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The Bronx Museum of the Arts and Phoenix Art Museum are proud to collaborate in the 

production of this volume documenting the first survey of Paulo Bruscky’s work outside 

Brazil. A pivotal participant of the international mail art movement since its inception in 

the early 1970s, Paulo Bruscky has maintained a formidable network of interlocutors and 

collaborators in his native country and abroad over the span of forty years. Despite a 

prestigious Guggenheim Fellowship in 1982, which brought him to New York for a year, 

as well as his continuous presence in important international exhibitions, Paulo Bruscky 

has opted to remain in his home town of Recife, where to this day he still lives and works. 

Paulo Bruscky: Art Is Our Last Hope traces the arc of the artist’s career through a series 

of performance works that have become legendary due to the confrontational tone they 

displayed amidst the repressive atmosphere in Brazil after the 1964 military coup. 

This partnership highlights the commitment by both museums to seriously research and 

present art from Latin America. The Latin American Spirit, the landmark exhibition produced 

by the Bronx Museum in 1988, unarguably helped set in motion the reevaluation of art 

from Latin America that we have witnessed over the last three decades. Then in 2006, the 

Bronx Museum opened Tropicália: A Revolution in Brazilian Culture, featuring the work of 

Brazilian artists that in the late 1960s and 70s responded to censorship and repression with 

an explosion of creativity and invention. In addition, surveys of Carlos Garaicoa, Quisqueya 

Henriquez, and Juan Downey have further solidified the Bronx Museum’s mission as a 

beacon for art from Latin America and the Caribbean. 

Similarly, since its founding in 1959, the Phoenix Art Museum has emerged as the 

preeminent center for Latin American art in the Southwest. The ground-breaking 

retrospective exhibitions of artists Rufino Tamayo, Frida Kahlo, and Diego Rivera in the 

1960s, ‘70s and ‘80s, as well as such seminal projects as Latin American Women Artists, 

1915-1995 and Cantos Paralelos: Visual Parody in Contemporary Argentinian Art in the 

1990s, served to consolidate this status. Most recently, the Museum has embarked on 

partnerships with the Diane and Bruce Halle Foundation, presenting an exhibition of their 

remarkable collection entitled Order Chaos, and the Space Between, and with the Museum 

of Fine Arts, Houston, to bring Antonio Berni: Juanito and Ramona to Phoenix. These varied 

endeavors reflect the Phoenix Art Museum’s enduring commitment to showcasing Latin 

American art in its galleries and public programming.
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We thank Paulo Bruscky for his art and vision, and for collaborating with us in the making 

of this exhibition. He has been a true partner since the start of this project, and his tireless 

energy and character have not only inspired us, but have also actively contributed in making 

the project an important endeavor. We also thank our lenders Rose and Alfredo Setúbal, 

Andréa e José Olympio Pereira, Camila Cutait and Fernando Abdalla, Camilla and 

Eduardo Barella, as well as The Museum of Modern Art, New York. We are most indebted 

to Vanessa Davidson, who championed bringing the exhibition to Phoenix Art Museum. We 

would like to give a special thank you to the art patrons Estrellita and Daniel Brodsky, and 

Diane and Bruce Halle for their tremendous support and generosity, as well as to Beverly 

Adams, the former curator of the Halle collection and now the curator of Latin American art 

at The Blanton Museum of Art, at the University of Texas, Austin. 

The production of this exhibition counted with the assistance of many colleagues, and at 

the Bronx Museum we thank curator Lia Zaaloff, registrar Judy Steinberg, registrar assistant 

Gabriel Giucci, grant writer Momo Ishiguro, and public programs manager Lauren Click 

for their steadfast work in securing loans, producing copy material and numerous other 

related work. We also thank our curator of education Hatuey Ramos Fermin, and manager 

of education programs Marissa Kucheck for the outstanding interpretive materials and 

strategies produced for this project. We also thank Guy Willey for architectural and 

installation advice. At Phoenix Art Museum, thanks are due to curatorial assistant for Latin 

American art Gabriela Muñoz, registrar Leesha Alston, assistant registrar Rachel Sadvary, 

education director Kathryn Blake, exhibition designer David Restad, and chief preparator 

Gene Koeneman and his outstanding team. For the production of this volume we were 

fortunate to work under the editorial guidance of Michael Koch, and the outstanding design 

sensibility of Brad Jones at ps:studios. We are also thankful to Peter Shikany of ps:studios 

for his exceptional creative direction. Many friends helped us in various fronts including 

locating and assessing images for the catalogue, and we thank Elizabeth Jobim, and Nigel 

Freeman, as well as the fantastic team at the Nara Roesler Gallery in São Paulo, Lydia de 

Santis, Thays Salva, Marcella Morijo, and APC director Mariana Dupas. This project would 

not have been possible without the sustained support of Nara Roesler, Alexandre Roesler, 

Daniel Roesler, and Alexandra Garcia Waldman.
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Ministry of Culture, the Consulate General of Brazil in New York, Itaú, Galeria Nara 

Roesler, Associação para o Patronato Contemporâneo – APC, and The Diane and Bruce 
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There is a serendipitous aspect to the Bronx Museum’s involvement with the work of Paulo 

Bruscky that tells a thing or two about how things come to happen in contemporary art. The 

story begins when a few years ago we discovered in our permanent collection a number of 

special edition books by Latin American artists acquired in the early 1980s. Among rare 

publications by Jorge Caraballo, Leon Ferrari, Josely de Carvalho, and others, a Xerox 

book by Bruscky titled Alto Retrato (Tall/Self-portrait) stood out for the fact that on several 

pages the artist had personally intervened with special insertions.

One of the insertions displayed a rubberstamped title, “Linha poética” (Poetic line), and a 

red sewing thread casually thrown into the book’s gutter. While Bruscky’s humorous streak 

is often meant to amuse, one should never disregard his intent to criticize. One wondered: 

was “linha poética,” and for that matter the entire book, about the current state of poetry, 

an indictment of the publishing business, or a commentary on literary genealogy? Whatever 

the intended meaning, Bruscky’s book, like a message in a bottle, effected the age-old 

routine of crossing borders and reaching a destination.

For decades Bruscky had been the “illustrious unknown” of Brazilian conceptual art, with his 

work resurfacing now and then in international biennials and surveys on mail art. Around 

the time his presence was detected in our collection, however, extraordinary examples of 

his early work began to show up in art fairs. In 2010, the Bronx Museum acquired the 1991 

book-object Palarva (Book/Worm), and the following year, a suite of twelve photo-collages 

titled Personas (1993) was also added to our collection. From those modest acquisitions, a 

closer relationship with the artist ensued, and soon the idea of a retrospective on his work 

began to develop.

The poetic line, as Bruscky wittily posited, often looks like a mesh—untying its knots requires 

many hands. As the project began to take shape I was able to tap into a network of scholars 

seriously committed to a reevaluation of postwar Latin American avant-garde. For example, 

when Luis Perez Oramas proposed a focus on poetics for the 2012 São Paulo Biennial, 

his co-curator Tobi Maier, in collaboration with Jonas Magnusson and Cecilia Grönberg, 

initiated a reassessment of poema-processo, the offshoot movement from concrete poetry 

that deeply influenced Bruscky. My research on Bruscky’s work is deeply indebted to their 

seminal work in revisiting that largely overlooked moment in Brazilian culture. Equally 
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important to my understanding of Bruscky’s “communication art” has been my continuous 

dialogue with art historian Vanessa Davidson, the Shawn and Joe Lampe Curator of 

Latin American Art at the Phoenix Art Museum, who wrote her doctoral dissertation on 

Bruscky’s work related to mail art, conceptualism, and performance. A commission by 

Bomb magazine publisher Betsy Sussler and her senior editor, poet Monica de la Torre, to 

interview Paulo Bruscky led me to Recife, in the spring of 2013, giving me the opportunity to 

meet the artist in his own milieu. Last but not least, I must acknowledge RoseLee Goldberg 

and her team at Performa who allowed us to expand the scope of the exhibition onto a lively 

soccer match in which New York poets Bruce Andrews, E. J. McAdams, and Urayoan Noel 

played side by side with performers such as Sally Silvers, George Emilio Sanchez, and Tom 

Russotti, among others. 

Paulo Bruscky, Alto retrato (Self/Tall Portrait), 
1981. The Bronx Museum of the Arts Archive
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One can only wonder what language meant for the common man before public 
education was promoted in the wake of the industrial revolution. In the modern 
era, particularly in large cities, it is patent that everyday life became greatly 
mediated by systems of language ranging from the spoken to the written—with 
modalities such as architecture, traffic signage, advertisement, and dress codes, 
among others—addressing different aspects of our totality. Indeed, our reliance 
on language has increased to such a degree over the last two centuries, that we 
now accept it as a natural component of our biological makeup.2 The realization 
of the overwhelming power exerted by language on the individual is at the core 
of Paulo Bruscky’s work, and distinguishes it from other major movements in 
contemporary Brazilian art. More importantly, he will develop his work for the 
most part in the context of Recife, a city that, as the main gateway for sugar and 
cotton production in Brazil since the sixteenth century, displays the major traits of 
colonialism, thus offering a mirror to the modernist vision of the city. 

Perhaps our notion of modernity is still predicated on Walter Benjamin’s readings 
of Charles Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs du Mal, about which he wrote: “What speaks 
to us in his poetry is not the reprehensible confusion of [moral] judgment but the 
permissible reversal of perception.”3 This reversal of perception finds its equivalent 
in the figure of synesthesia; a topic famously approached by Baudelaire in his 
poem “Correspondences” that depicts an awe-inspiring environment in which 
“confuse words” emanate from between “pillars.” The poem, granted, is a paean 
to nature’s overpowering sensorial fusion, while the image of a frightened man 
crossing its settings seems to be inspired by the regular mid–nineteenth-century 
city dweller suddenly surrounded by a forest of signs. But will synesthesia account 
for the poem’s daft overlay of nature and language? For what seems to be at stake 
here is the individual’s newfound ability, in Baudelaire’s time, to shift from being 
one with nature to distancing oneself from it and simply read it as a text. Half a 
century later, T. S. Eliot would touch upon the same subject more emphatically in 
“Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock.”4

Citizen Bruscky 
Antonio Sergio Bessa

His passion and his profession is to merge with the crowd.
Charles Baudelaire1
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Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets, 
The muttering retreats 
Streets that follow like a tedious argument 
Of insidious intent 
To lead you to an overwhelming question . . . 

For Eliot, like for Baudelaire, the (modern) city is a text to be read, its streets 
suggesting new syntaxes. In these circumstances, the “reversal of perception” 
identified by Benjamin seems to imply a kind of dyslexia through which the  
new signs of an emerging capitalist society is still read from a preindustrial  
era perspective. 

Vervendo, a work from 1996 inspired by the sale of a small commercial building 
in the outskirts of Recife, brilliantly exemplifies Bruscky’s play with perception. The 
work documents a row of dilapidated city buildings with “for sale” signs painted 
on the walls and doors. (Figure 1) The Portuguese equivalent for “for sale” in 
this case is the informal vendo, “I sell” (from the verb vender). Vendo, however, is 
also the gerund form of verb ver (to see). Bruscky’s gesture here is to overlap the 
meanings and confuse the message (for sale/seeing?) and hence to underscore 
the hallucinatory nature of cities in which buildings are either for sale (or sell 
something), or they observe you, like in Baudelaire’s poem.5 

HISTORY LESSON 
It is important to point out from the outset, however, that Bruscky’s ongoing 
exploration of language is distinctly different from other conceptual art pioneers 
like Joseph Kosuth, for instance; while the latter proposes to explore the nature of 
art through the perspective of a rigorous (mostly European) theoretical framework, 
Bruscky imparts to his projects an undeniably Brazilian anthropophagic flavor. For 
Bruscky, theories are but conceptual props in the great cultural machinery that he 
aims to dismantle. Hence, highly esteemed theoretical landmarks such as Roland 
Barthes’s elaboration on the “death of the author” or J. L. Austen’s influential 
theory of “performative utterances” are cannibalized by Bruscky and offered to the 
public as carnivalesque episodes. 

More than theory, however, a heightened awareness of history seems to inform 
Bruscky’s work, and a careful analysis of the milieu from which it sprung forth 
will reveal its most fundamental stakes. Bruscky’s interest in history is conveyed 
most remarkably in the vast archives he amassed over the years and that covers 

PREVIOUS
Figure 1: Paulo Bruscky, Vervendo, 1996.

6



international art movements such as mail art, Fluxus, and Gatai, as well as 
subjects of national interest such as the publications of modernist author Monteiro 
Lobato and anarchist poet José Oiticica.6 Asked about his drive to collect and 
archive, Bruscky commiserated about the loss of Golbery do Couto e Silva’s 
personal library of circa 30,000 volumes.7 Kept together, he mused, that library 
would give insight into one of Brazil’s most infamous political minds. While these 
topics might seem disparate at first sight, in reality, and at close analysis, they 
clearly demarcate Bruscky’s core interests as a cultural agent. Like Lobato, Bruscky 
seems deeply invested in establishing social networks; like Oiticica, he choses to 
operate on the margins.

The formulation of one’s own sense of tradition (perhaps inaugurated by Ezra 
Pound in Guide to Kulchur) is a familiar strategy, and in Brazil we find the same 
resolve in the Noigandres group’s program to determine a “tradition of rupture” 
that would connect the experimentalism of concrete poetry in the 1950s to 
discrete instances in the history of Brazilian literature, from Gregorio de Matos 
in the seventeenth century, to Joaquim de Sousandrade and Pedro Kilkerry in the 
nineteenth century, to Oswald de Andrade in the mid-1920s. Compared to the 
eclectic lineages of Pound, Jorge Luis Borges and the Noigandres poets, Bruscky’s 
literary genealogy is surprisingly regional. 

Consider, for instance, Poesia Visual e Experimental em Pernambuco (Poesia 
Postal)8, an anthology issued in 2005 in Xerox format and distributed via mail. 
In its introduction, Bruscky starts by acknowledging the contribution of João do 
Rosário, a friar born in 1726 who wrote religious acrostics. He then goes on to 
consider the contributions of venerable modernist poets like Manuel Bandeira 
and Joaquim Cardozo, an engineer who worked closely with Oscar Niemeyer in 
the construction of Brasilia. And in typical Bruscky manner, he closes the short 
introduction acknowledging “the visual poetry found in toys and domestic utensils, 
made of industrial products and discarded cans, that are sold in street fairs and 
public markets throughout the Northeast.” Tradition for Bruscky, then, is enmeshed 
in the very history of the region he was born in. What more, in his eyes that history 
has been written equal parts by the erudite as well as by the anonymous maker. It is 
local history, moreover, that will guide his artistic enterprise as a whole, and will also 
inform projects that aimed at specific traits of the geography and history of Recife. 

Two projects in particular, are revealing in the ways history obliquely intersects with 
language. In one of his most amusing linguistic puns, Bruscky, in collaboration 

Bessa
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with Daniel Santiago, defaced the walls of the Cemitério dos Ingleses in Recife,  
in 1987, with the following graffiti: 

Ensina-se português as almas do Cemitério dos Ingleses 
(Portuguese lessons for souls of the British Cemetery)

Ensina-se inglês as almas de outros cemitérios 
(English lessons for souls of other cemeteries)

Founded in 1814 by royal decree, Recife’s British Cemetery signals an era in which 
British industry reigned over the country’s infrastructure, including its telegraph, 
railways, and banking system; the importation of cast-iron structures for public 
buildings such as markets and theaters; paper mills; as well as rubber, wax, cotton, 
and sugar export.9 

Equally iconic of the city’s old glory is the Boa Vista Bridge, first erected when the 
area was under Dutch rule in 1640. Located in the midst of Recife’s old center, 
the bridge has been rebuilt many times over and is synonymous with the city’s 

Figure 2: Paulo Bruscky, Arte/Pare, 1972.
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claim to cosmopolitanism. In 1972 Bruscky simulated an inauguration ceremony 
in the middle of the bridge by tying a pink ribbon across its lanes, which he called 
Arte/pare (Art/Stop). The brief event, which lasted only a few minutes, threw off 
drivers and pedestrians alike, who stopped momentarily, waiting for the ribbon 
cutting ceremony to take place. (Figure 2) Organized in collaboration with a 
group of college friends, the event was carefully orchestrated in minute details 
with members of the group positioned in key areas of the bridge to communicate 
traffic flow to each other. In the extant film documentation of the event, we see 
cars suddenly stopping as the ribbon goes up, as well as the agglomeration of 
pedestrians, until members of the local police arrive and disperse the mob.

These anarchic manifestations involving graffiti and public gathering suggest 
two alternate readings. On one level, they are clear acts of civil disobedience, 
provocations against the local situation at the time. On closer consideration, they 
evince a mode of thinking that rejects colonization by fostering local culture. In 
an essay in Interimagens,10 the psychoanalyst and artist Lula Wanderlei noted 
that viewer participation is the greatest contribution of Brazilian art, and that in 
Bruscky’s work “participation takes the form of social mobilization.” He adds: 
“Contrary to the performances of Flávio de Carvalho,11 (Figure 3) Paulo does not 
walk alone against the ‘flux’ of the masses. Paulo’s urban art seeks to engage 
people and to become one with it.” 

Indeed, the mix of art and activism throughout the Brazilian Northeast has been 
a notable factor since the time Gregório de Matos12 issued anonymous diatribes 
in his native Salvador against the Portuguese rule and the clergy in verses that 
survived for the most part due to its public reception. Later, in the mid-nineteenth 
century, the extraordinary cultural milieu in São Luís do Maranhão, with its mix of 
erudition and visionary literature, led Haroldo de Campos to equate the area to a 
Brazilian Ithaca.13 By the end of the century, efforts to foster local culture became 
more organized with the emergence of groups such as Padaria Espiritual (Spiritual 
Bakery)14 in Fortaleza. (Figure 4)

Most remarkably, poema/processo (process/poem), the movement that branched 
out of concrete poetry in 1967 and lasted until 1972, found its most passionate 
advocates among young poets from the Northeast. In laying out its program, 
(Figure 5) Wlademir Dias-Pino had proposed a national strategy for the 
movement: “an articulation line Rio/Minas/Northeast, with autonomous fronts in 
Brasilia, Santa Catarina, and Mato Grosso.” Dias-Pino’s goal was to counter the 

Bessa

9



tendency that has centralized all cultural manifestations in São Paulo since 1922, 
with the creation of the Semana de Arte Moderna, and all the way to the 1945 
generation of poets and the concretist movement of the following decade.15 

Following in the steps of those forebears, Bruscky’s engagement with Recife is of 
a different sort than Baudelaire’s spleen toward the modernization of Paris. For 
while the radical redesign of mid–nineteenth-century Paris was consonant with 
the advent of the industrial revolution throughout Europe, the development of 
Recife since the sixteenth century into a major hub had as main goal optimizing 
the exploration and export of the area’s natural resources. In Les Fleurs du Mal, 
Baudelaire pities the passing of an epoch; while in Bruscky’s proposals for Recife 
and its citizens we witness one’s mischievous attempts to undo colonization. 
Mischief has indeed played a central role throughout Brazil’s cultural history 
culminating spectacularly in Oswald de Andrade’s two major manifestos published 
in the 1920s that advocated a thoroughly anti-European modus operandi toward 
the creation of a national culture: the devouring of the other.16 Emerging in the 
aftermath of a literary period that romanticized the plight of the native, Oswald 
de Andrade’s manifestos proposed an aggressive strategy that translated primitive 
rituals onto cultural operations.

The performance ComoLer, which took place in 1974 at the bookstore Livro 7 in 
Recife, wonderfully illustrates Bruscky’s channeling of this complex tradition. The 

Figure 3: Flávio de Carvalho, Experimento # 3, 1956.

10



performance consisted of the eating of a book-shaped bread “edited” by Nabuco 
Bakery and served with butter and coffee. (Figure 6) In Paulo Bruscky: Arte Arquivo 
e Utopia, Cristina Freire astutely comments that Bruscky’s performance was a “less 
than subtle” critique of MOBRAL (Movimento Brasileiro de Alfabetização),17 or, to 
put it in her words, of the “concept of a literacy campaign as a statistical cipher at 
the service of fueling misery and poverty.”18 With its mock populist “let them eat 
bread” kind of rhetoric, ComoLer ultimately refers to the efforts toward literacy 
programs for the masses pioneered by public figures like Monteiro Lobato in the 
1920s, and later by Paulo Freire in the early 1960s. In relation to the central topic 
of this performance, namely “reading as nourishment,” it is worth stressing the 
parallel visions of Bruscky and the participants of Padaria Espiritual. Furthermore, 
the performance’s ambiguous title (ComoLer can be alternately translated as  
“I eat/Read” or “How to Read”) brings about other parallels, alluding to reading 
as an act of devouring, and thus evoking the cannibalistic ideas of Oswald de 
Andrade, as well as the title of an essay by Ezra Pound from 1929.19 

The allusion to Pound is not to be seen as merely coincidental, as four years 
before ComoLer took place, a translation of ABC of Reading, by Augusto de 
Campos and José Paulo Paes, had been issued in Brazil to great acclaim. That 

Figure 4: First Issue of O Pão da Padaria Espiritual,  
 Anno 1, No. 1, 1892.

Figure 5: Wlademir Dias-Pino, Processo:  
 Linguagem e Comunicação, 1972.
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the release of ABC da Literatura was due in large part through the efforts of 
Augusto de Campos, one of the founders of the concrete poetry movement in the 
1950s, is not to be underestimated as it clearly denotes the threads of continuity 
between apparently opposing manifestations. The impact of Pound’s ideas among 
young poets in Brazil throughout the 1970s cannot be overlooked, as a number 
of ideas in ABC of Reading became then highly popularized,20 most notably his 
classification of authors as inventors, masters, and diluters. Note, for instance, 
that in an interview with Cristiana Tejo quoted in Paulo Bruscky: Arte em Todos os 
Sentidos, when Bruscky claims to have always felt as if he had “his own personal 
antenna for tuning into the world,”21 he seems to be alluding to another of Pound’s 
central tenets in ABC of Reading, that “artists are the antennae of the race.”

