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In 1969 Artur Barrio created what he termed “T.E.”
(trouxas ensangüentadas) or Bloody Bundles: “objects”
consisting of blood, cow meat, paper, and rope tied
together with cloth. Essentially ephemeral, with raw meat
and blood staining the wrapping cloth and producing
a distinctively pungent odor, he used these highly evocative
objects in three performances in 1969-70, calling the
action/installation a situation. Although the artist originally
installed the Bloody Bundles in a museum gallery, he
subsequently moved them into public spaces.1 Deposited
throughout a city, the Bloody Bundles would accost and
upset the daily routines of unsuspecting viewers. When
thinking about the provocative use of such non-aesthetic,
disturbing materials, it is important to remember that,
in 1964, Brazil was the first of many countries in South
America to suffer a coup-d’état. During Brazil’s subsequent
twenty-one years of dictatorial rule, some eighteen million
people were denied rights, sixty thousand were arrested,
203 were killed, and 136 “disappeared,” all crimes hidden
from public view by state censorship.
This essay analyzes the situations Barrio realized
with his Bloody Bundles in relation to Brazil’s violent history.
As the crimes committed by the military were perpetrated
in secrecy, I employ the concept of “hiddenness” as
a metaphor for the dissociation of the Brazilian people,
which blurred their sense and perception of the event and
image they were experiencing. I propose that Barrio’s public
interventions with Bloody Bundles reenacted a form of this
dissociated knowledge and fear of state terror, and that
they also functioned to transform viewers into victims and
witnesses of their historical situation. In so doing, I argue
that the Bloody Bundles constitute the visual, material
presence for the otherwise invisible violence of Brazilian
history, especially for its missing political prisoners. At
the same time, Barrio’s Bloody Bundles also belong to the
aesthetic and art historical context of early conceptual,
performance, and installation art, and cannot be reduced
to a narrow reading of political history. Moreover, the
Bloody Bundles stood as Barrio’s strategy to actuate himself
not only as an emerging avant-guard artist at the time, but
also as a critical citizen.
****
To fully grasp Barrio’s work in the 1960s-1970s, the
terror of this period of Brazilian history must be reviewed.
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Although the Brazilian coup-d’état dates from 1964, its
most ominous effects were only felt four years later on
December 13, 1968, when the military government of
Brazil approved the Institutional Act Number 5, known
as the AI-5. This decree dissolved the National Congress
and suspended the right to habeas corpus.2 The new law,
in the words of art critic Frederico Morais, made torture
an official practice in the Brazilian territory.3 Indeed, the
period between 1968 and 1974 marks the apogee of
political repression in Brazil. During these years, torture
and censorship became legal—thousands were tortured
and/or exiled, and the press was closely surveyed. The
bodies of political prisoners were disposed anonymously
in clandestine cemeteries, or arranged inside prison cells to
appear as suicides. Taking advantage of the impunity and
the environment of terror created by the military regime,
secret death squads formed by members of the police
executed “unwanted” persons without trial. Censorship,
however, made impossible the open accusation of these
crimes, which consequently became a hidden fact in
Brazilian history. Yet, numerous strange newspaper articles
(like the announcement of an electric storm approaching
Brazil on the same day that the right to habeas corpus was
suspended) were read with foreboding that the country
was troubled.
	Art institutions were affected during the worst
years of the military rule: museums, as well as the São
Paulo Biennial, which until then had been safe havens for
artistic experimental practices, were also censored.4 The
organizers of the 10th São Paulo Biennial (1969) received
an official letter proscribing the selection of artworks
containing immoral or political content. Police closed
several art exhibitions in 1968 and 1969, including one at
the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro (MAM/RJ),
which was showing selected artworks from the 4th Biennale
de Jeunes in Paris.5 Nevertheless, the then recently formed
art market boomed, buoyed by the rapid economic growth
resulting from the military government’s nationalistic
and modernizing politics: this period was known as the
“Brazilian miracle.”6 Artur Barrio was twenty-three years
old in 1968, and would define his poetics and his work
ethic during these turbulent times.
Surely, one needs to ask: Did Barrio’s Bloody
Bundles actions augment social violence in the country?
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Artur Barrio, Situaçao T/T, .1 (Situation T/T, .1), Part 1. Belo Horizonte, Brazil, 1970. Photograph by César Carneiro. Courtesy of the artist.
