisch kader van het onderzoek zijn interdisciplinair, wat cruciaal is om de twee
belangrijkste eigenschappen van dit ‘worlding’-proces naar voren te brengen.
Ten eerste wordt aangetoond dat aan de productie en verspreiding van deze kunstwerken
meestal een serie gerelateerde tegenstellingen ten grondslag ligt: favela versus formele stad, global
North versus global South, Europa versus Brazilië, en informele versus formele stedenbouw.
Hoewel de sociaal-economische ongelijkheid die deze contrasten veroorzaakt een centrale focus
van het onderzoek is, bekritiseert mijn analyse deze tegenstellingen omdat ze uiteindelijk het idee
van favelas als plaatsen die essentieel ‘Anders’ zijn in stand houden. Favelas worden te vaak
benaderd als een aparte categorie, fundamenteel anders dan andere vormen van stedenbouw, maar
zonder onderlinge variatie. Door deze benadering, zo toont dit onderzoek aan, kunnen favelas over
de hele wereld ingezet worden als teken of symbool, waaraan verschillende verhalen, associaties,
ideeën en beelden worden gerelateerd. Deze beeldvorming is uitgebreid, complex en nauw
verweven met bredere discussies rond de Braziliaanse nationale identiteit, armoede en wereldwijde
ongelijkheid. Het onderzoek licht echter ook verschillende kunstwerken en projecten uit die deze
tegenstellingen in twijfel trekken.
Ten tweede onderzoek ik hoe lokale en mondiale ongelijkheden worden gereproduceerd in
de verspreiding van deze kunstpraktijken, bijvoorbeeld door te focussen op tentoonstellingsteksten,
methoden van publieksbereik en media receptie. Zo vraagt het proefschrift hoe artistieke praktijken
– ingebed in hun sociale, politieke en economische context – bestaande ongelijkheden zowel, en
soms zelfs tegelijkertijd, kunnen versterken en bestrijden, en welke problemen en dilemma’s dit
oplevert voor de verschillende spelers in dit veld. Om dit te doen ontwikkel ik een analytische focus
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op drie groepen van belanghebbenden, namelijk favelabewoners, Brazilianen van hogere
sociale klassen en buitenlanders. Deze groepen zijn ook onderling divers, maar – zo
beargumenteer ik – ze positioneren zichzelf ten opzichte van elkaar, beïnvloeden elkaar en
spelen specifieke rollen in internationale samenwerkingen. Meer dan een dualistische focus
op favelabewoners en buitenstaanders of Brazilianen en buitenlanders geeft deze benadering
daarom een genuanceerd beeld van hoe en waarom favelas in kunst worden verbeeld en hoe
deze representaties beschreven en ontvangen worden.
Door de gekozen benadering worden de ethische vraagstukken rondom het artistiek
verbeelden en wereldwijd tentoonstellen van favelas op de voorgrond gezet. Een zeer
belangrijk onderdeel daarvan is het erkennen van de medeplichtigheid van academici
(waaronder ikzelf) binnen deze representatieprocessen. Het behoeft geen uitleg dat het
tentoonstellen van armoede voor een bevoorrecht publiek zeer problematisch kan zijn. De
verschillende media waarin favelas worden afgebeeld (bijv. film, toerisme, beeldende kunst,
en wetenschap) beïnvloeden elkaar, zoals we in dit onderzoek zien in de relaties tussen
artistieke en wetenschappelijke representaties. De categorische benadering van favelas
negeert de stemmen en daadkracht van favelabewoners, waardoor favelas gereduceerd
worden tot onveranderlijke, authentieke gebieden of wijken waarin behoeftige bewoners
smachten naar transformatie door artistiek of sociaal werk. Bovendien wordt, door favelas als
‘Anders’ te beschouwen, de medeplichtigheid van lokale en globale elites in de
totstandkoming en constante marginalisatie van favelas op effectieve wijze ontkent. Daarom
beargumenteer ik dat ethische en epistemologische vragen fundamenteel gerelateerd zijn in
discussies rondom favela representaties in kunst en wetenschap. Om deze reden focust het
proefschrift op de denkkaders en beeldtalen waardoor favelas wereldwijd gezien en getoond
worden. De grens tussen het bestrijden en het bevestigen van lokale en mondiale ongelijkheid
is niet altijd makkelijk te zien, en artistieke projecten wisselen de twee vaak af in hun reizen
langs diverse locaties en tijdstippen.