Paradoxically enough, it is in that postconcrete moment during the 1970s that we 
witness highly original poetic voices emerging in different areas in Brazil. The work 
developed by Bruscky in Recife throughout the 1970s and 1980s therefore finds 
counterpoints in the work that poets like Waly Salomão, Francisco Alvim, Zuca 

Figure 6: Paulo Bruscky, ComoLer, 1974.
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Sardan, and Ana Cristina Cesar were developing in Rio; Chacal and Nicholas 
Beher in Brasilia; and Paulo Leminsky in Curitiba, to name but a few examples. In 
that pluralistic environment, Pound’s minimalist almanac surely had something for 
everyone as it proposed a map of world literature in which the Provençal poet was 
an equal of Confucius and Sappho; or that the Chinese ideogram had a thing or 
two to move Western literature out of the rut.

THE LAST HOPE 
Particularly in the works produced in the 1970s, one notes the odd occurrence of 
the word art in Bruscky’s titles,22 a gesture that could be seen as a commentary 
on the impossibility of making art under those specific conditions. Or perhaps 
they simply state Bruscky’s intent to make art under whatever conditions he 
found himself in. Whatever the intent, however, they seem to signal to incautious 
passersby that what they are witnessing ought to be read differently: not really 
a burial, not really an inauguration, but art. As this dialogue with the audience 
deepens, the titles become questions: O que é a arte? Para que serve? (What is 
art? What is it for?), 1978;23 and ultimately a directive: A arte é a última esperança 
(Art Is Our Last Hope), 1983. Bruscky’s emphasis on art, or the search for it in 
the public realm indicates the need to look at the changes imposed on his city in 
terms of what is absent. In this reversal of perception, what come to the fore are 
not merely the miserable conditions inflicted on its citizens, but also their ability to 
engage in creative, joyous events. 

Bruscky’s development throughout the 1970s is very much in keeping with a 
feeling of general unease in Brazil at the time, and that was channeled in cultural 
manifestations self-described as “marginal” or even “trashy.” Red light areas like the 
Mangue in Rio and Boca do Lixo (literally, “garbage mouth”) in São Paulo became 
at the time the focus of great interest to artists, writers, and filmmakers. In sharp 
contrast to the formal exploration that characterized the concretist period of the 
previous two decades, pressing social issues such as the rise of criminality in the 
great cities, graphically documented in the tabloids, became an important source 
of material and would inspire some of the most poignant artworks produced in 
Brazil at the time. But while this cultural downturn was seen by the intellectual left 
as an apt metaphor for the state of chaos impinged throughout Latin America by 
the military juntas, its harsh reality was felt around marginalized communities that 
spread through every major city. In 1987 an episode involving an entire family’s 
exposure to Caesium-137 struck a chord by unveiling the state of unpreparedness 
of the common citizen to the risks in the environment.25 Paulo Bruscky and his 
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Figures 7 and 8: Bruscky & Santiago, “Nos, consumidores de lixo do Brasil, 
exigimos roupas especiais contra radiação,” 1987.
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collaborator, Daniel Santiago, responded to the situation with a singular gesture 
that carried great impact: an offset postcard featuring the text “Nos, consumidores 
de lixo do Brasil, exigimos roupas especiais contra radiação” (We, the garbage 
consumers of Brazil, demand special clothes against radiation) was distributed 
worldwide via their mail art network. (Figures 7 and 8)

The morbid fascination shared among young artists in Brazil with the state of 
decay in the great urban centers with garbage piled up everywhere would be 
equally an important element in Bruscky’s work at the time. It was in the chaotic, 
impoverished environment of Recife in the aftermath of the military coup that 
Bruscky would devise and implement his most outlandish propositions. Those 
include the aforementioned Arte/pare, and the graffiti on the walls of the British 
Cemetery, but also works such as ArteCemiterial, in which he commemorated his 
own burial ceremony complete with an old-fashioned hearth. This celebration 
of death, whether metaphorical or not, was extended onto other works that 
performed fluvial burials on the shores of the Capibaribe River. Enterro Aquatico 
I and II consisted basically of dropping a coffin into the river and let it float down 
the waters under several bridges that cut across downtown Recife. Cristiana 
Tejo noted that while the commentary on the “death of art” may not have been 
understood by the crowd that gathered around the bridges to witness the event, 
“they understood what the artist was trying to say about the situation in Brazil.”27 

Tejo’s keen observation sums up the difficult task for artists working within a 
conceptual framework for audiences inexperienced in contemporary theory. 
Having graduated from the School of Journalism in the mid-1970s, Bruscky was 
clearly aware of the theoretical debates going on in academia around Roland 
Barthes’s writing on the “pleasure of text” and the “death of the author,” for 
example. Barthes became an obligatory author in Brazilian universities since 
the publication of Elementos de Semiologia in 1971, and although O Prazer do 
Texto wasn’t published until 1978,28 its basic ideas were circulating in academic 
circles since its publication in Paris in 1968. Equally significant at the time was the 
influence of Umberto Eco, whose main thesis in The Open Work about the role 
of the reader/viewer in interpreting an artwork found great receptivity among the 
concretist poets in São Paulo.

The semiotic focus in the work of writers like Barthes and Eco then becames an 
essential guideline in any reading of Paulo Bruscky. One must note, however, 
that in referring to some of these theoretical tropes, Bruscky does not merely 

Bessa



Figure 9: Bruscky & Santiago,  
 Artemcágado, 1972. 
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mean to illustrate them through his work but rather to stress the utter absurdity 
of language when applied to the extreme conditions of cities like Recife. His 
simulation of the “death of the artist” was clearly a case in point, with Barthes’s 
fine considerations on authorship and reception translated into a rowdy affair. 
But even more egregious is how in Arte/pare he comically undermines the crucial 
concept of “performative utterances” developed by British philosopher J. L. Austin. 
The “ribbon cutting” situation presented in Arte/pare seems to belong to the order 
of events that Austin describes in How to Do Things with Words to explain how 
language escapes the “descriptive fallacy” to indeed perform actions.29 In the 
film documentation of the event, we see for a brief moment pedestrians and cars 
orderly buying into Bruscky’s simulation of an official event, until someone finally 
breaks the ribbon and everything goes back to its busy pace. Works like these, 
fleeting, as they seem, performed important disruptions in the social fabric. We 
could say, paraphrasing Barthes, that in them, the “artist” was entirely absent and 
the “text” was truly created by the “reader.”

These works succeeded in great part because, for Bruscky, the participant is his 
equal, or to paraphrase Baudelaire, “son semblable, son frère.” In his hands, 
theory ceases to be a merely academic endeavor and is instead put to practice 
under the most challenging circumstances—that of the social reality of Recife 
post-1964. Note, for instance, how he transposes the notion of the flâneur, defined 
by Baudelaire as “the wealthy man, nurtured in luxury,”30 onto the context of 
an impoverished Recife: for Artemcâgado (Art on tortoise), a work from 1972, 
Bruscky and Santiago invited tortoise owners to bring their pets to a central square 
in downtown Recife for an exhibition. The owner of the best-festooned tortoise 
would win a collection of fine arts dictionaries. (Figure 9) Taking tortoises for 
a walk in the Parisian arcades, as Cristina Freire reminds us, was fashionable 
among flâneurs in the mid-nineteenth century.31 Keith Tester, in his introduction 
to The Flâneur regards the trend as a statement “against the local clock of hours 
and the universal clock of progress.”32 For the inhabitants of Recife at the time, 
however, there were no signs of progress to go against, and as Benjamin himself 
noted, “the man of the crowd is no flanêur. In him composure has given way to 
manic behavior.”33 Like a distorted mirror, the hilarious event of a turtle parade, 
reflects the commonality between two moments in history that seem disconnected 
and oppositional: on the one hand, the Parisian milieu on the verge of the 
Impressionist boom; on the other hand, Recife, a city not entirely free from its 
colonial past while its present is being shaped by repression and censorship.

17
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URBAN WRITING 
The estrangement effect in Bruscky’s titles and word puns betrays the sensibility of 
someone trapped in between languages. This ambiguous mode of being accounts 
for the absurd misreading in situations that have, for instance, the artist taking 
a piss at the front door of MIJE (Maisons Internationales de la Jeunesse et des 
Etudiants), a youth hostel in Paris. (Figure 10) Portuguese speakers will understand 
that mije is the imperative tense of the verb mijar (to piss). 

While the anarchic tenor of actions like these might be seen as undermining the 
authority of the sign, one must also consider that ultimately the clash between 
reality and language in his work is invested of personal stakes. The son of a 
Belarusian emigrant who arrived in Brazil in 1937, Bruscky has in his own name 
the sign of otherness within the confines of a culture shaped for the most part by 
the Portuguese. Consequently, one might detect in his ongoing engagement with 
the city the longing for grounding, a yearning for belonging. 

Figure 10: Paulo Bruscky, MIJE, 1982.

18



Bruscky em Brusque, a work developed from 1981 to 1989 comprising 
photographs, collages, and map interventions, is a good case in point.34 Playing 
on the assonance between his name and Brusque, a small city in the southern 
state of Santa Catarina, the work conveys Bruscky’s almost childish sense of glee in 
finding a place with his name. He virtually takes possession of the site by printing 
his hands and feet on maps of the region; or else, photographs documenting 
traffic signage around town (“Access in 5 kilometers,” “Welcome to Brusque”), 
or local advertisement (“Now in Brusque you shop at . . . ,” or a shop named 
“Brusquense”) express a heightened sense of anticipation at arriving at or getting 
to know Brusque/Bruscky. 

Freire comments that, “in Recife, or in any other place in the world where he has 
been, the city, like a text, is reread by Bruscky, the result of which is urban concrete 
poetry.”35 What Freire describes as “escrita urbana” brings to mind a curious body 
of work by the French poet Stéphane Mallarmé, produced toward the end of his 
life, that can be regarded as a precursor of mail art. (Figure 11) Known collectively 
as Les Loisirs de la Poste, these quatrains were written on envelopes in lieu of 
addresses, and mailed to his friends. A typical example would involve a pun with 
the addressee name:

Je te lance mon pied vers l’aine 
Facteur, si tu ne vas où c’est 
Que rêve mon ami Verlaine 
Ru’Didot, Hôpital Broussais

(I’ll kick you in the groin, 
Mailman, if you miss the site 
Where dreams my friend Verlaine  
Ru’Didot, Hôpital Broussais)

Such a humble, humorous gesture by a major poet is naturally loaded with 
implications. In the mailman’s willingness to follow Mallarmé’s instructions (for the 
letters actually seem to have found their destination), one is led to ponder on the 
power of art (poetry, creativity, invention) to circumvent bureaucracy. The dialogue 
between the official and the nonofficial is significant in that, at a time when the 
medieval city of Paris is being transformed by the opening of the boulevards, 
Mallarmé traces his own familiar map of the city with the names of recipients 
and streets mixed up with contemporary events, anecdotes, and miscellaneous 
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elements. And there we have a major statement about modernity: art need not  
be monumental, rather, it is in the circumstantial that the true poet will find his or 
her material. 

In an interview with Marília Andrés Ribeiro and Marconi Drummond,  
Bruscky stated: 

I am concerned with the ephemeral; we are ephemeral so why can’t art  
be ephemeral as well? I am concerned with the idea and not with the 
perfect refinement of things. Since early on I made an effort to get rid  
of the issue of beauty versus ugly, useful versus useless in my work.  
I am drawn to useless objects, which I bring to my studio. The issue  
of aesthetics is absent in my mind.36 

The contemporary “concern with the idea” among poets and visual artists was a 
great modernist innovation, famously introduced by Mallarmé in his preface to 
Un coup de dés, which proposed that (poetic) language materializes the fleeting 
appearance of ideas.37 This interest for the purely conceptual, for understanding 
how the mind operates, has been a defining factor in changing our perception 
of language over the last two centuries, and by consequence, challenging our 
understanding of art. In this new conjecture, written language alone seems 

Figure 11: Stéphane Mallarmé, quatrain written on a carte de visite, and sent to Mme. Ponsot  
 with candied fruits as New Year’s gift, 1897. Courtesy of Swann Auction Galleries.
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insufficient to express or materialize ideas. It is worth noting that in addition to 
the innovative layout of Un coup de dés, Mallarmé also produced a series of 
object poems—such as fans, pebbles, and Easter eggs—thus opening an entire 
new field for poets and artists alike, including Augusto de Campos, Ian Hamilton 
Finlay, Joan Brosa, Marcel Broodthaers, Vito Acconci, David Hammons, and 
Susan Howe.

Modernists poets in 1920s Brazil were no strangers to Mallarmé’s work, but it 
wasn’t until the 1950s that his ideas were further explored and more broadly 
disseminated through the work of the concrete poets, who translated and 
promoted his views. In fact, the translation and critical work produced by the 
concrete poets from São Paulo stirred a variety of linguistic experiments in 
Brazil, leading in the following decade to experiments such as process/poem, in 
which Bruscky marginally participated. Indeed, a review of the main manifestos 
produced by those two movements will denote the rampant radicalization of 
Mallarmé’s musings on the objectification of poetry. For instance, while Moacy 
Cirne’s vehement call in 1968 to “build a radical and revolutionary art”38 seems 
to paraphrase Mayakovsky (“There is no revolutionary art without revolutionary 
form”),39 the means he proposes seem to derive for the most part from Mallarmé’s 
critique of a “crise de vers.” Cirne concurs that, “the crisis in poetry is simply a 
crisis of the word (in the poem),”40 and he identifies in the dichotomy structure/
process the field of action for his new poetics. 

Bruscky would become deeply affected by the ideas put forth by Cirne, Dias-Pino, 
and others affiliated with the process/poem movement. Their focus on a new 
poetics that would only be completed by the reader (“the consumer/participant,” in 
Cirne’s words) is central to Bruscky, and throughout his career he has consistently 
explored new media—whether on paper, sound, and film—to effect a powerful 
critique of language.41 Indeed, it is in the space between language and the visual 
arts that his work is often situated. In an interview with Thiago Soares during the 
release of his book of poems, Livro Arquivo,42 Bruscky defined himself as “a visual 
artist who writes,” and offered, “the word, somehow, goes beyond the visual.”43 

The group of works developed with EKG equipment under the title O Meu cérebro 
desenha assim (My Brain Draws This Way), initiated in 1976, is another example  
of how Bruscky transposes complex ideas into his personal context. Produced  
at a time when he started working for the Hospital Agamenon Magalhaes, the 
entire series consists of different attempts to probe the depths of his own brain.  
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Figures 12, 13, 14, and 15: Paulo Bruscky, EEG Art, from the series Meu cérebro desenha assim (My Brain Draws Like That),  
 1976. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. Latin American and Caribbean Fund, 2013.
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(Figures 12, 13, 14, and 15) The work is remarkable for its juxtaposition of 
the human body and the machine, which Freire correctly describes as seeking 
“correspondences between states of spirit and the graphic effects carried out by 
the apparatus.”44 In this investigation, the patterns produced by the machine are 
the equivalent of Mallarmé’s quest for the “prismatic subdivisions of the Idea.”

For Bruscky, the idea itself is already the work, as he insinuated in an interview 
with Adolfo Montejo Navas. “Whenever you’re working on something conceptual,” 
he noted, “you are doing it from the very moment you have the idea.”45 He 
cautions about overrationalizing and overelaborating so as not to limit the  
idea’s “field of action.” He claims to keep his ideas in a “sort of limbo,” and in  
a follow-up e-mail to the interview, he concedes that what most disturbs him is  
to continue thinking.46 

In the interview with Ribeiro and Drummond mentioned earlier, Bruscky also 
elaborated on his interest in technology: “If one is to work in any media, one has 
to dissect it as any medical student does to a corpse; one must know it in order to 
undermine its primary function in order to make art.” And he added: “It’s a matter 
of rerouting the medium from the realm for which it was created and place it in 
the hands of the artist-scientist. But often what I see is a ‘show room’ exercise, a 
display of technology, rather than the presentation of an idea materialized through 
a subverted medium.”47 That the “presentation of the idea” is made possible 
through a machine is not to be seen as merely capricious, or as Bruscky observes 
“a display of technology,” but rather as a necessity. The EKG drawings could  
never be produced by hand. The machine captures information from the brain  
and transposes it directly onto paper, giving a new twist to the surrealist dream  
of automatic writing.

One must note that the artist-scientist proposed by Bruscky sounds awfully close 
to Pound’s prime category of the artist-inventor, which had profound effect on the 
concrete artists and poets in Brazil during the 1950s. See, for instance, Haroldo 
de Campos’s use of cybernetics theory to explain the way language operates.  
Like de Campos, Bruscky’s interest in technology and science comes embedded in 
a critique of language as purely organic. His views toward technology are at once 
hopeful and discouraging. He embraces (often literally) the machine and at the 
same time undermines its function. He even credits the equipment as coauthor  
in several of the works that make use of technology. 
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Whether language is organic or mechanic seems a complicated matter even 
for a linguist like Chomsky, who defends the concept of a “language organ,” 
while describing it in a rather mechanistic way. “The language organ,” Chomsky 
explains, “is inserted into a system of mind that has a certain architecture; it has 
interface relations with that system. It connects to them.”49 The mind (brain, spirit 
or whatever one might call it) seems to be modeled not unlike a computer system 
with interfaces and connections. Although Chomsky handles this difficult topic with 
great skill and insight, it’s remarkable that the scientific narrative at some point 
gives way to fiction, as when he tries to explain that the “language faculty” is the 
product of an evolutionary process: “sometime ago there were primates with pretty 
much our sensorimotor and conceptual-intentional systems, but no language 
faculty, and some natural event took place that brought about a mutation that 
installed a language faculty. Say, a cosmic ray shower. . . . The fairy tale is one 
way to motivate informally the questions raised in the Minimalist Programme.”50 

Bruscky’s insistence on art, or his intent to make art by undermining the machine, 
is therefore significant. We can perhaps stretch the “machine” category in his work 
to include the propositions that deal with systems in general, such as the post, 
traffic signage, and so on. Like in Austin’s theory of the performative utterance, his 
actions propose something and at the same time expose their own contradictions. 
Whether it is the brain scans presented as materialized “thought,” the distorted 
Xerox copies, the manipulation of traffic signs, or even the devious use of the 
postal system, Bruscky’s aim seems to be to crack open the language machinery 
to the scrutiny of the everyman. As the language mechanism is laid out open, its 
fusion of word and image becomes clear. Writing as a way of seeing. “The amount 
of information we absorb today through the new technologies, and the subliminal 
stuff that’s in advertising, is just immense,” he shared with Montejo Navas. He 
goes on to say that the “concern with the gaze and how we absorb the everyday is 
important.” And he concludes:

I think artists only exist to show this gaze. In fact, the artist needs no 
function in order to exist; it’s only a minority that wants to show, to teach 
people to see, and that is a utopia that will never end, of course. Seeing  
is more important than doing because the art is in the seeing, in the 
various directions, the various places.51 

24



Bessa

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.

1 See “The Painter of Modern Life” in Baudelaire: Selected Writings on Art & Artists, 
translated by P. E. Charvet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 399.

2 In The Architecture of Language, Noam Chomsky considers in somehow accessible terms 
the complex “assumption that there is a language faculty” in the human brain.  
He suggests the existence of a particular function in the body, “a kind of language organ 
. . . not unlike the visual system.” See Chomsky, The Architecture of Language (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2000), 3–4.

3 Walter Benjamin, The Writer of Modern Life: Essays on Charles Baudelaire, ed. Michael 
W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006), 28.

4 T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909–1962 (London: Faber and Faber Limited, 1965), 13.

5 In her insightful essay in Paulo Bruscky: Arte, Arquivo e Utopia, Cristina Freire sees in 
most of Bruscky’s endeavor “an anticapitalist romanticism.” Considering the fact that  
for decades, Bruscky never sold his work, Freire astutely calls our attention to the inherent 
value of his “poetic message, seen through the smudged window of the Third World.” 
Paulo Bruscky: Arte, Arquivo e Utopia (Recife: Companhia Editoria de Pernambuco, 
2008), 216.

6 Monteiro Lobato was a noted nationalist author, polemicist, and antagonist of the 
modernist movement of the early 1920s. He also pioneered children literature in Brazil 
and implemented a system of publication and distribution in an effort to educate the 
masses. José Oiticica, mostly remembered now as the grandfather of Hélio Oiticica,  
was an intellectual, poet, and activist who founded an anarchist newspaper (Ação direta) 
in Rio and advocated for education reform.

7 Golbery do Couto e Silva was a military officer who in 1966 published Geopolítica do 
Brasil, the book that would became the blueprint for the successive military presidents. 
A controversial figure in Brazilian politics, do Couto e Silva founded the sinister Serviço 
Nacional de Informação (SNI), which provided a formidable espionage network to the 
military. He is also credited with masterminding the transition back to civilian rule. Highly 
respected for his intelligence even by the Left, the filmmaker Glauber Rocha deemed him 
“the genius of the race.” 

8 Paulo Bruscky and Silvio Hansen, eds., Poesia Visual e Experimental em Pernambuco 
(Poesia Postal), edition of 300, signed (Recife: Biblioteca Popular de Casa Amarela, 
2005).

9 For more insight into the often-overlooked British influence on Brazilian culture, see 
Gilberto Freyre Ingleses no Brasil: aspectos da influência britânica sobre a vida, a 
paisagem e a cultura do Brasil (The British in Brazil: Aspects of the British influence on 
Brazilian life, landscape, and culture), 2nd ed. (Rio de Janeiro: José Olympio, 1977).

10  Lula Wanderley, “O Dono da calcada” (The sidewalk owner), in Entreimagens (Rio de 
Janeiro: EAV Parque Lage, 2012), 49–50.