Inhotim Collection, Brumadinho, Brazil.

Commenting on the unconventional nature of the works of
art in the milestone conceptual art exhibition Information
in 1970 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, curator
Kynaston McShine aptly responded to the question of the
aggression of Barrio’s objects:
If you are an artist in Brazil, you know at least
one friend who is being tortured; if you are one
in Argentina, you probably have had a neighbor
who has been in jail for having long hair or for not
being “dressed” properly; and if you are living in the
United States you may fear that you will be shot
at, either in the universities, in your bed, or more
formally in Indochina. It may seem to inappropriate,
if not absurd, to get up in the morning, walk into
a room and apply dabs of paint from a little tube to
a square of canvas. What can you as a young artist
do that seems relevant and meaningful?7
While McShine does not acknowledge the crucial
difference between the relationship of art and politics
under dictatorial states and democratic countries, it is
obvious that the stakes for the former are much higher
than he expressed, even if he understood the urgency
that artists felt during this period to act in a “relevant and
meaningful” way. In an effort to share the conditions of this
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historical period, in the Information show Barrio exhibited
photographs of the Bloody Bundles he had created during
the fiercest years of Brazilian military dictatorship.
Beginning in 1969, Barrio articulated the liminal
position of his ephemeral artistic praxis as a situation that,
while occurring in the context of mainstream culture, was
conceptually activist and, thus, in many ways on the margins
of society. Loosely defined by the artist as “a question mark”
or an unpredictable encounter, Barrio’s situations continue
to constitute the conceptual nucleus of his aesthetic
trajectory to this day. Barrio developed the three multipart situations using the Bloody Bundles primarily outside
institutional spaces, and he carefully recorded them in
films, photographs, and texts. In Situação… DEFL…+s+…
ruas Abril...., 1970 (Situation… DEFL…+s+…streets April....,
1970), he created more than 500 bundles and placed them
in various locations throughout Rio de Janeiro.8 In the
artist’s words, a Bloody Bundle was “not [to be] recovered[,]
as it was created to be left and follow its own trajectory
of psychological involvement,” resulting in an emotional
experience produced by the unexpected confrontation of
passers-by with the bundles.9
The artist Ricardo Basbaum has analyzed Barrio’s
urban interventions in the context of the history of Brazilian
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Artur Barrio, Situaçao T/T, .1 (Situation T/T, .1), Part 2. Belo Horizonte, Brazil, 1970. Photograph by César Carneiro. Courtesy of the artist.
Inhotim Collection, Brumadinho, Brazil.

Neoconcrete artists of the late 1950s and 1960s, and their
interest in the phenomenology of activating viewerparticipation. Basbaum notes that Barrio’s “Situations…
energized the urban space” and activated the sensibilities
of people who encountered them through a process of
occupying space and a strategy of causing “sensation [by]
spreading, dispersal, [and] fragmentation,” which made
it difficult to identify or “capture the authorial agent,
[who was] always on the move.”10 Basbaum understands
the perambulatory movement of Barrio an “anti-arrest”
strategy, and the ubiquitous and apparently random
placement of the Bloody Bundles as a kind of guerrilla
method deployed to confuse the police.
While Barrio’s dispersal approach is part of the
significance of his work, the performative physicality of
the bundles is also a form of evidence, a metonymy of the
bloody violence of the dictatorship that visually linked them
to bodily torture. He thus rendered the repressive, political
circumstances physically concrete. Thus, the bundles were
simultaneously carriers of ideas and strategies, as well as
physical presences, a factor that is vital to their denotative
and connotative context. Emphasis on the significance of
the bundles’ materiality and their psychological impact
on the viewer is crucial, as too frequently the history of
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conceptual art of the 1960s and 1970s is depoliticized
when it is only presented as “dematerialized,” the term
introduced in 1967 by Lucy Lippard and John Chandler,
which in some cases, despite their own strong Marxist
positions, can blunt the political agency of the artist and
the object.11
	Additionally, the materiality of the Bloody
Bundles is vital to how Barrio activated viewers’ bodies
and how his process differs from that of his antecedent
Neoconcrete artists’ approach to process.12 Left in public
urban spaces, people casually encountered the bundles
during their daily routines, which only exacerbated
the strong reactions induced by the repulsive objects.
Barrio’s intent, as he explained it, was the “fragmentation
of everyday affairs in the light of the passer-by.”13 Unlike
the participatory work of now internationally celebrated
Neoconcrete artists such as Hélio Oiticica and Lygia Clark,
who intended their art to be manipulated, Barrio’s Bloody
Bundles were not to be handled, but rather “encountered”
to activate their cultural meaning.14 The objects curbed
either playful or curious impulses by being repulsive to the
touch, smelly, and abject. Furthermore, unaware that the
Bloody Bundles constituted works of art, those who found
them could hardly be identified as “participants” in the
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artwork. These individuals became simultaneous victims
and witnesses: victims of Barrio’s redoubling of the statemandated perpetration of violence and witnesses, who
both recognized and functioned as metonymies of the
victim/perpetrator cycle.
Barrio first employed his Bloody Bundles in 1969
when he was invited to participate in the Salão Bússola
(Compass Salon, 5 November – 5 December, 1969) in
the MAM/RJ, which was sponsored and organized by an
advertising agency that hoped to associate its image with
“young art.”15 Even though it was not originally conceived
of as a space for avant-garde art, the Salão Bússola became,
in retrospect, a landmark site for experimental art in Brazil.
Moreover, the show immediately conveyed political
overtones, since some of the pieces displayed were part
of the selection from the militarily censored 4th Biennale
de Jeunes.16 For Salão Bússola, Barrio exhibited what he
called Lixo (Garbage, 1969)—a paper bag with pieces of
newspaper, aluminum, and an old bag of cement inside it—
and one of his Bloody Bundles—a bag of cloth containing
fabric, rope, paint, blood, and cut paper. He named this
action: SITUAÇÃO… ORHHHHHH… ou…5.000...T.E.…EM…
.N.Y…...CITY (SITUATION… ORHHHHHH… or…5.000...B.B…
IN….N.Y…...CITY, 1969). The situation was divided into
two parts, one held inside the official institutional space
and the other outside in the museum’s garden. In the first
part, Barrio wrote that the public “participated directly in
this work, sometimes throwing more debris on the Bloody
Bundle and the garbage, sometimes money, sometimes
writing bad words on the cloth of the Bloody Bundle.”17
One month after the exhibition opened, the artist added
a piece of raw meat inside the bundle placed at the gallery
space.
Next he began the second, outdoor section of
the work. At night, he carried the bundles to the garden
and onto a concrete base, which he described as a place
“reserved for the consecrated sculptures.”18 His action did
not pass unnoticed. As Barrio explained:
In the next day, when I came back to the Museum
of Modern Art, I was informed that the guards
of the museum were very distressed because
the Bloody Bundle attracted the attention of
a police patrol that periodically passed on the
place,/………………………. immediately, the
police called the Museum director to know if that
work really belonged to the museum or what was
that [sic]…19
The artist’s gesture can be understood as an open
provocation to official organizations, art institutions, and
the public to show that all were inseparable from the
dictatorship.
For Barrio, the night action transformed “ossified”
artworks from salons pieces “into evolution,” a reference
to artworks that have a life beyond art institutions in the
everyday world.20 Moreover, by presenting organic material
in, and as, the work of art, and by placing the object in
the garden, his Bloody Bundle challenged the status of
the autonomous art object, submitting it to the temporal
cycles of nature. Mutating from one state into the other,
the artwork became “alive” for Barrio and the public, and
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escaped, or at least interrupted, the rigid confines of the
static art world object. Barrio explains: “In my work, things
are not indicated (represented), but rather lived.”21 Thus,
the presence of the blood and the rotting meat should not
be mistaken for Barrio’s descent into Thanatos, but rather
a performance of the traumatic intensity of living under an
authoritarian regime, which revoked fundamental human
rights. The bundle should be viewed as an index of the
experience of extreme circumstance, when human life is
disposable.
I am suggesting that the episode at the Salão
Bússola must be understood as a reenactment of the
traumatic event that the country and Barrio endured.
By making a provocative gesture in such a dangerous
time, Artur Barrio transformed the role of the artist into
that of a political rebel, and simultaneously expressed
a worldview and view of self that was shattered by the
1968 proclamation of AI-5 decree. As such, the act of
introducing the meat into the artwork and subsequently
placing it in the garden of the museum was fundamental
to Barrio’s definition of his artistic and ethical position.