11 Artist and architect Flávio de Carvalho (1899–1973) spent his formative years in Europe 

NOTES

25



and returned to São Paulo in 1922 to find the city in the upheavals of the “Semana de 
22.” Over the following decades de Carvalho would become deeply engaged with the 
city’s cultural scene promoting controversial performances. In one of those events, he 
walked against the flow of a Corpus Christi parade, and in 1956 he created his most 
iconic work: a summer dress for men with open flaps to improve ventilation which he 
promoted by wearing it in a busy intersection in Sao Paulo.

12 Widely regarded as a founding figure of Brazilian Baroque literature, Gregório de Matos 
(1636–96) was born in Salvador, Bahia, and educated in Coimbra, Portugal. Upon 
returning to Brazil in 1679, de Matos led a bohemian life producing verses that offended 
the church as well as the government. In 1694 he was sent into exile in Angola and 
forbidden to return to Bahia; he returned a year later to Recife, where he died in 1696. 

13 Augusto and Haroldo de Campos, ReVisão de Sousândrade: Critical essays, anthology, 
glossary, bibliography, 3rd exp. ed. (São Paulo: Perspectiva, 2002). 

14 Padaria Espiritual comprised a group of aspiring writers in Fortaleza (Antonio Sales, 
Lopes Filho, Ulisses Bezerra, Temístocles Machado e Tiburcio de Freitas) that gathered 
regularly in the city’s main square to discuss current cultural issues. Through the 
journal O Pão (The Bread), which ran for thirty-six issues, the group aimed to promote 
contemporary literature amongst the local population. In addition, the group also 
created a lending library, and maintained lively communication with peers in Rio and in 
Europe, eventually promoting in the area new literary movements such as Realism and 
Symbolism.

15 In 1967 poema/processo was launched simultaneously in Rio and Natal (the capital 
of Rio Grande do Norte). The first poets to affiliate with the movement had diverse 
geographical backgrounds, with three poets from Rio (Álvaro de Sá, Neide Sá, and 
Wlademir Dias-Pino), six from Rio Grande do Norte (Moacy Cirne, Anchieta Fernandes, 
Sanderson Negreiros, Dailor Varela, Falves Silva, and Nei Leandro de Castro), one from 
João Pessoa, Paraiba (Jota Medeiros), and two from Santa Catarina (Pedro Bertolino and 
Hugo Mund Jr.). The diversity of voices in poema/processo was remarkable as it paved 
the way to a decentralization of the Rio-São Paulo cultural axis which would become 
more noticeable in the following decade.

16 See “The Disappearance of the Baroque in Brazilian Literature: The Case of Gregorio 
de Matos,” in Novas: Selected Writings of Haroldo de Campos, ed. Antonio Sergio Bessa 
and Odile Cisneros (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 2005), 178–93.

17 Created in 1967, three years after the military coup, MOBRAL (Brazilian Literacy 
Movement) aimed to improve the quality of life among adult populations in Brazil by 
promoting literacy, writing, and basic mathematics. Its ambitious scope had clear 
ideological interests, including halting the progressive pedagogy of Paulo Freire. The 
program was discontinued in 1985 due to economical crisis in the country.

18 Freire, Paulo Bruscky: Arte Arquivo e Utopia, 254. Freire also adds that around that 
time, Bruscky “worked as a researcher for the Brazilian Institute of Geography and 
Statistics, in the sugar plantation zone of Pernambuco. The data surveyed in this research 
that revealed the penury of the family budget regarding food consumption were never 
published.”

26



19 See Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, ed. T.S. Eliot (New York: New Directions, 1968), 
15–40.

20 Among the many literary trends introduced by Pound’s book, perhaps the most surprising 
was the popularization of the metaphysical English poet John Donne, who’s Elegy XX—
To His Mistress Going to Bed would become a pop sensation in 1979, in a recording 
by Caetano Veloso. Adapted by Augusto de Campos and set to music by Pericles 
Cavalcanti, Donne’s poem was released by Poligram on Caetano Veloso’s album Cinema 
Transcendental.

21 Cristiana Tejo, Paulo Bruscky: Arte em Todos os Sentidos (Recife: Companhia Editora de 
Pernambuco, 2009), 132.

22 Works such as Arte cemiterial, 1971, Artemcágado (Art on Turtles), 1972, Arte/pare, 
1973, and Xeroxart, 1979, among others.

23 After fifteen years of military rule, cultural life in major cities throughout Brazil had been 
greatly impacted. In What is art? What is it for?, Bruscky addressed the dire situation in a 
public performance in which he walked around downtown Recife with a placard hanging 
from his neck, and that culminated in a live display at the window of the bookstore 
Livraria Moderna. By emulating the sandwich-board man ubiquitous in every major city, 
Bruscky conveyed an image of the everyman as an artist (and vice versa), entitled to 
question and to ponder about culture.

24 Rogério Sganzerla’s seminal 1968 film O Bandido da Luz Vermelha (The Red Light Bandit) 
is considered the main landmark of this period, setting the tone for an entirely new 
approach to filmmaking that became known as udigrudi (misspelling for “underground”). 
Largely constructed around tropes of tabloid journalism, Sganzerla’s film provided a 
mirror to a culture that had become obsessed with urban chaos and violence. Many 
other artists working at the time also shared Sganzerla’s vision of trash and violence, 
including filmmaker Julio Bressane, whose first film, Matou a Familia e Foi ao Cinema 
(Killed Her Family and Went to the Movies), drew from front-page sensationalism to 
address patriarchy and gender issues. Hélio Oiticica’s controversial B33 Bólide Caixa 
18 (Homenagem a Cara-de-Cavalo) would pay homage to a notorious criminal killed, 
execution style, by a police squad in Rio.

25 This tragic incident took place in the city of Goiânia, in the state of Goiás, when a 
radiotherapy clinic trashed radioactive equipment in a public area. The equipment 
was sold to a scrap metal peddler who broke it down into pieces thus releasing the 
radioactive material (Caesium-137, the same material released in the Chernobyl 
incident). Fascinated with the sparkle of the material, he shared it with friends and 
relatives, thus contaminating a considerable number of people, four of whom died.

26 Paulo Bruscky, Arte cemiterial e ProposiAções (Funereal Art and ProposiActions), 1971. 
Performance documented in photography and on 16mm film converted to video (4 
minutes 18 seconds), ephemera, and original documentation. One of Bruscky’s first 
works conceived to engage the general public, this performance consisted of a funeral 
procession in the streets of Recife that ended at Empetur Gallery. While the work 
resonated deeply with the somber political atmosphere at the time, it also touched upon 
topical philosophical issues on the reception of the artwork by the viewer, and the “death 

Bessa

27



of the artist.” In Funereal Art, Bruscky appropriated many of the cultural conventions 
related to memorial services, including prayer cards, which were printed and distributed 
as invitations for the event. The local branch of the Federal Police shut down the gallery 
at the opening and Bruscky was taken in for interrogation. 

27 Tejo, Paulo Bruscky, 139.

28 For an informative overview of Barthes’s reception in Brazil, see Haroldo de Campos, 
“Sobre Roland Barthes,” in Metalinguagem & Outras Metas (São Paulo: Editora 
Perspectiva, 1992), 119–26.

29 J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words (New York: Oxford University Press, 1965). 

30 Charvet, trans., Baudelaire, Selected Writings on Art & Artists, 419.

31 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 233. Freire cites Walter Benjamin’s essay “On Some Motifs in 
Baudelaire” in which he noted: “The flâneurs liked to have the turtles set the pace for 
them. If they had their way, progress would have been obliged to accommodate itself to 
this pace.” Walter Benjamin, Illuminations (New York: Schocken Books, 1985), 173.

32 Tester also adds: “The relationship between flânerie and time discipline is illustrated 
particularly well by the brief fashion of taking turtles for walks. Benjamin interprets the 
fad as an example of flânerie against the local clock of hours and the universal clock of 
progress.” Keith Tester, The Flanêur (London: Routledge, 1994), 15.

33 Benjamin, Illuminations, 172.

34 Beginning in the nineteenth century, immigrants arriving in Brazil would often adapt the 
spelling of their names to a Portuguese-sounding equivalent as a way to adapt to local 
culture. Brusky in Brusque references that tradition by suggesting that the city of Brusque, 
in the southern part of Brazil, might hold a link to the artist’s father who emigrated from 
Belarus in 1936. In reality, the city of Brusque was founded by heirs of Nicolau Bruschi, 
an Italian immigrant who arrived to Brazil in the 1900s after having established roots in 
Portugal. 

35 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 82.

36 Fernando Pedro da Silva and Marília Andrés Ribeiro, eds., Paulo Bruscky: Depoimento 
(Belo Horizonte: Editora C/Arte, 2011), 15–16.

37 In the preface, Mallarmé lays out his rationale for producing a poem of such 
unprecedented layout. He compares the blank spaces on the page as equivalent to 
silences in speech, and writes: “I don’t transgress against this order of things, I merely 
disperse its elements. The paper intervenes each time an image, of its own accord, 
ceases or withdraws, accepting the succession of others; and, as it is not a question, as it 
usually is, of regular sound patterns or verses but rather of prismatic subdivisions of the 
Idea, at the instant they appear and for the duration of their occurrence in some exact 
mental setting, the text imposes itself, variably, near or far from the latent guiding thread, 
for the sake of verisimilitude.” Stéphane Mallarmé: Collected Poems, trans. and with a 
commentary by Henry Weinfield (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), 121.

28



38 Moacy Cirne “Duas ou três coisas sobre o poema/processo” (Two or three things about 
process/poem), Revista Ponto 2, Rio de Janeiro, 1968, http://www.poemaprocesso.com/
textos.php?texto=89.

39 Vladimir Mayakovsky quoted in the Noigandres manifesto “Pilot Plan for Concrete 
Poetry,” in Bessa and Cisneros, eds., Novas: Selected Writings of Haroldo de Campos, 
219. 

40 Cirne, “Duas ou três coisas sobre o poema/processo.”

41 The influence of process/poem theory on Bruscky’s work is undeniable, and in itself a 
subject that deserves further examination. In the context of this essay, however, it suffices 
to point to issues related to the reproducibility of the art object, audience participation, 
and the belief in poetry (or art) as a vehicle to undo the grips of authoritarianism. 
Consider, for instance, the following passage in one of Cirne’s early texts: “Certainly 
for us—politically dominated by a fascist dictatorship at the service of international 
imperialism—it’s no longer a matter of byzantine discussions about minor issues. But, so 
that we can construct a radical and revolutionary art—the only one that truly corresponds 
to the Marxist-Leninist theory and to the current moment social-political moment in 
Brazil—certain theoretical questions concerning the art field needs to be clarified.” In 
“Duas ou três coisas sobre o poema/processo.”

42 Paulo Bruscky, Arquivo Impresso (Printed archive), ed. Ricardo Aleixo and Flavio Vignoli 
(Belo Horizonte: Colecao Elixir, 2011).

43 “A palavra, de alguma forma, faz transbordar a visualidade.” In Pernambuco, 
Suplemento Cultural do Diario Oficial do Estado de Pernambuco no. 75 (May 2012).

44 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 228.

45 Paulo Bruscky and Adolfo Montejo Navas, Poiesis Bruscky (São Paulo: Cosac Naif, 
2013), 236.

46 Ibid., 248.

47 da Silva and Ribeiro, eds., Paulo Bruscky, 15–16.

48 See, for instance, “Concrete Poetry-Language-Communication” in Bessa and Cisneros, 
eds, Novas, 235. Also worth noting in another essay in this volume is de Campos’s 
proposal of a “laboratory of texts” with the assistance of “linguists and guest artists” in 
order to produce “a series of experimental publications of re-created texts” (“Translation 
as Creation and Criticism,” 312). Whether using ideas related to cybernetics and 
feedback or summing up the figure of the poet-engineer in the manifesto “Pilot Plan for 
Concrete Poetry,” or else proposing a laboratory as the poet’s workplace, de Campos 
and his fellow concretistas championed a mechanistic model of language that became all 
pervasive in Brazil in the 1950s and 1960s. 

49 Chomsky, The Architecture of Language, 17.

50 Ibid., 62.

51 Bruscky and Montejo Navas, Poiesis Bruscky, 237.

Bessa

29



30

Figure 1: Paulo Bruscky, PostAção (Post Action), 1975.



In late 1975, Paulo Bruscky created his contribution to Edgardo Antonio Vigo and 
Horacio Zabala’s Última Exposición de Arte Correo (Last Exhibition of Mail Art),1 
which took place at the Galería de Arte Nuevo in Buenos Aires in December of 
that year. It was an enormous artwork, measuring three meters long and nearly 
one meter wide. Bruscky titled his transport of this gigantic letter to Recife’s central 
post office, which drew many curious onlookers and was documented in slides, 
PostAção (Post Action).2 (Figure 1) The work arrived in Buenos Aires without 
incident. It was installed hanging from the gallery ceiling along with its enclosed 
letter, with slides documenting its transfer to the post office through the streets of 
Recife projected upon it.

This episode epitomizes Bruscky’s vision of the postal network as a system to be 
played with and subverted to artistic ends. As he wrote in a 1976 article entitled 
“Arte Correio e a grande rede: Hoje a arte é este comunicado” (Mail art and 
the great network: Today, art is this communiqué), mail art harbored radically 
transformative potential: it “shortened distances between people and countries, 
affording with great ease exhibitions and interchanges, in which there are neither 
judgments nor prizes for the works, as in the old salons and transitory biennials. 
In mail art, art has reclaimed its principal functions: information, protest, and 
denunciation.”3 Whether playful or political in tone, mail art served Bruscky as 
a means of escaping censorship under a repressive military regime as well as a 
potent tool for building a community of friends and collaborators far removed 
from the political tensions of his small city.

Born in Recife in 1949, Bruscky has continued to live and work there without being 
tempted by the siren song of Brazil’s dynamic cultural capitals, Rio de Janeiro 
and São Paulo. As he noted in an interview with Antonio Sergio Bessa: “For a 
year I lived in New York and Amsterdam on a Guggenheim Fellowship, but aside 
from that, I never had any desire to move to Rio or São Paulo. After I got involved 
in arte correio [mail art] at the beginning of the seventies, I became aware of 
what was going on in the world thanks to my correspondence with other artists. 
I felt that I didn’t need to leave even more strongly than before.”4 Mail art was 
Bruscky’s lifeline to like-minded artists around the globe. Yet, it was only one facet 

“TODAY, ART IS THIS COMMUNIQUÉ:”  
Paulo Bruscky’s Communication Art 
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of what he termed his “communication art”: art created using such services and 
devices as the mail, newspaper classifieds, telegrams, telexes, faxes, and the Xerox 
machine—all linked by his subversion and simultaneous transformation of ready-
made communication systems into unorthodox channels for art.

Bruscky is perhaps best known as one of the world’s first artists to manipulate 
the Xerox machine as an aesthetic device, but he is also a poet, creator of artist’s 
books, inventor, performance artist, photographer, and filmmaker who used to 
spend his days working at the Hospital Agamenon Magalhães. It was there that  
he conceived several important works that posit the body as raw material for art. 
He studied journalism at Recife’s Universidade Católica de Pernambuco, but his 
far-reaching interest in myriad forms of communication would soon lead him to 
less orthodox lines of investigation. 

Throughout his career, Bruscky has created artworks that question the nature 
of the creative process. His radical works are also fundamentally united by his 
embrace of humor, irony, irreverence, and defiance as powerful artistic strategies 
during the dark period of Brazil’s military dictatorships (1964–85). On one 
hand, according to the artist, “Humor is anti-tyranny, anti-authoritarian.”5 On the 
other, he firmly believes in the potential of works circulating beyond institutional 
circuits to impact a large audience beyond museum- and gallery-goers. “For this 
reason,” Bruscky explains, “I have worked with diverse media, and I believe that 
art is to be circulated, [and] because of this I created various projects/works in 
the mail art movement. I always created the work precisely to be circulated.”6 For 
Bruscky, freedom of expression facilitated by communication art’s underground 
operations comingles with freedom from tyranny in a larger sense. Works of art 
intended for circulation not only foster interchange with international interlocutors 
but also serve to jolt Brazilian recipients out of complacency in a climate where 
fear and oppression reigned. This essay explores these tactics in depth, while also 
contextualizing Bruscky’s communication art within his body of work and the larger 
socio-political context in which he operated. The artist’s subversions of official 
systems—propositions that often posit the city, the body, and nature as artistic raw 
materials—meld with his political works in a comprehensive aesthetic that posits 
life as art and art as life.

Bruscky’s emphasis on play, subversion, and the absurd characterizes a large 
part of his production. He marshals these concepts into artistic tactics that serve 
as potent antidotes to dictatorial oppression, transforming them into tools for 
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restoring a sense of normalcy in the minds of his artworks’ recipients—as well 
as his own. As Dutch historian and cultural theorist Johan Huizinga asserts in his 
1938 Homo Ludens, the first principal characteristic of play is “that it is free, is 
in fact freedom.”7 Yet, Huizinga continues, “In play there is something ‘at play’ 
which transcends the immediate needs of life and imparts meaning to the action. 
All play means something.”8 In Bruscky’s varied endeavors, what is “at play” is the 
urgent need to overcome repression and marginality to connect with local and 
international audiences by means of the alternative communication networks he 
transforms into artistic media.

CONTEXT 
Bruscky’s artistic production from the 1960s through the 1980s cannot be 
isolated from the social and political context in which it was created. The military 
junta that ruled Brazil from 1964 to 1985 attacked insurgents and dissidents 
with ruthless force, created clandestine detention centers to torture and execute 
political prisoners, instigated far-reaching campaigns of repression and 
censorship, and instilled a pervasive culture of fear within society at large. It is 
estimated that as many as 50,000 people were arrested throughout the country 
during the first months following the military takeover in 1964,9 and the regime’s 
brutality only intensified as it consolidated power. The Operação Limpeza 
(Operation Cleanup) referendum instituted directly after the coup was designed 
to purge the government and Brazilian society of corruption, communism,  
and other leftist elements.10 People considered to have committed a crime 
“against the state, its property, public or social order, or engaged in acts of 
revolutionary war”11 were decreed public enemies and arrested, tortured, and  
in many cases “disappeared.”

Between December 1968 and January 1969, the military converted hundreds 
of buildings into temporary prisons all over Brazil. House-to-house search and 
arrest operations called “blitzes” became commonplace throughout the country: 
thousands were arrested and tortured and ultimately released without charges 
being filed. The methods of torture employed by the Brazilian military and police 
forces are staggering in their ferocity, diversity, and intensity. From the use of 
geladeiras (ice boxes), where prisoners were confined for extended periods at 
temperatures as low as minus 7.6 degrees Fahrenheit; to the use of the “dragon’s 
chair,” a chair covered with electric wires to deliver shocks to the entire body; to 
mock “crucifixions,” which involved lashing victims to crosses and suspending 
them for hours on end; to the use of the “Crown of Christ,” a steel band wound 
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tight around the victim’s skull, crushing it and literally popping out his or her 
eyeballs—torture in Brazil was an horrific affair.12 Bruscky’s hometown of Recife 
was especially hard hit because of the activities of the unwieldy Peasant Leagues 
(Ligas Camponêsas) in Pernambuco State phones were tapped and thousands 
were arrested and tortured.13 

As Maria Helena Moreira Alves observes, between 1969 and 1974, “it was difficult 
to meet a Brazilian who had not come into direct or indirect contact with a torture 
victim or been involved in a search-and-arrest operation. Stories of institutional 
violence became part of everyday life.”14 So, too, did fear of persecution by 
the state, which continued its campaign of terror long after the majority of the 
rebellious guerrilla groups had been vanquished by the end of 1973. The Brazilian 
guerrillas were never effective in destabilizing the government, primarily because 
their groups lacked cohesion as well as clear direction as to what form the 
insurgency should take.15 The military regime, however, cited their very existence 
as evidence that the whole of society had to be “cleansed” of the “enemy within,” 
a legitimizing factor that justified their violent “dirty war” against the nation’s 
populace in defense of national security. 

A landmark decree of 1968, the Institutional Act 5 (AI-5), abolished political and 
civil rights, suspended habeas corpus for political crimes, instituted censorship of 
the media and the arts,16 and advocated the use of torture as a regular practice 
of state interrogation and intimidation. The institution of AI-5 initiated a period 
of intense repression leading to the widespread arrest of leaders representing 
different sectors of civil society.17 During this time, many dissenting artists, writers, 
and intellectuals, among other civilians, feared for their lives and went into self-
imposed exile. Those who remained often succumbed to self-censorship, ceased 
production entirely, or channeled their creativity through alternative networks of 
communication less vulnerable to censorship, such as Bruscky’s embrace of mail 
art and other clandestine communication strategies. 

The state’s far-reaching repressive apparatus made voicing dissent extremely 
dangerous in Brazil during the 1960s and 1970s. Bruscky was arrested and 
interrogated three times—in 1968, 1973, and 1976—and subsequently released 
without charges.18 Following his release in 1976, he had to endure six months  
of death threats and constant police surveillance.
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Bruscky denounced this continuous harassment in a 1976 exhibition at the 
Espaço Passacale gallery in Recife. On opening night, the artist arrived at the 
gallery bundled up like a parcel to be sent through the mail, sealed with wax and 
stamped; when gallery attendees unwrapped him, they were surprised to find 
him gagged.19 As Bruscky relates: “My message is that everyone should perceive 
the repression I have suffered to realize my mail art, including being imprisoned 
on several occasions.”20 His activities were closely monitored by the Federal 
Police throughout the 1970s, though he explicitly stated: “I will never be part of 
a political party, economic group, or religious faction, because being an artist is 
already a political attitude.”21 

Despite the risks involved in engaging in “subversive” activities, the subversion 
of established systems—be they postal, artistic, or technological—became one 
of the cornerstones of Bruscky’s practice during that period. As he explained in 
an interview, his aim was, and continues to be, “to pervert that media from the 
means in which it was created and marshal it to create art allied to you, an artist 
or a scientist. The important thing is to subvert the medium.”22 One of Bruscky’s 
early subversive strategies was to usurp the space of newspaper classifieds and 
transform them into textual sites for artistic proposals. According to the artist, 
this medium was “very important to explore because it is a means of reaching a 
large audience, including people not close to art. . . . In addition, it is a form of 
registering an idea.”23 

DECLASSIFIED ART 
During the 1970s and 1980s, Bruscky and his collaborator artist Daniel Santiago24 
published numerous advertisements they called arte desclassificada (declassified 
art) in the classified sections of newspapers at home and abroad. According to 
the artists, the newspaper medium was ripe for subversion because of journalism’s 
status as an official outlet for hard facts and information; by usurping the 
supposedly impartial space of such media, they played with notions of “truth” 
and the means by which it is construed. Furthermore, by situating their artistic 
proposals in spaces shared with want ads, personals, and other interpersonal 
advertisements, they effectively inserted art into the public realm of civic commerce 
and interchange. By espousing the term arte desclassificada, they also implicitly 
acknowledged the slippery semantics of terms like classified and declassified 
during an era of repression and surveillance.
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Most of the artists’ “declassified” proposals were for impossible or unlikely actions 
or events, such as their Arteaeronimbo (Artaeronimbus), published in the Diário de 
Pernambuco in 1974 and in translation in New York’s Village Voice in 1982. This 
ad reads: 

Random composition of colored clouds in the skies of Recife. The Paulo 
Bruscky and Daniel Santiago team responsible for the idea desires to 
contact a chemist, meteorologist, or anyone capable of coloring a cloud. 
Arteaeronimbus Correspondence.25 

 In 1976, a similar ad, Composição Aurorial (Dawning Composition) published in 
the Jornal do Brasil, called for a “Nocturnal Exhibition of Spatial Art Visible to the 
Naked Eye in the City of Recife.” The text reads: 

The team of Bruscky and Santiago responsible for the idea . . . proposes 
to exhibit an artificially colored tropical dawn provoked by the excitation 
of atoms of atmospheric components at 100 kilometers of altitude. The 
atoms will return spontaneously to their natural state after the exhibition. 
The exhibition will not pollute space, it will not alter the weather, nor 
influence astrology; it is an occurrence of contemporary art.26 

Needless to say, both ads went unanswered and the propositions unrealized.27 

In another advertisement of 1977, A Máquina de Filmar Sonhos (Dream Recorder), 
the team seeks a specialist who could film dreams. The ad reads, in part: “Sit back 
and watch your dreams over breakfast.” Another proposal, Eletroencefalógrafo 
Musicado (Musically Scored Electroencephalogram), published in the Jornal do 
Comercio in Recife in 1984, also went unanswered. So, too, did their 1984 Disco 
Antropofágico (Antropophagic Record): “I’m selling a record that disappears as 
the record player needle passes over it,” as did their “Eraser for removing words: 
Listen to what you want and erase (from the air) what doesn’t interest you.”30 For 
another proposal, Ruídos Adventícios da Ausculta Pulmonar (Adventitious Noises 
from Pulmonary Sounds), of 1987, the team seeks a “sponsor for the realization of 
a concert utilizing pulmonary sounds (crackling and wheezing). The combination 
of sounds is made through a computer.”31 

At a certain point, these classified ads were prohibited by the administration of 
the Diário de Pernambuco for being considered of “dubious” language in the 
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tumultuous 1970s. This journalistic self-censorship came after an ad called “A 
gente vive sorrindo, mas paga caro” (We live smiling, but pay a big price) arrived 
at newsstands. For Bruscky, this prohibition was a blow against “declassified art,” 
which was intended to “perforate the clique of the literary pages and offer a new 
type of option to the middle class reader.”32 This emphasis on reaching broad 
audiences far removed from official art venues characterizes the great majority  
of Bruscky’s artistic proposals in diverse media.

Bruscky and Santiago’s classified propositions also are akin to what Argentine 
artists Roberto Jacoby, Raúl Escarri, and Eduardo Costa theorized in 1966 as 
“arte de los medios” (mass media art). This artistic strategy usurps public media 
as a vehicle for art, creating “the work of art inside mass media itself.”33 Bruscky’s 
textual interventions in newspapers constitute conceptual proposals, that is, 
propositions in which ideas take precedence over execution. Such activities also 
resemble tactics espoused by the Situationists, a group of social revolutionaries 
that emerged in Europe in 1957 with the aim to supersede the categorization 
of art and culture as separate entities and to transform them into all facets of 
everyday life. These aims also resonate with Bruscky’s proposals that the city of 
Recife itself be regarded as a group exhibition.34 For instance, in the early 1970s 
he proposed that parts of the city—A Avenida Guararapes à Noite (Guararapes 
Avenue at Night), O Rio Capiberibe visto do 5 Andar do Edificio Teresa Cristina 
(The Capiberibe River Seen from the Fifth Floor of the Teresa Cristina Building), 
and Madrugada na Avenida Conde de Boa Vista (Dawn at the Conde de Boa Vista 
Avenue)—be seen as works of art in and of themselves. This ideal of regarding 
the city itself as a potent source of symbolic content also recalls the key Situationist 
strategy of détournement, the notion of reconfiguring “preexisting elements in  
a new ensemble,” as Situationist founder Guy Debord defines the term.34 

Bruscky and Santiago’s other proposals involving interventions into urban space 
via newspaper ads were more structured and participatory. For example, their 
1980 Intervenções Urbanas/Exercícios para a Cidade N. 1—Silhuetas (Urban 
Interventions/Exercises for the City, No. 1—Silhouettes), was published in the 
Jornal do Comercio and handed out as a sheet to passersby in the streets of 
Recife. This proposition could be understood as an effort at “ultradétournement,” 
defined by Debord as “the tendencies for détournement to operate in everyday 
social life.”36 For this piece, participants were asked to follow a series of specific 
instructions. The proposal reads:
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Anyone may participate in this artistic exercise, just follow the instructions 
below.

a.) Turn right after coming down from the Diarte Coelho bridge heading 
toward the São Cristóvão building (Aurora Street), reading or looking at 
any piece of paper while walking: newspaper, magazine, this invitation, 
etc., until reaching the entrance to the building, when you take your eyes 
from what you have been reading/looking at and walk (with eyes open) 
to the other side of the building (União Street).

b.) It is an indispensable condition that it is a sunny day.

c.) The experience/experiment can be repeated at your own initiative or  
by medical prescription.

d.) The most important thing is knowing how to see, and not to do.

e.) Write me with any comments.37 

This proposition seeks to induce participants to consider their surroundings with 
fresh eyes.38 A refreshing break from daily, purposeful perambulations around 
the city, the proposal gives participants reason to stray from their prescribed 
paths. It also showcases Bruscky’s tactic for delivering participatory experiences to 
audiences through networks previously foreign to artistic intervention. Transformed 
into a vehicle for conceptual proposals, the newspaper becomes a universal 
channel for both artistic and social engagement.

MAIL ART 
Likewise, Bruscky’s other forms of communication art deliver aesthetic experiences to 
recipients through coopted, ready-made systems not intended for artistic ends. Mail 
art was most effective in this regard, and this medium served Bruscky not only as an 
outlet for his artwork, but also as a crucial source of information that enabled him  
to engage with artistic precepts and practices far from Recife. In an interview,  
he asserted that: “In mail art, the great work is information. Of course there were 
graphic and pictorial works, but the information, which gained fluency in Latin 
America, was the movement’s great importance, in which you knew what was being 
worked on, and which were the concepts.”39 Secluded in Recife under a brutally 
oppressive regime, Brusky—like many other Latin American artists during that 
period—was ravenous for information from and connection with outside artists.  
Like mail art founder Ray Johnson, however, Bruscky played an active role in relaying 
information received from artists both in and outside of Latin America: he served  
as both a repository and a pivot point in connecting his colleagues with others at 
home and abroad. In many cases, the information that he circulated among his 
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contacts consisted not only of data (such as happenings, exhibitions, and  
artistic developments) but also of snapshots of lived experience, sent to others 
piece by piece.

Bruscky was introduced to mail art by Fluxus artist Robert Rehfeldt40 by way of 
his involvement in the Process Poetry movement of the late 1960s,41 and the 
Brazilian’s work frequently reflects Fluxus’ playful sensibility. Active from the early 
1960s to the late 1970s, Fluxus was a loose grouping of international avant-garde 
artists, poets, and musicians. Many of the movement’s core members met in John 
Cage’s and Richard Maxfield’s courses on experimental music composition at 
New York’s New School for Social Research between 1958 and 1960. The artists 
who gathered around Fluxus founder George Maciunas participated in festivals 
(Fluxconcerts) and performances, and created artworks in a wide range of media, 
including mail art, whose sole unifying characteristic was the impulse to integrate 
life into art through the use of “found” events, sounds, and materials.42

Over the past sixty years, Bruscky has compiled the most comprehensive collection 
of Fluxus ephemera on the South American continent; especially important to 
him are the mail artworks sent to him by Fluxus artists from around the world.43 
His own first mail art pieces date from the early 1970s. His mail art production 
might be considered in terms of five principal categories: his play with the system, 
his hospital pieces, his Natureza Postal (Postal Nature) series, his Envelopoemas 
(Envelope Poems) series, and his explicitly political works. 

Early in his experimentation with mail art, Bruscky created a series of works 
targeting the mechanics of the postal system itself. For his Sem Destino (Without 
Destination) project of 1975–83, he posted a multitude of letters stamped 
“Without Destination” with only his return address printed on their envelopes.44 
These were eventually returned to him, complete with the “noise” or bureaucratic 
markings they had accumulated over the course of the postal process. “In ‘Without 
Destinations,’” the artist explains: 

I printed some envelopes with no address in the place of the destination 
and placed my address as the sender. . . . I wanted to question the 
bureaucracy of the post office. . . . Finding no addressee, the letter would 
be returned to the sender. . . . I sent envelopes to people in a number of 
different states. I asked them to put it in any mailbox. They dispatched them 
and I started to receive these pieces. Later I sent them to people abroad.45 
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This impulse to probe the workings of the postal system and its bureaucratic 
machinations is a constant feature of Bruscky’s mail art practice during this period, 
characterized by a willful transgression of official means of using the mail in both 
form (substance) and content (subject). 

Similarly, in his Ao Remetente (Return to Sender) series of 1986, the artist sent 
letters to various people around the world at erroneous addresses. These would 
eventually make their way back to Bruscky, as postal workers were unable to 
locate the addressees, and the artist combined the diverse postal markings they 
accumulated in their journeys into a collage that he photocopied and sent as 
another mail artwork. (Figure 2) In yet another playful series, Arte Porte Pago 
(Post Paid Art) of 1980, Bruscky targeted the junk mail accumulated in his studio. 
Modifying these unsolicited mailings with stamps like “Post Paid Art: This coupon 
wins you a mail artwork by Paulo Bruscky,”46 he returned them to the companies 
from whence they came. In 1977 he created a piece entitled Re-Composição 
Postal (Postal Recomposition) for the Ricerche Inter/Media Centro Autogestito di 
Attivita Expressive in Ferrara, Italy, in which he sent twenty-seven pieces of a mail 
artwork to twenty-seven different people who had to collaborate to reassemble 
the work. This emphasis on art that transforms play into an aesthetic exercise also 
characterizes Bruscky’s performance art and interventions. In these varied works, 

Figure 2: Paulo Bruscky, Ao Remetente (Return to Sender), 1986. 
 Collection of Camila and Fernando Abdalla.
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he pushes the boundaries between art and life to their breaking point, engaging 
recipients with irreverent challenges to the status quo.

Some of the artist’s other works break down barriers between art and life but do 
not involve recipients’ participation, such as his hospital pieces. Bruscky’s job at 
the Hospital Agamenon Magalhães afforded him access to machines that enabled 
him literally to create mail art from and about his body. For example, for his 1976 
O Meu Cérebro Desenha Assim (My Brain Draws in this Way), Bruscky used the 
hospital’s electroenphalogram machine to trace his brain waves. (Figures 3, 4, 
and 5) Sent as a small booklet, and also developed as a film piece, each page of 
undulating lines turns the artist’s own brain activity into an abstract composition. In 
1980 he developed a project called Registros (Registers) to make such brain waves 
into a concert of “electroencephalographic music,” in which each page would be 
transformed into a musical score and “each patient would be a composer and 
all the compositions would be different.”47 Though never realized, this proposal is 
reminiscent of John Cage’s and Fluxus artists’ approaches to art through the use 
of “found” sounds, life noises not usually classified as music.

Bruscky’s Autum Radium Retratum series, begun in 1976, equated art with life 
by generating trace images of his body. Using the hospital’s x-ray machine on 

Figures 3, 4, and 5: Paulo Bruscky, O Meu Cérebro Desenha Assim, (My Brain Draws in this Way), 1976.
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different parts of his own body, Bruscky sent the resulting x-ray prints to mail 
artists around the world. (Figures 6 and 7) The envelopes in which these pieces 
were sent harbor clues to their contents, as Bruscky made smaller stamps of such 
x-ray imagery to paste on the outside of his mailings. (Figure 8) Unsettling, these 
images evoke human frailty, as x-rays are commonly used to detect broken bones 
and diseases like cancer, at the same time that they affirm the actual body as the 
stuff of art. X-ray images are also used to identify human remains through dental 
imagery, a potent allusion to the unidentified victims of the dictatorship’s violence. 
With these disturbing works, Bruscky again engages, if only obliquely, with the 
turmoil and terror rife in his country during those dark years. He transforms the 
traditional genre of the self-portrait into an uncanny allusion to the fragility of 
the many lives lost under the military regime. In the process, he coopts hospital 
systems normally reserved for treating the sick into metaphorical tools used to 
reflect upon his society’s own ills.

Bruscky also used hospital materials to create art with a more explicit political 
edge or with poetic connotations as, for example, in several works sent to Walter 
Zanini, director of the University of São Paulo’s Museu de Arte Contemporânea 
(MAC-USP). Under Zanini’s leadership, the MAC-USP became a vital center of 
reception, distribution, and exhibition of mail art.48 By 1981 the Museum had 
collected enough mail art works to feature them in a special exhibition at the 16th 
São Paulo Biennial, marking the institutionalization of mail art in Latin America.49 
Bruscky’s MAC-USP mailings vary in tone and content, but all transform elements 
of modern medicine into raw material for art. On a 1976 envelope, for example, 
he taped a red-stained sheet of gauze along with the stamped words “tratamento 
fora do domicilio” (treatment outside the home) and “arte correio.” (Figure 9) The 

Figures 6 and 7: Paulo Bruscky, Autum Radium Retratum, 1976.
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“blood-stained” gauze is a startling reminder of the military’s torture and execution 
of dissidents during the period. Other works were more playful. For instance, in a 
1977 piece he pasted packets of antacids on a card and stenciled the word POAZIA 
(a neologism made up of pó, powder, and poesia, poetry) along the top; his word 
play also evokes the Portuguese word azia, or heartburn. His Dose Única (Single 
Dose), also of 1977, consists of a simple image of a small pill marked arte.50 These 
unassuming works effectively turn the simplest of home remedies into art.

In addition, Bruscky’s Natureza Postal (Postal Nature) series of 1975–78 
encouraged recipients to use their own olfactory and tactile senses when opening 
their mail. For example, on the verso of one letter, Bruscky writes: “This envelope 
contains the smell of the beach at São José da Coroa Grande.” Inside, one finds 
a clump of seaweed from the beach, a synecdochic fragment standing in for the 
whole of the seaside experience. He collected numerous samples from other 
beaches and repeated the exercise. Upon the outsides of other such mailings, 
Bruscky instructs: “Open and smell: the first memory is art.”51 This strategy of 
creating art with ephemeral materials is one of the hallmarks of Bruscky’s creative 
process; with time, the seaweed, like the envelopes that contain it, will crumble 
into dust.

Bruscky’s Envelopoemas (Envelope Poems) series, begun in 1975, places the 
aesthetic content of the mailing on the outside of the envelope rather than on 
a letter inside. Using rubber stamps and homemade postal stamps, he often 

Figure 8: Paulo Bruscky, Autum Radium Retratum Envelope, Bruscky Archive, 1976.
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decorated the envelopes to the point where the addressee is lost in a proliferation 
of images and stamped slogans. For instance, a 1979 work is marked with 
varied imagery and texts: covering the entirety of the envelope are the stamps 
“Arte Correio Paulo Bruscky Cotidiarte” (Mail Art Paulo Bruscky Everydayart) 
and “Arte via Aerea” (Airmail Art), a diminutive photographic image of Bruscky’s 
own face, the pasted stamp “Urgente/Urge” (Urgent/Urge), the stenciled word 
ERRATA (written backwards), and even traces of the artist’s tongue dipped in ink.52 
Here, the addressee is written in a dialogue bubble leading from the mouth of 
a stamped bearded figure, interrupted by the stamped image of two shaking 
hands. Such works interweave bureaucratic postal stamps with the artist’s own, 
blurring the boundaries between the two and showcasing Bruscky’s play with the 
postal apparatus. In other works, such as a 1977 Envelopoema mailed to Walter 
Zanini, Bruscky fuses his experiments with the Xerox machine with his envelope 
interventions, creating colorful, collaged compositions that feature both figurative 
and abstract elements. 

Other Envelope Poems had subtle political connotations. An envelope from 1976 
reads “Você pode conhecer toda a verdade sobre A GUERRA MUNDIAL” (You can 
know the whole truth about THE WORLD WAR) and is decorated with images of men 

Figure 9: Paulo Bruscky, Tratamento fora do Domicilio (Treatment Outside the Home), 1976.
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with guns proceeding from the right to the left of the composition. Another 1976 
envelope is covered on both sides with images and words, with no room for an 
addressee, and its edges have been singed by burning. (Figures 10 and 11) On 
the front, the words AMERICA LATINA (Latin America) are surrounded by stamped 
images of nests with eggs and the word LIQUIDADO (liquidated, sold out, or washed 
up), while an image of Bruscky’s face on the right is echoed on the left by an 
image of a US hundred dollar bill, with Benjamin Franklin’s face altered with a 
beard to match Bruscky’s own. On the envelope’s verso, the word CENSURADO 
(censored) appears three times, each crossed out with a large black X. Crosses 
stamped in red punctuate the composition, along with a skull and crossbones. 
The word ENVELOPOEMA, stamped in small letters to the extreme left, as well as ARTE 
CORREIO, are dominated by the repeated collaged image of a woman’s face, the 
words URGENTE, “urge gente urge” (urge people urge), and LUTO (which means both 
fight and grief). Circulating in the anonymous and invisible realm of the postal 
network, these graphic slogans echo words of protest scrawled upon walls as 

Figures 10 and 11: Paulo Bruscky, Envelopoema (Envelope Poem), 1976.
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graffiti during the dictatorship. By resituating these exhortations and denunciations 
in the space of interpersonal communication, Bruscky instills mail art recipients 
with a sense of the urgency with which protest was required against the regime. 

Bruscky’s political stance also surfaced in his postcards and Xerox copies. For 
instance, in a 1976 altered postcard, an image of a Greek female statue is 
surrounded by the word CENSURADO in triangular configurations on each side of 
her gown, underneath which is printed “A questão é . . . equilibrio” (The issue 
is . . . equilibrium). An undated work upon a blank postcard sent to Argentine 
artist Edgardo Antonio Vigo is stamped with the word CENSURADO in blue ink 
repeated in a vertical line, with the word CENSURA crossed out by a large black 
X. In addition, for his 1976 Título de Eleitor Cancelado (Cancelled Voter Card), 
Bruscky made Xerox copies of his electoral card and stamped front and back 
with the word CANCELADO, decrying the loss of unrestricted democratic elections 
under the dictatorship. (Figures 12 and 13) In his Protetor para Identidade (Identity 
Protector) of 1978, facing negative and positive X-ray images of Bruscky’s head 
and neck hover over an image of his face, his features blocked out by a black 
box containing the title words,53 as if to shield him from persecution. (Figure 
14) The word Self-Portrait, written in thick black lines around the image of the 
artist’s head, suggests that embracing anonymity was a means for survival under 
the military dictatorship. A 1987 postcard, Limpos e Desinfetados (Clean and 
Disinfected), shows a frontal photographic image of Bruscky and Santiago with the 
title slogan worn across their chests, an allusion to the former dictatorships’ efforts 
to cleanse society of dissidents. In all of these varied works, Bruscky uses mail art 
as a mechanism for manifesting his outrage at the military regime’s censorship, 
repression, and violence, a vehicle for voicing dissent that was invisible to censors.

Figures 12 and 13: Paulo Bruscky, Título de Eleitor Cancelado (Cancelled Voter Card), 1976.
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A 1976–86 series of postcards entitled Pelos Nossos Desaparecidos (For Our 
Disappeared) is even more jarring. In these works, the title words appear beneath 
haunting photographic negatives of anonymous Brazilians posing for passport 
photos contained within a drawn border simulating celluloid, material Bruscky 
acquired from a photographer friend54 and used to eerie effect.55 He created 
the related series Selos de Artista (Artist’s Stamps) between 1978 and 1996. 
Here, diminutive photographic portraits of anonymous people are cut so that 
their chins meet their hairline, perturbing references to the difficulty of identifying 
disappeared victims.56 Other political mailings were even more explicit. His 1989 
Tudo pelo Social (Everything for the Social) shows a Xerox copy of a photograph of 
military men with rifles standing in lines before victims to be executed, their faces 
turned toward a wall that offers no escape. As mentioned above, Bruscky was 
arrested three times over the course of the military’s reign. According to the artist: 
“At the time of the military dictatorship happiness was forbidden. The whole epoch 
was an ode to sorrow and horror.”57 

Figure 14: Paulo Bruscky, Protetor para Identidade (Identity Protector), 1978.
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TELEGRAMS AND TELEXES 
As manifest above, Bruscky’s political communication art took various forms, 
cutting across media and categories. Some were telegrams, which he called 
Telegramarte (telegram art), such as his 1977 telegram to Edgardo Antonio Vigo, 
on which the image of a torso with bloody “bullet holes” upon it appears above a 
large SOS. In a 1975 aerogram sent to Unhandeijara Lisboa, a mail artist in João 
Pessoa, Brazil, Bruscky uses a ready-made card bearing the greeting “Pra Você 
quero um Natal com o mais humano calor, com muita paz e alegria, muita saúde 
e amor” (I wish you a Christmas with the most human warmth, with much peace 
and happiness, much health and love), which is made nearly illegible by the black 
CENSURADO stamp that cancels out the words. Here, Bruscky transforms the ready-
made into a space of dissent. 