By transforming the ossified into evolution, by inserting
organic material in his work, by exhibiting it inside an art
context (both within and outside the museum), Barrio
ratified art as capable of reshaping thought, politics, and
everyday life.
Barrio’s life was profoundly shattered by
dictatorship twice. Understood in this context, the artist’s
rebellious act at Salão Bússola gains broader dimension in
a double trauma. Although considered a Brazilian artist,
Barrio was, in fact, born in Portugal and immigrated with
his family when he was ten years old to Brazil in order to
escape Portugal’s military dictatorship.22 If coming to the
“new world” represented, as the artist wrote, “the escape
from boredom, absolute boredom of Salazar and Cerejeira
dictatorship, ...aiming South, ...under the Equator line,
beaches of white sand, light, calm, heat, body,” then the
1964 coup d’état made “the certain became uncertain.”23
Brazil’s coup d’état, thus, represented for Barrio’s family
the tragedy of living again under a second dictatorship,
and the re-traumatization of returning to a situation from
which they had once escaped. Reliving the trauma of his
Portugal in Brazil contributed to Barrio questioning his
identity, an experience common among those who endure
the “traumas of revolution, oppression, and dislocation,”
according to literary critic Laurie Vickroy. She adds that
traumas “produce a fragmented, isolated, and dissociated
identity in addition to an aesthetic sensibility compelled
to both critique and reconnect to homeland.”24
While self-identified as a Brazilian, Barrio is one of
those whom Vickroy refers to as the “unbelonging,”a term that
accords with the artist’s own declaration. As Barrio wrote:
This is my condition: of nowhere. […] When I arrived
in Portugal, I was considered Brazilian, and here,
sometimes, I am considered Portuguese. Then I am
of nowhere, what also defines my relation with art.
Because we can say that art has no boundaries, no
nationality.25
Thus, the idea of being an artist for Barrio is
intermingled with the concept of being a citizen, extending
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beyond a mere professional qualification. Indeed, as
the Bloody Bundles are a metonymic and metaphorical
presence for the atrocities being committed in the country,
the situations containing Bloody Bundles are fundamental
to shaping Barrio’s personal aesthetics and ethics.
Barrio would further develop the ideas related
to the outdoor phase of the Bloody Bundles when he
presented Situação T/T, .1 (Situation T/T, .1, 1970) in the
Brazilian city of Belo Horizonte, during his participation
in the collective exhibition Do corpo à terra (From Body
to Earth). The show gathered the most respected names
of artists working in conceptual art in Brazil at the time,
artists such as Cildo Meireles and Hélio Oiticica. The
exhibition was presented under extraordinary conditions,
considering the political repression and turmoil of the
period. Moreover, the event was entirely sponsored by
Hidrominas, a local touristic agency, whose president
issued an official letter authorizing the artists to exhibit
inside the park.26 This invitation and authorization was
understood as a form of carte blanche permission for the
presentation of transgressive works of art.27
The event occupied two different spaces: the
official governor’s palace and the city park.28 Morais
described the park as “the typical place where bourgeois
families would have their Sunday walk.”29 Because the
artists knew that the exhibit would not be censored,
the works they presented could be eminently political.
Barrio chose to show his work in the city park, where he
presented a three-part situation, carefully documented
in black and white and colored photographs and 16mm
black and white film. The first part took place during the
night of April 19, 1970 when Barrio prepared fourteen
Bloody Bundles, filling cloth bags with meat, bones, knives,
and rope. For the second part of the situation, early in
the morning he deposited the materials on the banks
of the Arruda, a small river located inside the city park.
Barrio described the place as a river/sewer. By three in
the afternoon, when the photographer César Carneiro
started to photograph the Bloody Bundles and the public’s
reaction, police and firefighters had been called to the
site along with a substantial crowd. By the end of the day,
the artist and photographer counted some five thousand
onlookers attracted by the swiftly spreading rumor of
slaughtered bodies in the river. On April 21, as the third
and last part of Situação T/T, .1, Barrio unraveled sixty rolls
of toilet paper in the site. He then immediately returned to
Rio de Janeiro, refusing to participate in the artists’ debate
scheduled for the end of the exhibition.