Nevertheless, the majority of Bruscky’s telegram and telex art is more playful in 
tone and often spoofs the nature of these media. For instance, a 1983 Telexarte 
(telex art) work destined for O Globo newspaper reads: “ARTE DO MEU TEMPO. TENHO 
PRESSA. PAULO BRUSCKY. HOJE, A ARTE EH [sic] ESTE COMUNICADO. PAULO BRUSCKY.” (Art of 
my time. I am in a hurry. Paulo Bruscky. Today, art is this communiqué.) Other 
examples exhibit rubber stamp markings, such as his 1976 Telegramar (Telegram 
Love), sent to someone called Helpinha from Papinho, on which the stamped 
letters AR (air) are modified by the written letters AM, producing a jumble of 
AM-AR (love) configurations in the space reserved for urgent communications. A 
1977 telegram to mail artist J. Medeiros in Natal, Brazil, reads “GLUB, GLUB, GLUB, 
PAULO BRUSCKY,” sent when Bruscky’s studio was flooded. Such spaces reserved for 
urgent messages also lent themselves to poetry, as in a poem, “Bom Conselho” 
(Good Advice), he sent as a telegram to Daniel Santiago in 1977. By reclaiming 
the spaces designed for emergency messages with humorous and nonessential 
communiqués, Bruscky underscores the urgency of artistic communication 
and connection during the period. Moreover, as seen throughout the artist’s 
production, this impulse toward play and the subversion of official communication 
infrastructures for artistic ends is a means of alleviating—if only momentarily—the 
tensions felt in all sectors of society in an era of oppression. By extension, it is also 
a glib repudiation of all official systems imposed by the state in the name of “order 
and progress.” 

Bruscky also used telegrams as submissions to official salon exhibitions. Most such 
proposals were rejected, such as his and Daniel Santiago’s proposed contribution 
to the 30th Salão Paranaense de Arte in 1973. The artists sent their contributions 
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in the form of a telex, which summarized the actions to be undertaken without 
their presence. The first proposition, entitled “Arte se embala como se quer” (Art 
is packaged as you wish), proposed that all packaging materials of works sent to 
the Salon should be piled up in the exhibition space.58 The second, “Salão limpo é 
salão desenvolvido” (A clean salon is a developed salon), proposed that, in some 
space of the salon, “a duster hanging from the ceiling by a wire one meter from 
the floor, a bucket of water, a broom in any position, and a floor rag, all materials 
used for cleaning the space,” be exhibited as artwork in and of themselves. The 
final proposal, called “Não toque, isto está em exposição” (Do not touch, this 
is on exhibition), instructed organizers simply to place a roll of adhesive tape on 
a chair located two meters from the gallery wall. All proposals were rejected. In 
addition, at the 30th Salão de Pernambuco in 1977, the creative duo proposed 
that the administrative staff occupy a gallery within the exhibition space, put on 
display as a work of art.59 Such conceptual propositions to place the behind-the-
scenes activities as part of the exhibitions themselves were all refused, but together 
they constitute an implied critique of the salon as a legitimizing venue and satellite 
institution for art criticism.60 

Other Telegramarte pieces served as proposals for international exhibitions. For 
example, an undated telegram to the Centro de Arte y Comunicación (CAYC) 
in Argentina serves as a proposition for Image and Words: Open Proposal 
for Architects. Bruscky’s typed entry reads: “UTILIZATION OF A SPACE. BRUSCKY.” 
in diminutive letters and the space on the form reserved for “mechanical 
authentication” is filled by a rubber stamp of a male torso. Another undated work, 
a submission to the Latin American Exhibition in Cosenza, Italy, also consists of a 
single line of text, but with political connotations and Bruscky’s typical wordplay: 
“AMERICA LATINA URGENTE GENTE URGE” (Latin America urgent people urge). Bruscky 
considered such Telegramarte works as mail art, as evidenced by the label used 
for a piece sent to Funarte in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 1981. Under “Title of Work” 
he writes, “Hoje, a arte é este comunicado” (Today, art is this communiqué); he 
crosses out the “Technique” label and writes “Arte Correio,” and also draws a 
large X through the “Value of Work” section. It is interesting to note that Bruscky 
did not sell his work until late in his career, maintaining a wary distance from 
commercial galleries for decades.

FAX ART, XEROGRAPHY, AND BILLBOARD ART 
In the 1980s Bruscky turned his attention to other forms of communication art, 
such as Faxarte (fax art) and Xeroxarte (Xerox art), although his first Xerox works 
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Figure 15: Paulo Bruscky, Faxarte: Arte Transmitida (Faxart: Transmitted Art), 1980.
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were created in the early 1970s. The artist sent his first fax artwork to his friend 
Roberto Sandoval in São Paulo in 1980. It consists of a long sheet (20 meters) 
marked with what appears to be the swoosh of a paintbrush; on one end the 
stamp “Duplicate” is covered by the label ARTE, and on the other is Bruscky’s 
signature beneath the words “Arte Transmitida” (Transmitted Art). (Figure 15) 
Bruscky’s Xerox works also became an important component of his mail art 
activity. His first works in this vein, dating back to 1972, exhibit photocopied 
images of his face and clenched fist. He would reprise this cunning allusion to the 
artist’s hand in a 1977 work, in which an image of the back side of his hand is 
copied over a diminutive series of images of the back of his hand, producing  
a mise en abîme, as well as in a 1979 piece, in which his palms are crossed over a 
rock bearing the word ARTE. In 1980 he staged what he called a Xeroperformance 
(Xerox Performance), copying his face, tongue touching the machine’s screen and 
hands covering his cheeks, and stamping the resulting image “DUPLICATE (ARTE),” 
“COPIA CONFORME ORIGINAL” (copy equivalent to original) and “XEROPERFORMANCE,” 
a sheet he circulated as a mail art work complete with a photograph of himself 
“performing” at the Xerox machine. (Figure 16) Bruscky considered the machine 
to be the cocreator of his Xerox works: “In every catalogue I put together, I put 
the machine as coauthor. I have the initial idea, but the machine works it out. 
In a series, some chance occurrence appears and I stop and start a new work 
that has nothing to do with the original. There are images that I don’t know 
how I created.”62 Another facet of Xerox art that Bruscky relishes is its endless 
possibilities for creation. “One important aspect in xerography is that a work is 
never finished; the possibilities never run out,” he stated in an interview. “The more 
you go about working, the more the machine, united with chance and boldness, 
offers new options. It is always an open piece. . . . I never consider a xerographic 
piece finished.”63 In his ultimate Xeroperformance, the “fruit of a direct and close 
relationship between the artist, the copy machine, and its never-before-heard-of 
possibilities,”64 Bruscky set the machine on fire. 

 A 1981 Guggenheim Fellowship enabled Bruscky to continue exploring photocopy 
works at Xerox in New York, a residency that also afforded him the opportunity to 
make personal contact with Fluxus artists Dick Higgins and Ken Friedman as well 
as other mail artists, to meet with John Cage, and to participate in a number of 
happenings.65 He also enacted another Xeroperformance in 1982, which involved 
standing on a busy New York sidewalk holding a Xerox copy of a page over his face: 
an image of himself holding a copy of an image of his face over his face, producing 
yet another xerographic mise en abîme. (Figure 17) In addition, he embarked 
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on experimentation with xerofilms, a new form of animation, and conducted 
experiments with color copiers he had little access to in Brazil. The resulting works 
are often layered, distorted, abstract images, such as his cryptic Interiores (Interiors) 
series of 1982, sent through the mail to contacts in Brazil and abroad. 

Before embarking on his Guggenheim Fellowship, Bruscky also produced works 
and exhibitions related to his mail art that were intended for the public sphere, 
though their reach went far beyond institutional infrastructures. In 1981, he and 
Daniel Santiago staged an urban intervention, the First International Exhibition 
of Billboard Art, which co-opted advertising space for art. Invitations and 
propositions for this event, for which the team had to secure the approval of the 
Federal Police, were exchanged by mail, and participants included international 
as well as Brazilian artists.66 In this enterprise, called Art-door (translated as Art-
board), art replaced advertising on 180 billboards throughout the city of Recife. 
As the duo stated, in billboard art, “art is removed from the refined galleries 
and archaic museums and takes form in posters plastered throughout the city, 
which is transformed into a large artistic venue: 3,942 square meters of works 
of art on exhibition.”67 In this event “with no commercial intent,” Bruscky and 
Santiago explain that “advertising gives way to works of art in the most varied 
techniques, from the most traditional regionalists to the most recent proposals 
in contemporary art (visual stamps, poems, Xerox copies, propositions, and so 
on) with the participation of 286 artists from 25 countries, and gives artists and 
the people the opportunity to witness what is happening throughout the world.”68 
Essentially relocating received mail art into the public realm, the piece offered all 
passersby access to a previously private world of international communication. 
As manifest in many of the works discussed in this essay, institutional critique has 
a constant underlying presence in Bruscky’s practice. Fiercely independent, he 
has eschewed institutional affiliations and instead charted his own course in the 
myriad media of communication art. The underground mail art network was a 
crucial support system for the artist; aligned and allied with like-minded artists and 
poets the world over, Bruscky felt no need to obey the strictures imposed by official 
circuits of artistic production, display, distribution, and commerce.

MAIL ART EXHIBITIONS 
Bruscky staged multiple exhibitions of mail art in Recife,69 bringing private 
correspondence to a large audience, with revelatory results. These exhibitions 
were held far afield from art galleries and museums. As Bruscky noted: “The 
mails were an uncontrollable medium of communication. . . . In this regard, 
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Figure 16: Paulo Bruscky, Xeroperformance (Xeroxperformance), 1980.
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Figure 17: Paulo Bruscky, Xeroperformance (Xeroxperformance), 1982.
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every place is an exhibition space, we had no need of a gallery or a museum. 
We created spaces in places of confluence like bookstores, metros, post offices, 
bus stations. In this way, we created alternative spaces.”70 Bruscky and Recife 
colleague Ypiranga Filho’s 1975 1a Exposição Internacional de Arte Postal (1st 
Exhibition of Postal Art), held at the Hospital Agamenon Magalhães where Bruscky 
worked, occurred without incident. Bruscky and Daniel Santiago’s 1976 Exposição 
Internacional de Arte Correio (International Exhibition of Mail Art) at Recife’s post 
office building, however, was shut down by the Federal Police on opening day. The 
artists were arrested and incarcerated for three days, and the mail art materials on 
exhibition were confiscated and ultimately returned to Bruscky partially destroyed. 
As Bruscky remembers: “They initiated an inquiry; they said they were going to 
make telephone calls throughout Brazil to find out if mail art had any connections 
with international communists. A thousand insinuations, silliness, and nonsense. 
In the end they said ‘You don’t have anything. You’re going to be watched. Don’t 
make any more mail art.’”71 Undeterred, Bruscky continued to create mail art, but 
his early pieces are difficult to study because he donated the majority of them to 
the library of the Museum of Fine Art in Caracas, Venezuela, for safekeeping.72 
The artist explains: “When I got out of prison, I got a letter from the library at the 
Museum of Caracas, wanting to buy my mail art work. I was so indignant about 
what had happened that when I got home, I packed everything up, all my work, 
and sent it there. I explained that my mail art would be safer there than in Brazil, 
because I had just been imprisoned and they had damaged a lot of my work and 
confiscated a number of pieces.”73 Evidently, making mail art was considered 
a subversive activity in the volatile environment of 1970s Brazil, although the 
contents of Bruscky’s mailings went largely uncensored.

Bruscky’s very choice to use the mail as a vehicle for his work was political in 
and of itself, a refusal to succumb to the regime’s far-reaching repression. The 
most democratic of art forms, one predicated on principles of international 
collaboration and exchange, mail art could be practiced by professional and 
amateur artists alike. He embraced this medium as a means of circumventing 
both institutional and commercial art circuits vulnerable to censorship, as well 
as a powerful tool for making his voice heard far beyond Recife during the 
darkest era of his nation’s history. In addition, Bruscky maintains that his mail 
art practice and international network of contacts also served to safeguard 
him from “disappearance” by the military police. “There was a great resistance 
among artists and people united by means of mail art contacts to defend our 
colleagues,” he explains. “What often happened was that it was a form of mutual 
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protection. . . . It was more difficult to eliminate a person that the whole world 
was putting pressure on. We engaged in international pressure through mail 
art.”74 International solidarity through mail art channels afforded artists a network 
of support vital for bolstering morale during the most difficult of times. We thus 
return to Bruscky’s 1976 definition of mail art as restoring what he viewed as 
art’s “principal functions”: “information, protest, and denunciation.” In Bruscky’s 
mail art experience, information about artistic currents and politics pervaded 
the network, uniting far-flung artists with common conceptual concerns; protest 
issuing from Brazil reached international circles; and artists joined collectively in 
denunciation of oppression and support of underground resistance. 

In 1976 Bruscky insisted that “mail art, art by correspondence, art to the home or 
whatever other denomination it receives is not another ‘ism,’ but rather the most 
viable outlet that has existed for art in the last years and the reasons are simple: 
[it is] antibourgeois, anticommercial, antisystem, etc.”75 Escaping the constraints 
of both the market and the museum, this artist forged an aesthetic and an ethic 
that position him at the forefront of vanguard artistic activities in Brazil during an 
epoch that made extraordinary art difficult. He was not alone, but the majority of 
his comrades and collaborators lived far from Recife; beyond his European and 
American contacts, Bruscky forged connections with artists all over Latin America, 
principally in Brazil, Cuba, Argentina, Uruguay, Venezuela, and Mexico. 

In a 1986 response to a questionnaire from Franklin Furnace, a New York–based 
nonprofit that has championed ephemeral art forms neglected by mainstream 
museums since its inception in 1976, Bruscky provides insight into the aesthetic 
currents that inform his work. For the “Current artists whose work is particularly 
relevant to your own” section, he lists Fluxus artist Ken Friedman and Brazilians 
Regina Vater and Hélio Oiticica, as well as Brazilian concrete poets Haroldo 
and Augusto de Campos. For “Artists of the past you find inspirational” he 
writes Duchamp, Man Ray, Hugo Ball, and Malevich, and under “Miscellaneous 
influences” he lists Futurism, Dadaism, and Constructivism.76 From concrete 
poetry to play to antiart, this selection of influences is particularly useful for 
contextualizing the breadth of Bruscky’s production. It illustrates the range of his 
knowledge of past and contemporaneous art, and at the same time serves as a 
guide for interpreting his works in more meaningful ways. Though often conceived 
at bar tables rather than in his studio,77 and despite the fact that many proposals 
went unrealized, Bruscky’s multifaceted communication art displays unlimited 
imagination and boundless creativity. 
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CODA 
Through his mail art, newspaper classifieds, telegram art, fax art, and Xerox art, 
Bruscky created a novel communication paradigm that is as innovative as it is 
all-encompassing. The extreme proliferation of stamps, texts, and images on 
the outside of his mail art envelopes mirrors the horror vacui one senses when 
setting foot into his studio/archives, whose every surface is cluttered with books, 
magazines, old newspapers, letters, and artworks in progress. By co-opting the 
telegram and the fax machine as ready-made mechanisms for the relay of esthetic 
and poetic experimentation, Bruscky effectively extended the reach of mail art to 
include modern communication devices, whose impersonal and staid nature was 
countered by the creation of highly personalized, and sometimes absurd, messages. 

Bruscky’s communication art in all its formulations served him as opportunities for 
play as well as political denunciation. Wry wit and irreverence, irony and humor, are 
all constant features of this work, as they are in his performances and conceptual 
pieces. For Bruscky, “mail art is used as a vehicle, as a medium, and as an end, as 
it makes up part/is the very work.”78 In his view, “in correspondence art the museum 
cedes its place to archives . . . and postboxes.”79 Mail art enabled him to sidestep 
restrictive institutional and art world infrastructures, and to forge relationships with 
other artists and poets throughout Brazil and around the world. 

Bruscky has compiled the largest archive of mail art in South America, an 
invaluable resource for scholars and artists alike. The importance of the archive 
to both the practice and the investigation of mail art cannot be overestimated: 
each artist’s archive contains one side of the conversation, and, as such, all are 
connected in continuous, international dialogues that chart specificities of time and 
place. The artist’s entire studio and archives were transported and reconstructed 
in their original configuration at the 26th São Paulo Biennial in 2004, thus 
transforming these archives into works of art in and of themselves. Bruscky’s 
communication art, whether political or playful, and his assiduous collecting of 
others’ works, consolidate his status as one of the most important and inventive 
artists in South America. 
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Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.

1 Despite its title, this was in fact the first exhibition of mail art in Latin America. Earlier 
in 1975 Uruguayan mail artist Clemente Padín had organized his Festival de la Postal 
Creativa (Festival of Creative Postcards) at Montevideo’s Galería U, but this exhibition 
contained only postcards. Zabala clarified that the decision to label it the “last” exhibition 
stemmed from Vigo’s reluctance to stage the show in a commercial gallery. Zabala, 
interview with the author, July 22, 2009, Buenos Aires.

2 As Bruscky later related: “Fiz uns envelopes de três metros por um, ampliei um selo 
fotograficamente, fiz uma carta de papel em rolo, convidei uns amigos e saímos pela 
rua carregando o envelope; nisso foi juntando gente quando somos chegando perto do 
correio, . . . gostaríamos de saber o que iria acontecer no correio quando chegasse o 
grupo.” (I made some envelopes three meters long by one meter wide, photographically 
blew up the stamp, [and] made a letter on a section of paper from a large roll; I invited 
some friends and we went out on the streets carrying the envelope; people started 
following us as we approached the post office. . . . We wanted to know what would 
happen at the post office when the group arrived.) In Cristina Freire, Paulo Bruscky: Arte, 
Arquivo e Utopia (Recife: Companhia Editora de Pernambuco, 2006), 149.

3 Bruscky, “Arte Correio e a grande rede: hoje a arte é este comunicado,” in Gloria 
Ferreira et al., Escritos de Artistas, Anos 1960–1970 (Rio de Janeiro: Jorge Zahar Editor, 
2006), 375. 

4 Paulo Bruscky, interview by Antonio Sergio Bessa, BOMB Magazine no. 125 (Fall 2013), 
http://bombmagazine.org/article/7335/paulo-bruscky.

5 Simone Osthoff, “Elsewhere in Contemporary Art: Topologies of Artist’s Works, Writings, 
and Archives,” Art Journal 65, no. 4 (Winter 2006): 11.

6 Paulo Bruscky, interview by Marília Andrés Ribeiro and Marconi Drummond, in Paulo 
Bruscky: Depoimento (Belo Horizonte: Editora C/Arte, 2011), 13.

7 Johan Huizinga, Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play-Element in Culture (Boston, MA: 
Beacon Press, 1955), 8.

8 Ibid., 1.

9 “Goiás; A incrível história do espurgo de 1964: Os relatórios do Coronel Danilo, uma 
aula de arbítrio,” Isto É (April 4, 1979), 30. Quoted in Maria Helena Moreira Alves, State 
and Opposition in Military Brazil (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1985), 37.

10 In some cases, public opinion was sufficient to warrant arrest for “subversive” activities. 
For instance, housewife Maristela Duarte Mendes was arrested because “she visits Russia 
and has friendly ties with people considered to be extremely communistic as is well known 
in the gossip that circulates in Anápolis.” Family ties were also used as evidence: public 
employee Mauro Campos Neto was considered a communist and detained because “his 
father was always a militant of the Communist party and taught him this as a child.” In 
short, arrest of civilians by the military was extremely arbitrary during the “dirty war.” See 
Moreira Alves, State and Opposition, 36.
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11 Diário Oficial da União, April 9 and 11 1961. Quoted in Moreira Alves, State and 
Opposition, 33.

12 For a detailed overview of torture inflicted by the Brazilian military regime, see Moreira 
Alves, State and Opposition, 123–28, and R. S. Rose, The Unpast: Elite Violence and 
Social Control in Brazil, 1954–2000 (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2005), 100–9.

13 For more information on the military police’s activities in Recife and the state of 
Pernambuco, see Rose, The Unpast, 113–17.

14 Moreira Alves, State and Opposition, 125. Moreira Alves continues: “A feeling of 
complete hopelessness prevailed and, perhaps more than anything else, maintained 
the climate of withdrawal from opposition activity. Unarmed opposition groups were 
paralyzed in their reactions. People lost hope and withdrew into their private lives in an 
attempt to avoid the vengeance of the state” (ibid).

15 Jaime Sautchuk, Luta Armada no Brasil dos Anos 60 e 70 (São Paulo: Editora Anita, 
1994), 94.

16 According to Rose, The Unpast, 167: “As soon as AI-5 was dictated, an officer from 
the army, navy, or air force took up residence in the offices of every major newspaper, 
magazine, and radio and TV station in the country. Their job was to review, edit, and 
censure all items for public consumption.”

17 The AI-5 was not repealed until 1978, when General Ernesto Beckmann Geisel’s 
government (1974–79) adopted a “policy of decompression,” seeking to ease socio-
political tensions. This entailed cautious and controlled liberalization measures, but also 
incorporated other mechanisms of control into the Constitution. The military remained 
firmly entrenched in power, and the state’s repressive mechanisms were still solidly in 
place, but the decompression policy instilled hope that the era of intense oppression 
would soon cease.

18 Bruscky appears to have taken his multiple imprisonments in stride. In an interview for 
the Recife Jornal da Cidade in 1981, he stated: “When I was imprisoned by the military 
dictatorship, which misgoverned Brazil starting in 1964, I involuntarily experienced what 
Duchamp had said and took it as an epigraph in practice; when more shocked than 
surprised by my work, a federal agent said, ‘So, if I rip up one of these floor boards 
and hang it on the wall, is it art? . . . I answered, ‘Not if you hang it up. If I hang it up, 
however, it is.’ I came close to getting a beating.” Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 221.

19 D’Oliveira, Fernanda, “Paulo Bruscky: ‘Arte correio é como a história da história não 
escrita,’” Diário de Pernambuco, Recife, July 6, 1981. 

20 Ibid.

21 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 140: “Eu jamas farei parte de partido político, grupo econômico 
ou facção religiosa porque ser artista já é uma atitude política.”

22 Ribeiro and Drummond, Paulo Bruscky, 15. 

23 Ibid., 40. 
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24 Bruscky met Daniel Santiago in 1970 and their collaboration lasted over fifteen years, 
until 1986, though they continued to produce joint projects into the 1990s. Daniel 
Santiago, interview with the author, June 16, 2009, Recife.

25 “Composição aleatória de nuvens coloridas no céu de Recife. A Equipe Bruscky e 
Santiago, resposavél pela idéia, deseja entrar em contato com químico, meterologista, 
ou qualquier pessoa capaz de colorir uma nuvem. Correspondência Arteaeronimbo.” 
This proposal is reminiscent of Argentine artist Nicolás García Uriburu’s projects to 
dye urban waterways green using florescein, a pigment that turns bright green when 
synthesized by microorganisms in the water. After dying Venice’s Grand Canal green for 
the 1968 Biennial, he repeated the exercise in New York’s East River, the Seine in Paris, 
and at the mouth of Buenos Aires’ polluted Riachuelo River between 1968–70. See 
Uriburu Coloration: 1968–1978 (Paris: J. Damase, 1978). 

26 “Composição Aurorial. Exposição Noturna de Arte Espacial Visível a Olho Nu da 
Cidade de Recife. A Equipe Bruscky e Santiago, responsável pela idéia, procura pessoa 
capaz de patrocinar o projeto. A Equipe propõe expor uma aurora tropical colorida 
provocada pela exitacão dos átomos dos componentes atmosféricos a 100 km de 
altitude. Os átomos voltarão espontaneamente ao estado natural depois da exposição. 
A exposição não polui o espaço, não altera o tempo, nem influencia a astrologia, é um 
acontecimento de arte contemporânea.”

27 Although the proposed action was not carried out in this context, according to Simone 
Osthoff it was later realized as a scientific experiment by NASA in 1992. See Osthoff, 
“From Mail Art to Telepresence,” 265.

28 According to Cristiana Tejo, the proposal was “to record an entire dream in black and 
white or color (using the sensor to mark the film according to the use of color or absence 
of color on them while the dream is occurring) as if it were a TV film being recorded on a 
DVD player.” Tejo, Paulo Bruscky: Arte em Todos os Sentidos (Recife: Zoludesign, 2009), 
134.

29 “Assista a seus sonhos tomando seu café de manhã.” Again according to Tejo, on March 
11, 2004, Veja magazine published a report of a Japanese experiment to record dreams, 
called a Yumeni Kobo, or Dream Machine, developed by the Takara company. See Tejo, 
Paulo Bruscky, 134n8.

30 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 49: “Vendo disco que desaparece à medida que a agulha na 
radiola vai tocando.” “Borracha para apagar palavras: ouça o que quiser e apague (no 
ar) o que não interessa.”

31 Ibid.: “Patrocinador para a realização de um concerto, utilizando os ruídos pulmonares 
(crepitações e silbilos). As combinações do ruido são feitas através do computador.”

32 Paulo Bruscky, “Desclassificados,” Veja, July 27, 1977, 122. “Furar a panelinha das 
páginas literárias e para oferecer um novo tipo de opção ao leitor de classe media.”

33 Eduardo Costa, Roberto Jacoby, and Raúl Escari, “Un arte de los medios de 
comunicación,” Manifesto, 1966, in Oscar Masotta, Happenings (Buenos Aires: Editorial 
Jorge Álvarez, 1967), 17.
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34 These proposals are also reminiscent of Slovak artists Stano Filko, Alex Mlynárcik, and 
Zita Kostrová’s declaration of the city of Bratislava as an artwork in 1965. Cf. Lázló Beke, 
“Conceptual Tendencies in Eastern European Art,” in Global Conceptualism: Points of 
Origin, 1950s–1980s (New York: Queens Museum of Art, 1999), 43.

35 Guy Debord, “Détournement as Negation and Prelude,” in Ken Knabb, ed., Situationist 
International Anthology (Berkeley: University of California at Berkeley Press, 1981), 55. 
Originally published in the Internationale Situationniste, no. 3 (December 1959).

36 Guy Debord and Gil J. Wolman, “Methods of Détournement,” in Knabb, ed., Situationist 
International Anthology, 13. Originally published in Les Levres Nues, no. 8 (May 1956).

37 For Freire, “The city, like a text, is reread by Bruscky, the result of which is urban concrete 
poetry.” In Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 234.

38 The project also corresponds to Debord’s second “law” of détournement. Namely, that 
“the distortions introduced in the détourned elements must be as simplified as possible, 
since the main force of a détournement is directly related to the conscious or vague 
recollection of the original context of the elements.” In Debord and Wolman, “Methods 
of Détournement,” 10.

39 Ribeiro and Drummond, Paulo Bruscky, 19. 

40 Polish-born German artist Robert Rehfeldt was a key player in the international mail art 
movement, working in near total isolation in East Berlin. His involvement with Fluxus took 
shape as a mail art exchange with artists from the inner Fluxus circle, such as Robert 
Filliou and Dick Higgins, but also with Wolf Vostell and Joseph Beuys.

41 Bruscky, interview with the author, June 30, 2009, Recife.

42 For more information on Fluxus, see Thomas Kellein, Fluxus (New York: Thames and 
Hudson, 1995) and Jon Hendricks, Fluxus Codex (Detroit, MI: Gilbert and Lila Silverman 
Fluxus Collection in association with H. N. Abrams, New York, 1988).

43 Bruscky’s collection of Fluxus ephemera was displayed in an exhibition entitled Fluxus—
Acervo Paulo Bruscky (Fluxus—Paulo Bruscky Archive) at Recife’s Museu de Arte Moderna 
Aliosio Magalhães (MAMAM) in 2007–8.

44 These works were exhibited at Event 77, part of the Richerche Inter-Media exhibition in 
Ferrara, Italy, as well as in the 1981 São Paulo Biennial and the First Latin Art Exhibition 
held in Recife in 1982.

45 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 147. Cristiana Tejo asserts that these “sem destino” letters were 
sent to addresses throughout Brazil and the United States, Mexico, Belgium, France,  
Italy, the Netherlands, Denmark, Germany, Norway, and Sweden. Cf. Tejo, Paulo 
Bruscky, 133. 

46 “Arte Porte Pago: Este porte vale um trabalho de arte-correio de Paulo Bruscky.”

47 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 54. 

48 For more on Zanini’s role in promoting, collecting, and exhibiting mail art and 
conceptual works, see Cristina Freire, Poéticas do Processo: Arte Conceitual no Museu 
(Sao Paulo: MAC-USP, 1999).
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49 During the 1970s, material arrived from all over world addressed to Zanini, who 
published an early article on the mail art phenomenon titled “A arte postal na busca de 
uma nova comunicação internacional” in the March 27, 1977 edition of the newspaper 
O Estado de São Paulo. For Zanini, “Mail art pertains to the class of systems that 
break down the barriers that have separated the levels of art from those of life. . . . A 
considerable number of artists, breaking with the traditional concept of a ‘work of art,’ 
distancing themselves from the official and commercial exhibition schemes, distrustful 
of the function of the critics and, at the very least, indifferent to the dominant art 
magazines—that is, hostile to the entire status quo that might seem indispensable to 
the artistic career—began to organize themselves to face an entirely different situation, 
setting up their own associations, their own exchanges, their own publications and 
selecting the locations for their exhibitions. They became economically independent 
from the centralizing mechanisms of art by dedicating themselves to parallel activities. 
Communication by way of postal correspondence soon gave them the means for the 
consolidation and expansion of this autonomous behavior.” Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 250.

50 In a 1976 installation also inspired by his work at the hospital, Bruscky papered the walls 
of the bookstore Livro 7 with medication ads in a work entitled “Ação prolongada hora 
após hora” (Action prolonged hour after hour). 

51 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 153. “Abra e cheire, a primeira lembrança é arte.”

52 When Mexican mail artist Ulises Carrión—then living in Amsterdam and founder of 
Other Books and So (1975–78), a space for performance and the creation of artist’s 
books—was invited to visit Recife, he made the following observation: “Bruscky is 
probably the most prolific of the group. He makes complex compositions with stamps on 
different formats—postcards, letters, envelopes, but also on napkins and photographs. 
He creates special designs for his stamps, but also uses the stamp of his foot or tongue. 
He creates delicate compositions to be framed, but also covers the backs of his brown 
envelopes with every sort of stamp at random.” Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 243.

53 Cristiana Tejo observes that the black square positioned in the center of the face was a 
common practice for preserving anonymity during the Brazilian dictatorship. See Tejo, 
137. 

54 Bruscky interview. 

55 In 1985, once the dictatorship had ended, Bruscky enlarged these images and made 
Pelos Nossos Desaparecidos into a billboard work.

56 According to Bruscky, this is the artist’s intended interpretation. Bruscky interview.

57 Tejo, Paulo Bruscky, 22. 

58 From Bruscky and Santiago’s proposal, reproduced in Tejo, Paulo Bruscky, 101: “Um 
espanador pendente do teto por um fio a um metro do assoalho, um balde com água, 
uma vassoura em qualquer posição, e um pano de chao, material utilizado para limpeza 
do salão.”

59 Tejo, Paulo Bruscky, 21. The proposition was specifically to “colocar um bureau, máquina 
de escrever, cesto de lixo, etc., com um funcionário do museu no recinto interno da 
exposição. O funcionário realizará suas tarefas quotidianas durante todo o período do 
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XXXI Salão Oficial de Arte, cumprindo seu horário de oito horas por dia, dando uma 
visão ao público de um outro aspecto do Museu em suas atividades.” (Place a desk, 
typewriter, waste paper bin, etc., along with a museum worker at the very heart of the 
exhibition. The worker would carry out his or her daily tasks for the entire duration of 
the XXXI Official Art Salon, completing a full eight-hour working day, thereby exposing 
to public view a different side of the Museum activities.” Although unrealized on this 
occasion, Bruscky was invited to realize this proposal at the Panorama of Brazilian Art 
exhibition at São Paulo’s Museum of Modern Art in 2005. See Tejo, Paulo Bruscky, 
21n11.

60 Freire notes that these unrealized propositions and their implicit institutional critique find 
parallels in the works of several other artists, from Daniel Buren to Hans Haacke and 
Michael Asher to Artur Barrio and Hélio Oitica. See Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 238.

61 Bruscky later published an article on the Xerox machine as an esthetic medium, 
“Xerografia artística: arte sem original (da invencao da máquina ao Processo Xero/
gráfico),” in Daisy Peccinni, ed., Arte Novos Meios/Multimeios—Brasil, 70/80 (São Paulo: 
FAAPenteado, 1985).

62 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 119. 

63 Ibid. 

64 Ibid., 246.

65 Tejo, Paulo Bruscky, 135n10. During the term of his Guggenheim grant, Bruscky also 
traveled to the Netherlands and other European cities and broadened his range of mail 
art contacts.

66 According to Frederico Morais, the exhibition included Hudinilson Jr., Regina Vater, 
Horacio Zabala, Abelardo da Hora, Bené Fonteles, Genilson Soares, Raúl Cordoba, 
Achille Cavelini, Mirella Bentivoglio, and Sebastian, among many others. See Morais, 
Panorama das Artes Plásticas: séculos XIX e XX (São Paulo: Instituto Itaú Cultural, 1989). 
See Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 237. 

67 Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 99. In 1985, Bruscky also had a solo billboard exhibition entitled 
Os Passageiros (The Passengers), which was carried out in twenty-two Brazilian cities.

68 Ibid. 

69 An examination of mail art exhibitions in South America in particular and Latin America 
in general during the 1970s and 1980s would shed light on transnational connections 
between artists active in the international correspondence art network during that time. 
For instance, as previously noted, the special gallery devoted to mail art in the 16th São 
Paulo Biennial in 1981, organized by Julio Plaza under the general direction of Walter 
Zanini, institutionalized mail art in Latin America, but this exhibition, and its impact on 
mail art practices throughout the region, have yet to be examined in depth.

70 Interview with Ribeiro and Drummond, Paulo Bruscky, 33. 

71 Bruscky continues: “I refused to sign the document saying that I hadn’t suffered any 
physical or psychological torture. I didn’t suffer any physical abuse, but I certainly 
suffered psychological torture. In the middle of the night, a guy showed up shouting 
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‘Let’s get going, let’s get going.’ When I got up he said ‘No, you can stay.’ They wouldn’t 
let me get any real sleep. They threatened to do things to my family. They broke into 
my house when I was in prison and wrecked a lot of things. I still have work attached to 
my inquiry to this very day.” In Jornal da Cidade (Recife), 1978, quoted in Freire, Paulo 
Bruscky, 250.

72 Despite multiple attempts to contact the Museum to inquire about these works, e-mails 
went unanswered.

73 Jornal da Cidade (Recife), 1978, quoted in Freire, Paulo Bruscky, 251. Bruscky explains 
further that: “I got a letter from [the Museum], saying that they would have accepted it, 
but didn’t only because I said that it wasn’t for sale. I didn’t want any money in exchange 
for my work. I wanted them to keep it there in a safe place. They sent me another letter 
saying that they wouldn’t accept it as a donation and would pay me in books. To this day, 
they still send me art books.”

74 Ribeiro and Drummond, Paulo Bruscky, 21. 

75 Bruscky, “Arte Correio e a grande rede: hoje, a arte é este comunicado” (1976), 
published in Ferreira, Escritos de Artistas, 375. 

76 “Franklin Furnace Questionnaire,” found in Bruscky’s artist file in the archives of the 
Museum of Modern Art, New York.

77 In an interview with Daniel Santiago on July 22, 2009, the artist stated: “Depois dessa 
exposição [Exponáutica e Expogente] ficamos amigos e começamos a trabalhar juntos, 
principalmente em mesa de bar.” (After this exhibition [Exponáutica e Expogente] we 
became friends and began to work together, principally at bar tables.)

78 Bruscky, “Arte correio e a grande rede,” 376. 

79 Ibid., 379. 
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Bruscky & Santiago, sketch for A Arte é a última esperança, 1983.  
Collection of Camila and Fernando Abdalla.
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Paulo Bruscky, Promotional flyer for A Arte é a última esperança, 1983.  
Collection of Camila and Fernando Abdalla.
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PREVIOUS AND ABOVE
Paulo Bruscky presenting the proposal for A Arte é a última esperança, 1983.  
Collection of Camila and Fernando Abdalla.
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Paulo Bruscky, Architectural model for A Arte é a última esperança, 1983. 
Collection of Camila and Fernando Abdalla.
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Paulo Bruscky, Architectural model for 
A Arte é a última esperança, 1983. 
Collection of Camila and Fernando 
Abdalla.
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Registration form for the XXXVI Salão de Artes Plásticas de Pernambuco. 
Collection of Camila and Fernando Abdalla.

Proposal for A Arte é a última 
esperança, 1983. Collection of 
Camila and Fernando Abdalla.
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ARTDOOR/ART ON THE STREET

Our proposal consists in taking art out from closed environments and display it  
on the streets, transforming the City of Recife into a great Artistic Space, where 
everyone / can have access and give opinion.

We already have previous experience, for we created and organized the I and II 
International Exhibition of Billboard Art—ARTDOOR (1981/82) and will produce 
the III Exhibition on January/84, in addition we have offered 2 workshops/labs on 
Artdoor at the Universidade Católica de Pernambuco (1981/83) and with the work 
produced by students we organized 2 exhibitions.

There will be 20 (twenty) billboards like the model attached, which will be set up in 
several points in the City of Recife, from the surroundings area near the Convention 
Center (site of the Salon), all the way to downtown, going through Agamenon 
Magalhães Avenue, the Boa Vista neighborhood, etc.

The proposing artists will advertise the exact sites where the billboards will be affixed 
through printed cards and press advertisement.

The billboards will be on view throughout the duration of the Salon in alternating sites.

In face of all that is happening in our country, ART IS OUR LAST HOPE.
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LEFT AND ABOVE
Paulo Bruscky, Draft proposal for A Arte é a última esperança, 1983. 
Collection of Camila and Fernando Abdalla.
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BESSA Tell me a little about what Recife has represented for you,  
especially during the period when you began performing 
interventions in the city.

BRUSCKY  My relationship to Recife has been quite visceral. I’m fascinated 
by the city’s geography. It’s all cut up by rivers and bathed by the 
sea, so I always worked on bridges, over the rivers. Also, Recife is 
flat, which is very good for urban interventions. I drift through the 
city, never taking the same route when I go someplace, so that I’m 
always paying attention. Due to this walking, Recife is always on 
my mind when I work.

BESSA  You could have moved to Rio or São Paulo like many artists  
from this region did, but you decided to stay here and create  
works about Recife and its local reality. This notion of locality  
is very strong in your work.

BRUSCKY  For a year I lived in New York and Amsterdam on a Guggenheim 
Fellowship but aside from that, I never had any desire to move to 
Rio or São Paulo. After I got involved in arte correio (mail art) at 
the beginning of the 1970s, I became aware of what was going on 
in the world thanks to my correspondence with other artists. I felt 
that I didn’t need to leave even more strongly than before.

BESSA  This strolling through the city and seeing different things every 
time—it’s really a poetic activity. You’re in a dialogue with the city.

BRUSCKY  I’ve been here in this studio now for a little over a year. In this area 
of Recife, for example, they have these street corners where there’s 
not even room for someone to pass by. The sidewalks are the 
width of three inches and no good for anything.

BESSA  Surreal . . .

Paulo Bruscky interviewed by 
Antonio Sergio Bessa
Translated from the Portuguese by Adam J. Morris 
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BRUSCKY  Yes, surreal. So now I’m taking photographs of these sidewalks 
that I find on my walks. When I’m abroad, in cities I don’t know, 
I wander about so I can get really lost. First I map out the area 
around the hotel where I’ll be staying, and then I go out and 
catch a bus, which is the best way to get to know a place since 
it’s stopping every now and then. For example, in 1998 I was with 
a friend at a bar in Belo Horizonte, and I saw a bus with a sign 
that said “Saudade” [longing or nostalgia]. After my friend told 
me it was the name of a neighborhood, I asked for the check so 
we could catch the next bus there. We walked around Saudade 
for a bit. When I went back to Belo Horizonte a few years later, 
I asked another friend if we could go spend the day there. After 
that, I put a classified ad in the newspaper that said: “Landscape 
Art: Saudade is not just a neighborhood in Belo Horizonte: it is 
a proposal, a feeling, art.” It was all part of a conceptual work 
consisting of riding a bus to the neighborhood of Saudade, and 
once there, walking around and taking a number of photos that 
ended up in a couple of artist books and other works. So I’m 
always working with the issue of geography. I have more than 
twenty classified ads in which I appropriate things related to 
cities—when I don’t know a place I appropriate its geography.

BESSA  What you said about Saudade not only being a city, but a feeling, 
could actually be expanded to your general notion of cities, right?  
In your work, cities aren’t just places, they’re feelings.

BRUSCKY  Our relation to cities is a very complex thing. For example, smell 
is something that got into my work very early, because it evokes 
particular places. I researched this matter in Ouro Preto in the 
1970s, where I spent several days thinking about what smell is 
in relation to people and place. Various art pieces resulted from 
this period. One was Summer Salon, which was an envelope with 
the words “Open and Smell: The First Memory is Art.” Besides 
circulating it as mail art, I included this in an artist book and some 
other works. Cities have things that aren’t just visual and auditory, 
but olfactory too. The senses for me are very important as I 
experience these trajectories, the paths or non-paths that I follow.

79



BESSA  Your work’s aesthetic has a lot to do with Recife’s characteristics. An 
interesting thing happening now is this separation between life and 
work. The majority of artists’ studios are clean and well-organized 
and what is made in them is often highly aestheticized. What always 
fascinated me about your work is that it’s often as gritty and chaotic 
as the city. It’s as if you were trying not only to understand the city 
but also to learn something from it.

BRUSCKY  The city teaches me everything. Last year I did a performance 
for an exhibition at the EXA (Espaço Experimental de Arte / 
Experimental Art Space) in Belo Horizonte, with three people 
departing from three different points of the city at the same time 
and all arriving at EXA. I had current maps of the region and some 
from the time of Belo Horizonte’s construction. After studying them, 
I discovered that there were three neighborhoods with indigenous 
names, each of which had a chapel or a church at its center. So 
I decided that the three participants in my performance should 
depart from those churches in order to emphasize the issue of the 
Jesuits’ extermination of indigenous people, which the Catholic 
Church continues to cover up to this day. I also did another piece in 
which I paid tribute to the architect who planned Belo Horizonte by 
making a drawing of his face using the tracings of rivers on a map 
of the area. I added practically nothing to the map—I just drew out 
his features from the tracings in homage of his brilliant planning of 
the city. My jumping-off point for these pieces is always something 
real, a physical situation. In this particular case, it was discovering 
these three neighborhoods with indigenous names and their 
churches—they were signs pointing which direction I should go in.

BESSA  They are signs of the Church’s domination too. So this relationship 
to cities also serves to “ground yourself,” as we say in English. Once 
you’ve taken root and are standing on solid ground, then you follow 
the paths cities open up for you.