Situação T/T, .1 took place during the most
brutal phase of the Brazilian military regime, known as
the anos de chumbo (years of plumb, 1969-1974), when
tortured political prisoners’ bodies were dispensed in
remote areas, like the ocean, lakes, or rivers. If the body
was eventually found, death could then have easily been
described as caused by drowning or suicide. This tactic
was well known all over Latin America, and was used in
other military dictatorships in the continent, such as in
Argentina and Uruguay. However, the facts of this brutality
were suppressed. According to art historian Malcolm Bull,
“Hiddenness arises in cases where we sense something
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but do not perceive it, or when we perceive something but
cannot sense it.”30 In other words, only partially revealed
things can be hidden; in order to be hidden, events or
images must be either sensed (via sensibility) or perceived
(via sense). The phenomenon of the missing political
prisoners, known as the desaparecidos, which registered
emotionally through sensed fear, but was not epistemically
perceived due to censorship, was thus a hidden fact. In
order to fully grasp an event, sense and perception must
complement each other: the public’s strong reactions to
Barrio’s work resulted precisely from their confrontation
with the visualization of the previously invisible.
When the artist left his fourteen Bloody Bundles of
meat, bones, fabric, and rope on the banks of the Arruda
in Belo Horizonte, he revealed the collective traumatic
situation of Brazil. Barrio’s Bloody Bundles provide an
aesthetic testimony to state brutality. Moreover, they
create a cultural memory for the artist, Brazil, and the
world of this period. Barrio united sense and perception,
shining a spotlight on the military dictatorship’s atrocities.
Two months after his powerful work at Do corpo à terra,
Barrio exhibited in New York as part of the Information
show. Although the artist sent extensive photographic
material to McShine, including the works he presented at
the Salão Bússola, in the end Barrio decided to exhibit only
Situation T/T, .1. He also chose to print only four images of
the situation in the Information catalog: the Bloody Bundles
beside the Arruda and images of civilians and the police
nervously observing the bundles.31 Using the art system to
evade the country’s repressive environment and circulate
his artwork, Barrio emerged as an avant-guard artist,
empowering other artists and art itself to become political
agents.
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For the first time in Brazil, the organizers paid for the artists’ travel expenses, as well as the production of the site-specific artworks, but no catalog
was produced. Ironically, as Frederico Morais notes, the event was organized as part of a celebration for Tiradentes, a national hero associated with
freedom because he took part in a rebellion that unsuccessfully tried to promote Brazil’s independence from Portugal in 1789.
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Besides being sponsored by Hidrominas, the show was promoted by politicians directly linked to the military government, who endorsed Morais’
invitation as the event’s organizer and as a participating artist. During our conversation, Morais explained that the State of Minas Gerais (MG), where
he came from, had a very peculiar relationship with the military: The MG government believed that the Brazilian coup-d’état had been conceived
there, and consequently felt superior to the rest of the country. It refused to provide explanations of events that happened locally to the centralized
government in Brasília.
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According to Morais, the two exhibition spaces comprised two simultaneous and integrated events: the show Objeto e Participação (Object and
participation), inaugurated inside the Palácio das Artes in April 17, 1970, and the manifestation Do Corpo à Terra (From Body to Earth), which took
place in the Municipal Park of Belo Horizonte from April 17 – 21. The events in the park, which occurred in different times and places, were left on-site
until their destruction. Both the indoor and the outdoor shows were sponsored by Hidrominas and shared the theme of “object,” understood as an
aesthetical category. The term was already a popular concept in Brazil, as acknowledged by poet Ferreira Gullar’s famous “Teoria do não objeto” (Theory
of the Non-Object, 1959). Morais, who made the suggestion to include the park in the event and chose the events’ theme, had been actively trying to
integrate spaces outside institutions in his curatorial practice. Starting in 1968, he would develop a series of events in the gardens of the MAM/RJ, the
most famous being the celebrated Domingos de Criação (Creation Sundays, 1971) in which the public was invited to create artworks collectively.
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Frederico Morais in an interview with the author, December 2010.
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Malcolm Bull, Seeing Things Hidden: Apocalypse, Vision, and Totality (London: Verso, 1999), 12.
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Four photos were published in black and white together with the caption: “work realized in Belo Horizonte, Minas Gerais, Brazil, April 20, 1970.” See
McShine, Information, 16.