BRUSCKY  Yes, very much. For me this is important because I don’t  
separate my life and my art. It’s been a long time since I knew 
which was which.
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BESSA  Many of your works are like sketches, because you’re only annotating 
an insight, a reference. It’s as if a sense of urgency makes you jump 
from one to the next. There’s an immense volume of information that 
the city throws at you and that you try to filter.

BRUSCKY  For me, art is a form of seeing and not of doing. It might seem 
utopian, but the day will arrive when the artist will no longer be 
necessary. The artist makes things only because people don’t know 
how to see for themselves. Someday artists won’t need to sacrifice 
themselves so much, because people will begin learning how to see 
art in everything. The function of the artist is minimal, because art 
is present everywhere—the artist merely captures and displays it.

BESSA  You started to make art at the end of the 1960s, a crucial time 
in Brazilian politics due to the military coup in 1964. You started 
showing just when the junta was consolidating power.

BRUSCKY  The worst repression happened between 1969 and 1973 or in the 
middle of 1974, at every level, but mainly among intellectuals. The 
military police was quite keen at seeing subversion everywhere, 
like trained dogs, though dogs are more intelligent. But behind 
every politician there’s always a person of intellect, and behind 
the Brazilian military government, there was a very intelligent 
man: Golbery do Couto e Silva. When Gilberto Gil was Minister 
of Culture (2003–2008), Golbery’s library was dismantled, 
auctioned, and sold. I wrote to the Ministry in protest, saying it was 
a shame. That collection should have been bought and analyzed by 
sociologists and historians. 

 That was a rough time for me because I was doing public 
interventions. The first time they arrested me they said I had a 
leader’s spirit and was awakening something in people with my 
participatory works. They had people who had gone to other 
countries to specialize in interrogation techniques. There was one 
who would ask me really strange questions, for instance, “I know 
that the concept of art is very open. If I put a piece of the floor on 
the wall, is it art?” To which I responded, “If you do it, no, but if I 
do it, yes, it is art. That’s the big difference between you and me.”

Interview
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BESSA  He was trying to get something out of you.

BRUSCKY  You could tell that he was different from the regular police. 
My participatory works made me rather visible. I was already 
confronting the problem of the cultural structure of Recife, with 
its “sugar-coated art.” At that time I had more friends in the 
areas of literature and music—they were more open-minded. 
In those days there wasn’t any art criticism in Recife, which was 
a good thing, since I began to theorize about my own work 
because of my isolation. Back then, some journalists who didn’t 
have backgrounds as critics and wrote frivolous articles for the 
social pages published attacks on me—rubbish. Even my own 
colleagues, most of them painters and sculptors, said I didn’t have 
a body of work. 

 Aside from regional culture, I also faced the problem of the 
dictatorship. They were always trying to arrest me, and even 
threatened to kill me. Not long ago my name was discovered on 
a list of people who were to be killed. When the military invaded 
my house, I had already gone into hiding. Then I turned myself in 
at the army barracks with a witness—people were photographing 
me and everything—so that the same thing that happened to 
(Vladimir) Herzog and others wouldn’t happen to me. So I was 
up against a wall, but I’ve always been very strong in that regard. 
I don’t think of anything that happens in my life as bad. I was 
always conscious of the work I was doing and I reflected a lot 
while I was in prison.

BESSA  You were jailed three times?

BRUSCKY  The first time, in 1968 or 1969, I was eighteen or nineteen years 
old. It was a short imprisonment since they couldn’t fit anybody 
else in the cells at the DOPS (Department of Political and Social 
Order); I was released on the same night. The other two times I 
was tortured at the army barracks. I was picked up, taken to the 
Federal Police, and had my house surrounded.
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BESSA  What years?

BRUSCKY  1973 and 1976. It was a pretty low time. They were nabbing 
people all over Brazil.

BESSA  How long were you in prison in 1973?

BRUSCKY  Between eight and ten days. The second time I spent two weeks 
with the federal police. They blindfolded me and transported me 
somewhere—to this day, I don’t know where—just to scare me. 
They used to do that. I’d say to them that in order to interrogate 
me, we’d need to be on the same level. My work has to do with 
theory, philosophy, with a host of issues. It’s not enough to say I’m 
a subversive, case closed.

BESSA  The country was going through a really volatile moment due to the 
student movement and peasant leagues. Many students abandoned 
the universities to become factory workers in order to educate the 
workers about their rights. At that time, the state of Pernambuco [of 
which Recife is the capital] was a hub of political activity.

BRUSCKY  There was a reaction in the whole country, but here in 
Pernambuco it was more structured. What (Francisco) Julião 
and (Miguel) Arraes did here was very organized, mainly with 
respect to the peasants and the working class. When Arraes was 
mayor of Recife, he assisted some extraordinary artists, such as 
Maria de Jesus Costa and Abelardo da Hora, who participated 
in the creation of the Movimento de Cultura Popular [Popular 
Culture Movement]. It brought cinema and street theater to poor 
and working class neighborhoods, even putting on classic plays 
by Ibsen and others. The Departamento de Documentação e 
Cultura (Department of Documentation and Culture), a wonderful 
invention of that era, had a public music library where you could 
go to listen to whatever music you wanted. All of that spooked 
the military because it was a way of educating the people, who 
liked having access to culture. The movement in Pernambuco 
was always strong; that state had the only leftist government that 
remained in the whole country.

Interview
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BESSA  In 1982 you spent some time in The Netherlands on a  
Guggenheim grant.

BRUSCKY  My project was to research sensory perception, specifically in 
children who had not been exposed to artistic processes. And 
in Amsterdam there was also a bookstore belonging to Ulises 
Carrión, one of the pioneers of the artist’s book. I’d met him 
through mail art, and later, in 1978, I invited him to give a 
performance and a lecture at the Festival de Inverno (Winter 
Festival) at the Universidade Católica de Pernambuco. Carrión 
was traveling for two months and let me use his bike, which 
was great. I was fascinated by the city, so much so that I made 
innumerable works about its geography. I did various works there 
exploring the relation between Amsterdam and Recife, whose 
geographies have interesting parallels given their canals and such.

BESSA  Mapping is at the base of your work with mail art, but you’ve  
also spoken about the fact that in countries under military  
regimes, mail-art exchanges protected individuals who were  
being persecuted by the government. They formed part of a  
network of communication with international reach.

BRUSCKY  In that era there were international amnesty committees that 
had knowledge of what was happening in Latin America and 
the rest of the world. News traveled through the mail. If there 
was an exhibition of prints by exiled Chilean artists, for instance, 
the amnesty committees would send thousands of letters about 
it to various people, including the authorities. This was a type 
of accusation and a way to keep the artists alive, because the 
military knew that the whole world was aware of what was going 
on. This all helped a lot. Another curious thing was that mail-art 
catalogues always contained the addresses of the participants 
in the various projects so the network could continue to grow. 
Someone would submit a piece and after that they would 
gradually come into contact with other people. There was an 
awareness of a network. I was in touch with people like Robert 
Rehfeldt, the German Fluxus artist, and Klaus Groh, Clemente 
Padín, Edgardo Vigo, Horacio Zabala, Jorge Caraballo, Robin 
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Crozier, Ray Johnson, Shozo Shimamoto, John Armleder, and 
Felipe Ehrenberg, among many others.

BESSA  Was it mail art that started this amnesty movement?

BRUSCKY  No, we asked for help from the amnesty committees, because 
they were much more serious and made actual denunciations. 
Maybe not all of them, but the majority of the amnesty committees 
supported the mail-art movement.

BESSA  The network was like a prototype of the Internet. There’s a poem by 
Décio Pignatari about a concept in Teillard de Chardin called the 
“Noosphere.” The idea is that the next evolutionary phase would be 
a connected network of brains. McLuhan was also interested in this 
concept. This communication over distances, whether through the 
telegraph, the radio, or the mail, in a certain sense forms a part of 
that network. The whole world is linked through it.

BRUSCKY  In the 1970s I made stamps for “Tele-Art,” suggesting telepathy 
or teletransportation. Mail art wasn’t restricted just to the mail; 
people used the telegram, the aerogram, the telex, and after 1980 
even the fax, which was in real time.

BESSA  It wasn’t a strategy of simply showing the work in galleries in  
other countries, but of bringing about a deeper comprehension  
of communication systems.

BRUSCKY  A lot of people didn’t understand us, because we were an open 
movement. For our shows we preferred alternative spaces like 
storefronts, for example, as well as areas with a lot of foot traffic, 
but any space could be an exhibition space for mail art. We 
weren’t very worried about preservation. The works were made 
to be manipulated, to be passed from hand to hand. The big 
conquest of the movement was that it broke out all over the world. 
Dadaism, Futurism, and all those other movements, even Pop Art, 
existed merely in the context of a few cities or a few countries, but 
mail art was global.
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BESSA  There’s a work of yours that reads, “Today art is this communiqué.” 
It seemed to me an invitation to live in the present of this flux. In a 
way, you turned your back on the arts and on traditional institutions.

BRUSCKY  I mobilized that work principally through telegrams, because the 
work was information, the work was the contact with that network.

BESSA  Let’s return to your relationship to the city. The actions that you 
orchestrated in Recife were provocations not only of the public, 
but also of the authorities. At the same time, they were strongly 
autobiographical. The first action I’d like to discuss is the burial 
you staged in a gallery: Arte Cemiterial (1971) is a work full of 
connotations, as it brings to mind ideas that were discussed around 
the “death of the artist” and the crisis of art.

BRUSCKY  One of my objectives was to critique the censorship imposed by 
the military. I did the burial in a gallery and the police closed it the 
next day, but I also scheduled a mass at the Catholic University 
because I thought the Church had some responsibility in the whole 
thing. I was reading a lot of theory and I had the question of the 
art-historical canon in mind, as well as the question of how the 
image of the artist is constructed.

BESSA  There’s another aspect of this burial, which is the poetic dream 
of giving oneself completely to the work. There’s something half 
cannibalistic there—this idea that the body of the artist is his  
work and that he’s giving himself to it, placing himself there in  
the moment.

BRUSCKY  Yes, you make a good point: the fact that I always work with 
performance and urban interventions somehow must be related to 
the issue of cannibalism.

BESSA  What about that other action for which you stopped traffic on  
a central bridge in Recife by faking an inauguration ceremony?  
The people attempting to cross thought they should wait for  
an authority to cut the ribbon. Could you comment on that?
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BRUSCKY  When I would go from Boa Vista to Guararapes, I was always 
analyzing the flow of the city and I noticed that this bridge was 
in the center of all the traffic. Knowing that the bridge had been 
constructed in 1733, during the Dutch colonization of Recife, I 
thought of closing it down and re-inaugurating it in 1973. I spoke 
with some photographer friends and a group of sociologists at  
the Catholic University with whom I used to do my events, and  
we decided to do it. The action had to be very fast because if it  
wasn’t I’d be thrown in jail. Of course everything had to be 
anonymous too.

BESSA  It’s an important work that functioned on various levels. You 
appropriated an official format, the inauguration of a public work, 
which obviously pointed to the military situation. But on another 
level, it also alluded to a purely linguistic convention having to do 
with the ritualistic force of language in naming locations and events.

BRUSCKY  At that time there was a mayor who inaugurated all kinds of 
things, so I was playing with that confusion too. Even on the 
video, when someone finally breaks through the ribbon, everyone 
applauds. For some minutes the whole crowd stood there 
watching without understanding anything or reacting. It’s a curious 
thing. And other unexpected situations occurred on the pedestrian 
walk: instead of breaking it, some people wanted to go over the 
ribbon and some under it. There was such wariness and fear 
that no one wanted to take action. If that work were done today, 
someone would probably calmly break through the ribbon as if it 
were no big deal.

BESSA  In those days the population was rather docile, wasn’t it?

BRUSCKY  There was a climate of silence, a sort of general depression. 
People didn’t really understand what was going on, but they 
knew they couldn’t join forces because the military’s subliminal 
propaganda was very strong and effective.

Interview
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BESSA  How long did it take for people to figure out that the “inauguration” 
was a staging?

BRUSCKY  It took about fifteen minutes, more or less. There was one light 
before the bridge and another at the end. We organized it so that 
a friend of mine would be there at the beginning of the bridge to 
give me a signal when the first light turned red—we couldn’t lose 
a second. Then I ran between the cars and tied the ribbon to both 
sides of the bridge. After that I walked away quickly but came 
back when I noticed that cars were stopping. A friend was already 
filming the scene, and another friend hidden above the bridge was 
photographing it. When the cars finally advanced, I went to take 
the ribbon as a souvenir, and when I looked back I saw the police 
arriving. We all dispersed so that we wouldn’t be seen, each of 
us leaving individually with the cameras in our coats. We would 
always meet up at the same bar, but we’d arrive separately and 
leave separately, and would never walk together to avoid being 
seen with each other.

BESSA  These actions seem so improvised and humorous, yet you actually 
planned everything very carefully: you studied how the traffic  
signals worked and chose strategic sites for photographing the 
action. Again, all this had to do with your knowing the city and  
its flows and conventions.

BRUSCKY  Yes, and for other works I had to study the flow of the river to 
know if it was cresting or falling, that kind of thing.

BESSA  You’ve said your art is like a process of unlearning. If official 
education forces people to follow rules then, in contrast, your  
work aims to prompt people to be more attentive and to question 
what’s happening around them.

BRUSCKY  I might have gotten the Guggenheim fellowship because my 
proposal focused on this concept of unlearning—or rather, 
relearning—sensory perception.
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BESSA  You have a series of drawings made from encephalograms that focus 
on the mind.

BRUSCKY  Since I worked my whole life in the health sector (I started working 
in hospital administration and then became Director of Human 
Resources for Pernambuco’s Ministry of Health, though I’m now 
retired), I have befriended many doctors. I was always interested in 
art and technology. I struck up a friendship with a neurologist who 
had arrived from Paris and let me use his office once a week to 
experiment with encephalograms—I could make drawings directly 
from the brain, without using my hands as intermediaries. It was 
very gratifying to complete a piece made by pure thought. This 
friend of mine lent me books about the process, and explained 
how the electrodes on the machine worked and all of that. The 
face is the part of the body with the highest concentration of 
muscles, so to make these drawings I would make certain facial 
expressions, which was also a sort of performance. Sometimes 
I laughed a little or moved my lips around a bit. It’s lovely when 
color shows up on the cerebral cross-section—it’s as though 
every thought were giving certain colorations to different parts 
of the brain. I have two films about this work, one from 1979 
and another from 2007. I also have a sound poem, “Poem of 
Repetition,” based on The Doors of Perception by Aldous Huxley— 
I repeat those same words “poem of repetition” as a mantra until 
exhausting the signified and dissociating its sense in my brain. 
At the end of the 1960s I had a few experiences based on what 
Huxley narrates in that book. I tried fasting in order to sharpen 
my perception, while drawing before, during, and after in order 
to see the difference. I noticed that perception does get sharper, 
and that you can hear more clearly—that type of thing. I actually 
have various works with visual and sound poems about the brain. 
Its functioning has always interested me. I studied communication 
because I was interested in the question of the sign. Some of my 
conceptual proposals are really about the question of signifier/
signified. One curious thing that generally isn’t analyzed is how the 
word and image link functions in the brain.
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BESSA  This process of unlearning that you mentioned has a little to do  
with what Rimbaud wrote about the “derangement of the senses,” 
doesn’t it?

BRUSCKY  It does, and I did those works when I was still very young.

BESSA  Have you taken LSD?

BRUSCKY  No, because I never could get any, or else I would have taken it. 
I never really took drugs. I’ve never tried cocaine, for example. 
I tried smoking because all my friends smoked, but it didn’t do 
anything for me. They really liked getting stoned but it didn’t affect 
me. I’m always lit up already.

BESSA  The interesting thing about Huxley is that he took up an interest in 
this idea of the expansion of the mind that was quite popular among 
artists, poets, and writers in the 19th century. All of that had a lot to 
do with speculation about how the brain perceives information and 
how we communicate this perception through language.

BRUSCKY  Words have a fundamental role in my work. I often go from the 
word to the work, examining linguistic and semiotic issues. But I 
don’t have a fixed methodology; my projects are all scattershot. I 
don’t rush to finish a work; I hang on to things from decades ago 
because I still haven’t figured out a solution to them and I don’t 
want to force myself to finish. I also don’t edit my films because I 
don’t edit ideas. My films are all direct, and short too: the longest 
is ten minutes.

BESSA  So you regard the work purely as an idea that you materialize, 
regardless of how it turns out?

BRUSCKY  Chance and risk are always present in the work, and you have to 
know when to take advantage of the unforeseen. I’ve transferred 
all of my Super 8mm films to DVD. Some of them don’t have 
sound and it doesn’t make sense to add it after they’re finished. 
I can’t go back in time, you know? If a piece doesn’t stir any 
emotions in me, it’s because I no longer have anything to do 
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with it—the thing is over for me. Clearly I have memories and 
everything, but if something doesn’t excite me anymore, it’s 
over. A finished piece is dead for me. That’s how it is. A work is 
something that happens by chance just once.

Interview

 This interview was commissioned by and first published in BOMB Magazine, from  
BOMB 125/Fall 2013, pp. 122-129. © Bomb Magazine, New Art Publications, and  
its Contributors. All rights reserved.
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Paulo Bruscky, Bio-grafia (Bio-Graphic), 2010. Collection of Camila and Eduardo Barella.



1949 Paulo Roberto Barbosa Bruscky is born on March 21, in Recife, 
Pernambuco, in the Brazilian Northeast. 

1951 The first São Paulo Art Biennial opens from October through December. 
The first prize in sculpture goes to Swiss artist Max Bill, whose ideas on 
concrete art would become popular among young Brazilian artists as the 
decade developed.

1952 A group of three poets in São Paulo—Augusto de Campos, Haroldo de 
Campos and Décio Pignatari—launch the journal Noigandres, the main 
platform for concrete poetry in Brazil.

1955 Juscelino Kubitschek is elected president of Brazil, and immediately 
moves to approve the construction of Brasilia.

1957 General Golbery do Couto e Silva releases his book Aspectos 
Geopoliticos do Brasil in which he lays out a strategy for development 
in the Amazon region. The book would become a key ideological tool 
during the military coup in 1964.

1960 Inauguration of Brasilia, built in less than four years, setting off a wave of 
immigration from the northeastern states.

1961 Jânio Quadros becomes the new president of Brazil. His renunciation 
after eight turbulent months throws the country in a deep political crisis. 
Vice President João Gulart takes charge against the protests of the 
military forces.

1962 Poet Mario Chamie releases his book Lavra-Lavra and proposes a new 
poetry movement called Praxis that he hoped would succeed concretism. 
The movement considered words as living organisms that generate new 
words/organisms. 

Chronology
Compiled by Antonio Sergio Bessa and Vanessa K. Davidson
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1963 Bruscky’s mother, Graziela Barbosa Bruscky, runs for a seat on the city 
council. She was the first woman to be elected alternate councilor in what 
was until then a traditional patriarchal society. 

 France president Charles De Gaulle declares the Lobster War against 
Brazil, claiming the right of French ships to fish along the Brazilian 
Northeast Coast. The affair was resolved diplomatically with Brazil 
declaring its legal border two hundred miles away from the coastline.

 Education philosopher Paulo Freire is invited by President Goulart to 
implement a national plan for his method of alfabetização conscientizada 
(consciousness-raising literacy).

1964 Following months of unrest and public demonstrations, a military coup 
ousts civilian president João Goulart from power and forces him to seek 
refuge in Uruguay. This coup ushers in more than two decades of military 
dictatorship in Brazil.

  

Poster in support of Graziela Bruscky’s candidacy 
for city council. 

Augusto de Campos, Haroldo de Campos,  
Décio Pignatari, Teoria da poesia concreta, 1965.
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Army Chief of Staff Marshal Humberto de Alencar Castelo Branco 
assumes the Brazilian presidency.

1966 Bruscky publishes his first drawings and contributes to the Diário da Noite 
Literary Supplement, as well as the newspapers Jornal do Comercio and 
Diário de Pernambuco.

1967  General Artur da Costa e Silva assumes presidency of Brazil, initiating  
a period of widespread oppression.

 The Museu de Arte de São Paulo (MASP), designed by Lina Bo Bardi, 
opens its new site on Avenida Paulista.

 In December, a new poetic movement, Poema Processo, is formally 
launched by: Moacy Cirne, Alvaro de Sá, Neide Sá, and Wlademir  
Dias-Pino. The movement proposed a deconstruction of the established 
ways to create poetry in Brazil. It came to an end in 1972 with the 
publication of the Manifesto de Parada Tática (Tactic Halt Manifesto). 
Bruscky was marginally associated with the movement, which had great 
impact on his approach to art and language.

1968 In May, student and worker uprisings in Paris motivate other public 
manifestations around the world.

 In October, ten days before the opening of the Summer Olympics in 
Mexico City, a group of demonstrators including students and civilians 
was massacred in the Tlateloco neighborhood. 

 In December, the military junta in Brazil enacts the Institutional Act 5  
(AI-5), a decree that abolished political and civil rights, suspended 
habeas corpus for political crimes, instituted censorship of the media 
and the arts, and declared political meetings illegal; the use of torture 
became common practice of state interrogation and intimidation.

1969 At the XXVII Salão do Museo do Estado in Recife, Bruscky is awarded 
first acquisition prize with the drawing O guerrilheiro (The Guerilla man), 
which was censored by the dictatorship, forcing the Museum to substitute 
it for another work.

Chronology
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 Bruscky is selected for the second edition of Jovem Arte Contemporânea 
(Young Contemporary Art), organized by Walter Zanini at the Museu de 
Arte Contemporânea, the Universidade de São Paulo. 

 General Emílio Garrastazu Médici becomes president of Brazil, 
inaugurating a period marked by ruthless persecution of dissidents and 
escalated violence.

 The heightened degree of censorship, particularly at the level of the 
press and popular music, leads several artists to voluntary exile, including 
Caetano Veloso, Gilberto Gil, and Chico Buarque de Holanda.

 Charles Burke Elbrick, US ambassador in Brazil, is kidnapped in 
September and released two days after in exchange for fifteen political 
prisoners, most of them student leaders. 

1970 Bruscky begins collaboration with Daniel Santiago, a fruitful creative 
relationship that would endure two decades

Paulo Bruscky, Exponáutica e Expogente, 1970. Paulo Bruscky, Exponáutica e Expogente, 1970.
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 For the exhibition Exponáutica e Expogente (Nautical Expo and People 
Expo), Bruscky and Santiago transform Recife’s Boa Viagem beach, 
claiming its sand, shells, fauna, flora, and passersby as integral parts  
of an environmental artwork.

 In exile, Paulo Freire publishes Pedagogy of the Oppressed in the  
United States.

 The Japanese consul in São Paulo, Nobuo Okuchi, is kidnapped 
in March and released two days after; in June, the West German 
ambassador, Ehrenfried von Hollenben, is kidnapped in Rio; and  
in December, the Swiss ambassador, Giovanni Enrico Bucher, is also 
kidnapped. The three diplomats were released within days of the 
kidnapping in exchange for hundreds of political prisoners. 

 Art critic Mario Pedrosa is arrested for speaking against torture 
prompting an international outcry. 

Ezra Pound, ABC da literature, 1972.

Chronology

Paulo Bruscky, Artexpocorponte (Artexpobodybridge), 1971.
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1971 Bruscky organizes his first solo exhibition at Galeria da Empetur (acronym 
for Empresa de Turismo de Pernambuco), Recife.

 Bruscky and Santiago organize Artexpocorponte (Artexpobodybridge), 
an action/performance in which participants exchanged signals and 
codes by means of colored poster boards between Boa Vista and Duarte 
Coelho, two of Recife’s most highly trafficked bridges.

 Bruscky stages his own funeral in a performance titled Arte Cemiterial 
(Cemeterial Art), which included a funeral procession through the streets 
of Recife ending at Empetur Gallery, Recife. The police shut down the 
event and took in Bruscky for questioning.

 At the I Festival do Parto da Musica Livre do Nordeste, Teatro Santa 
Isabel, Recife, Bruscky presents Onomatopoaico/Ele está Vivo ou A Dor 
do Parto (Onomatopoeia/He Is Alive or the Pain of Birth) using recorded 
sounds from the hospital where he worked.  

Paulo Bruscky, Arte Cemiterial (Cemeterial Art), 1971.
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1972 Bruscky and Santiago present Con(c)(s)(?)erto Sensorial (Sensorial 
Concert) at the Faculdade de Filosofia do Recife, in which they distributed 
six hundred matchboxes of different colors and asked the audience to use 
them as percussion instruments when their color was projected on the 
wall of the theater. 

 Bruscky and Santiago present Enterro Aquático I (Aquatic Burial I) in 
which a coffin inscribed with the word ARTE was thrown in the waters of 
the Rio Capiberibe. A crowd gathered to witness the coffin’s movement 
along the river’s currents, until the fire brigade retrieved it after several 
minutes of commotion. 

 Bruscky and Santiago present Recife em Recife, an exhibition in which 
people were asked to submit their observations of Recife.

1973 Bruscky initiates his studies in journalism at the Universidade Católica de 
Pernambuco.

 Bruscky proposes to reinaugurate Recife’s Boa Vista Bridge in Arte/Pare 
(Art/Stop) by stretching a pink ribbon across its span, briefly interrupting 
the flow of traffic and pedestrians.

 For Enterro Aquático II (Aquatic Burial II), Bruscky and Santiago set a 
child-sized coffin inscribed with the word ARTE afloat in the waters of the 
Río Capiberibe.

 Bruscky organizes Coletiva Chantecler, a group exhibition in the red light 
district of Recife.

 Bruscky organizes Arteaerobis, an action on Boa Vista Bridge involving 
three hundred participants launching colored airplanes into the air. 

 A violent military coup ousts Salvador Allende from power in Santiago, 
Chile, beginning a military dictatorship led by General Augusto Pinochet 
that would last until 1988.

1974 Bruscky organizes Ex-posição-objetos, his second solo exhibition at the 
Museu de Arte Contemporânea de Pernambuco.

Chronology
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Paulo Bruscky, Estou me conservando (Preserving Myself), 1974.

 Bruscky and Santiago publish the proposition Arteaeronimbo 
(Artaeronimbus), as a classified ad in Diário de Pernambuco. The work 
would consist of a “random composition of colored clouds in the 
skies of Recife.” This is Bruscky and Santiago’s first intervention in the 
classifieds section of a newspaper, which they termed arte desclassificada 
(declassified art). The same work will be later translated and published in 
New York’s Village Voice in 1982.

 For the I Salão de Arte de Pernambuco, Bruscky and Santiago present 
Fogueira (Bonfire), consisting of blocks of ice assembled in a stack and 
allowed to melt.

 General Ernesto Geisel assumes the presidency of Brazil, signaling a 
move toward less oppressive military rule.

1975 Vladimir Herzog, a journalist for TV Cultura in Sao Paulo, is found dead 
in a cell of the DOI-CODI (Department of Information Operations, 
Center for Internal Defense Operation). The police declare death by 
suicide prompting widespread outcry. The incident led artist Cildo 

Paulo Bruscky, Fogueira (Bonfire), 1974.
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Paulo Bruscky, Sem Destino (Unknown Destination), 1975 – 1988. 
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Poster for the 1st International Exhibition of Mail Art, 1976.
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Meireles to create Insertions into Ideological Circuits 2, in which he 
rubberstamped banknotes with the question: “Who killed Herzog?”

 Bruscky initiates Sem Destino (Without Destination), a mail art project that 
will last until 1983. Throughout this period, Bruscky sent out numerous 
letters with only his return address printed on their envelopes and 
stamped “Without Destination” as addressee. The mail was eventually 
returned to him, complete with the “visual noise” of bureaucratic 
markings accumulated over the course of the postal process.

 Bruscky submits PostAção (Post Action) to Última Exposición de Arte 
Correo (Last Mail Art Exhibition) held at the Galería de Arte Nuevo in 
Buenos Aires, and organized by Edgardo Antonio Vigo and Horacio 
Zabala. Despite the title, this was in fact the first exhibition of mail art in 
Latin America.

 Bruscky and Ypiranga Filho organize the I Exposição Internacional de Arte 
Postal (1st Exhibition of Postal Art) at the Agamenon Magalhães Hospital.

 Heloisa Buarque de Holanda releases 26 Poetas Hoje, introducing the 
work of a new generation of Brazilian poets, including Francisco Alvim, 
Ana Cristina César, Chacal, and Waly Salomão. 

1976 President João Gulart dies in exile in Argentina. His body is brought back 
to Brazil and buried in his hometown, São Borja, Rio Grande do Sul.

 President Juscelino Kubitschek dies in a car accident on a road between 
Rio and São Paulo.

 Bruscky and Santiago organize the Exposição Internacional de Arte 
Correio (International Exhibition of Mail Art) at Recife’s Post Office 
building. The Federal Police shut down the exhibition on opening 
day, and the artists were arrested and incarcerated for three days. 
The exhibition materials were ultimately returned to Bruscky partially 
destroyed.

 Bruscky begins his series O Meu Cérebro Desenha Assim, (My Brain 
Draws in This Way), using the EKG equipment at Hospital Agamenon 
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Magalhães to scan his brain waves. The work was first distributed 
as a booklet, with the EKG undulating lines presented as abstract 
composition.

 Classified ad for Composição Aurorial (Dawning Composition), calling  
for a “Nocturnal Exhibition of Spatial Art Visible to the Naked Eye in the 
City of Recife,” published in Caderno B, the cultural section of Jornal  
do Brasil. 

 In Buenos Aires, Argentina, a military coup expels Isabel Perón from 
power, beginning a repressive period that became known as the Dirty 
War (1976–83), in which approximately 30,000 citizens disappeared.

1977 On March 14, national poetry day in Brazil, Bruscky and Unhandeijara 
Lisboa organize the event Poesía Viva (Living Poetry) in which participants 
wore kaftan dresses with letters painted on them, assembling different 
word configurations as they shifted positions. 

Paulo Bruscky, Poesía Viva (Living Poetry), 1977.
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 Bruscky’s work is selected by curator Walter Zanini for Poéticas Visuais,  
at the Museu de Arte Contemporânea, Universidade de São Paulo.

 Uruguayan artists Clemente Padín and Jorge Caraballo are jailed for 
“subversive activities,” sparking outrage and condemnation across the 
international mail art network and collective calls for their immediate 
release. They would not be freed until 1982.

 Painter Emiliano Di Cavalcanti, one of the organizers of the 1922 
Semana de Arte Moderna, dies in Rio. Filmmaker Glauber Rocha 
notoriously storms the open casket memorial at the Museu de Arte 
Moderna to record the ceremony. The film receives a prize in Cannes, 
before the artist’s family forbids its screening.

1978 Bruscky walks through the streets of downtown Recife with a hand-
painted sign around his neck asking: O que é a arte? Para que serve? 
(What is Art? What is it for?). The performance ends with the artist on 
display in the window of the Livraria Moderna.

Chronology

Paulo Bruscky, AlimentAção (NourishmentAction), 1978.Paulo Bruscky, O que é a arte? Para que serve?  
(What is Art? What is it for?), 1978.
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 Performance AlimentAção (NourishmentAction): as documented in a 
sequence of photographs, later made into a book, the artist marks his 
body with a knife, then uses it as his own food source, as indicated by  
the words “self food.”

 A fire at the Museu de Arte Moderna in Rio destroys a great part of its 
collection, as well as several works by Torres Garcia on view at the time 
as part of a retrospective exhibition.

1979 Bruscky organizes the III Exposição Internacional de Arte Correio in 
homage to jailed Uruguayan artists Clemente Padín and Jorge Caraballo 
at the Biblioteca Pública Marechal Humberto Castelo Branco (Recife).

 Invited as the Visual Arts Coordinator for the 2nd Winter Festival of the 
Universidade Católica de Pernambuco, Bruscky organizes I Xeroxarte 
Internacional. 
 
João Baptista de Oliveira Figueiredo becomes president of Brazil and  
 

Newspaper advertising for Silhuetas (Silhouettes), 1980.
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continues the democratization that Geisel started and decrees amnesty 
for guerrillas.

 Fernando Gabeira, a former student activist involved in the kidnapping 
of the American ambassador in 1969, returns to Brazil after years of 
exile in Sweden. He publishes his own account of the era in Que é 
isto companheiro? (What’s Going On, Comrade?), and became a 
congressman for the state of Rio de Janeiro in 1995.

1980 Bruscky and Santiago publish Intervenções Urbanas/Exercícios para  
a Cidade No. 1—Silhuetas (Urban Interventions/Exercises for the City,  
N. 1—Silhouettes), in the Jornal do Comércio. The proposal is handed 
out as a sheet to passersby in the streets of Recife, with a series  
of instructions on how to look at the surrounding environment with  
fresh eyes. 

 Bruscky initiates the project Arte Porte Pago (Post Paid Art), recycling the 
junk mail he had accumulated in his studio by altering and returning the 
materials to the companies that originated them.

 Bruscky transmits his first fax artwork to Roberto Sandoval in São Paulo. 
It consists of a long sheet (20 meters) marked with the swoosh of a 
paintbrush; on one end the stamp “Duplicate” is covered by the label 
ARTE, and on the other is Bruscky’s signature beneath the words “Arte 
Transmitida” (Transmitted Art).

 Artist Hélio Oiticica dies in Rio, two years after returning from a period  
of eight years in New York.

1981 Bruscky is awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship from the John Simon 
Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, New York.

 Bruscky and Santiago organize the I Exposição Internacional de Arte em 
Outdoor—Art-Door (I International Exhibition of Billboard Art), which 
replaced advertising on 180 billboards throughout Recife with artwork by 
286 artists from twenty-five countries.

 Bruscky launches his multiyear project Bruscky em Brusque with an 
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exhibition of multimedia works and a conceptual proposal at the Ary 
Cabral Municipal Library in Brusque, Santa Catarina. 

 At the 16th São Paulo Biennial, curator Walter Zanini dedicates an entire 
gallery to Bruscky in the section Nucleus I: Postal Art and Video Art. This 
presentation marks the first opening toward a more serious appreciation 
of Bruscky’s contribution to contemporary Brazilian art.

1982 Bruscky moves to New York for one year for his Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation Fellowship to develop research at Xerox Corporation. During 
the year he also travels through Europe.

 Bruscky and Fluxus artist Ken Friedman organize Performance for Dog in 
New York.

1984 Bruscky is featured in the exhibition Acción Postal Creativa, held 
simultaneously at the I Bienal de La Habana, Cuba, and SOLIDARTE in 
Mexico. He is awarded a Special Jury Prize for Desaparecidos politicos 
de nossa América.

Catalogue for the 1st International Exhibition of Billboard Art, 1981. Ezra Pound, Poesia, second edition, 1983.
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Chronology

Paulo Bruscky, Isto é uma droga (This is a drug), 1971-2004. Private collection.

 Bruscky organizes a billboard exhibition in the city of Natal, Rio Grande 
do Norte. Titled Natal em Natal: I Exposição Nacional de ARTDOOR, the 
project included sixty-three artworks displayed throughout the city.

 The coalition Diretas Já (Direct Elections Now), composed of politicians 
from different parties joined by union leaders, students, journalists, and 
artists organize a series of pacific demonstrations across the country 
demanding direct presidential elections. 

1985 Bruscky organizes Os Passageiros (The Passengers), a solo billboard art 
show held simultaneously in twenty-two cities in Brazil.

 Bruscky’s first solo mail art exhibition, Exposição Individual de Arte  
Postal de Paulo Bruscky: 1973—1985, is organized by the Centro Cultural 
São Paulo.

 Pelos Nossos Desaparecidos, installation/billboard art/performance  
by Bruscky at Galeria Espaço Cento e Noventa, Olinda, Brazil.
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 Bruscky writes a Sunday column for the cultural supplement of the Recife 
newspaper Jornal do Commercio, titled “Nova Visualidade” (New way  
of seeing).

 The Vatican’s Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, directed by 
Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger (later Pope Benedict XVI), imposes silence 
on Leonardo Boff for his Marxist views. Boff, a Franciscan priest and 
theologian, was an early exponent of Liberation Theology in Brazil.

1986 Bruscky and Santiago participate in the I Exposição Internacional de 
Esculturas Efêmeras, Parque do Cocó, Fortaleza.

1987 In collaboration with a “child brigade,” Bruscky organizes Guerreiros 
(Warriors), in which fifty-seven fallen coconut trees in São José da Coroa 
Grande beach were painted with an Xs and the artist’s signature “as 
a warning to the authorities to contain the advancing sea in the area.” 
Photos of the event were collected in an artist’s book and also distributed 
as postcards. 

Paulo Bruscky and Daniel Santiago, Limpo e desinfectado (Clean and Disinfected), 1987.
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 Bruscky and Santiago organize Edifício/Escultura de Natal (Christmas 
Building/Sculpture), at the Trianon, an abandoned commercial building in 
downtown Recife. The project consisted of lighting one hundred windows 
of the building with flashing lights for a week, and two painted panels on 
the building’s facade.

 Bruscky and Santiago call attention to the transformations going on in 
Recife with Série Natureza Morta (Still Life Series) by affixing plaques in 
places where trees were cut down. Photographs of the events show the 
artists standing by the side of felled trees, with a large banner reading 
“SURVIVOR OF AN OUTRAGE. THIS TREE REFUSES TO DIE. SEEKING 
SOMEONE CAPABLE OF SAVING IT.” 

1988 Bruscky and Santiago present the installation Pelos Nossos 
Desaparecidos (For Our Disappeared Ones) in the exhibition Tortura 
Nunca Mais (Torture Never Again) at the Galeria Metropolitana de Arte 
Aloísio Magalhães, in Recife. 

 Lygia Clark dies in Rio.

Chronology

Paulo Bruscky, Série Natureza Morta (Still Life Series), 1987.
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1989 Bruscky is included in the XX Bienal de São Paulo, organized by Carlos 
von Schmidt, João Cándido Galvão, and Stella Texeira de Barros; he 
also participates in the Exposición Latinoamericana de Arte Correo, 
“Te queremos Paraguay” at the III Bienal de La Habana, organized by 
Gerardo Mosquera. 

 In Brazil, a new, democratic constitution was promulgated in 1988, and 
the first direct elections for president since 1960 were held in 1989.

1990 Bruscky and Santiago exhibit Assim se Fax Arte (Thus Art is Made/Faxed), 
a twenty-six meter fax sent to Livraria Ipê Amarelo, in Curitiba, Paraná.

 Fernando Collor de Mello, a little known governor of the state of 
Alagoas, becomes the first elected civil president since João Gulart. His 
brief tenure was chaotic and beset by corruption. He resigned in 1992, 
was impeached by the Senate and disqualified to hold office for eight 
years. In 2006 he returned to politics and was elected to the Senate. 

Paulo Bruscky, Pá(t)ria (Fatherland/Pariah), late 1980s.
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1991 Bruscky performs Poema linguístico (Linguistic Poem) at Espaço 
Pasárgada, in Recife.

 The team Bruscky and Santiago is dissolved after two decades of 
collaboration. 

1992 Bruscky participates in Decentralized World-Wide Networker Congress  
at the Milan Art Center.

1994 Curator Nelson Aguilar includes Bruscky in the Bienal Brasil Século XX  
at Fundação Bienal, São Paulo.

1995 Bruscky participates in I Muestra Internacional de Mail Art en Homenaje  
a Damaso Ogaz, Sala Manuel Puchi Fonseca, Maracaibo, Venezuela.

1996 A solo exhibition of Bruscky’s Livrobjetobraberta (Bookobjectopenwork), 
an artwork in the format of a book, opens at the Galeria Vicente do 
Rêgo Monteiro in Recife.

1997 Bruscky participates in Exposición de Arte Correo, 2 Encuentro de Arte 
Correo de Paso Del Rey, Galeria del Registro, Paso del Rey, Argentina.

1998 Bruscky is appointed board chairman for Associação Nacional de 
Pesquisadores em Artes Visuais (National Association of Researchers in 
the Visual Arts), ANPAP, founded in 1986. He also becomes a member of 
the Advisory Council for the Escolinha de Arte do Recife.

 In collaboration with journalist Mário Hélio, Bruscky publishes the book 
Vida, arte, palavra: Perfis de Luís Jardim (Life, art, word: Profiles of Luis 
Jardim), through the Companhia Editora de Pernambuco, Recife.

1999 On a trip to Belo Horizonte, Bruscky initiates Saudade, a conceptual 
project exploring the neighborhood of Saudade.

2000 Cristina Freire and Rômulo Fialdini organize Arte Conceitual e 
Conceitualismos: Anos ’70 no acervo do MAC-USP at Galeria de Arte do 
SESI (São Paulo) which included a selection of Bruscky’s work.

Chronology

113



2001 Bruscky presents Arte e o Sonho (Art and Dream), a solo exhibition at 
Observatório Cultural Torre Malakoff in Recife.

 Rubens Machado Jr. and Ricardo Ribenboim organize Marginalia ’70:  
O Experimentalismo no Super-8 Brasileiro at Itaú Cultural in São Paulo; 
the exhibit included several films by Bruscky.

 Bruscky participates in Intervenir el Mapa de la Ciudad, organized by 
Fernando Garcia Delgado at Vortice, in La Plata, Argentina. 

2002 In collaboration with José Carlos Viana, Bruscky organizes the XLVI Salão 
Pernambucano de Artes Plásticas at Tacaruna Factory in Recife.

 Luis Inácio da Silva, a founding member of the Workers Party, becomes 
Brazil’s 35th president.

2003 Bruscky becomes director of Visual Arts of the União de Escritores in 
Pernambuco.

Paulo Bruscky, Homenagem ao Fluxus (Homage to Fluxus), 2001.
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 Curator and art historian Aracy Amaral includes Bruscky’s work in 
Arte e Sociedade: Uma relação polêmica (Art and Society: A Polemical 
Relationship) at Itaú Cultural, São Paulo, 2004.

 Special gallery devoted to Bruscky at the XXVI Bienal de São Paulo.  
The artist’s entire studio and archives are transported and reconstructed 
in their original configuration, transforming these archives into works  
of art in and of themselves.

 Bruscky releases the book Vicente do Rêgo Monteiro: Poeta, tipógrafo, 
pintor through the Companhia Editora de Pernambuco, organized  
in collaboration with Edmond Dansot, Jobson Figueiredo, and Sylvia 
Pontual.

2005 Entre Arquivos: Paulo Bruscky e Boris Nieslony, Museu do Estado de 
Pernambuco (Recife), curated by a team of artists including Newton Goto 
and Margit Leisner. 

Chronology

Paulo Bruscky, Studio/Archives, Bienal de Sao Paulo, 2004.
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 Bruscky publishes the Xerox book A Poesia Visual/Experimental em 
Pernambuco in collaboration with Silvio Hansen. The volume is 
distributed via mail in a special signed edition of three hundred.

2006 Fluxus: Acervo Paulo Bruscky, an exhibition of Fluxus artworks from 
Bruscky’s archive opens at Centro Cultural Correios, in Salvador.

2007 Ars Breve, the first retrospective exhibition on Bruscky’s work, opens 
at the Museu de Arte Contemporânea in São Paulo. The exhibition is 
organized by Cristina Freire and accompanied by the catalogue Paulo 
Bruscky: Arte, Arquivo e Utopia.

 Bruscky organizes the exhibition Tropicália: 40 anos depois at the Centro 
Cultural Banco do Nordeste, in Fortaleza.

2009 Bruscky is appointed Knight of the Order of Cultural Merit by the 
Brazilian government. 

Cristina Tejo, Paulo Bruscky: Arte, Arquivo e Utopia, 2007.
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 As part of the X Bienal de La Habana: Integración y resistencia en la era 
global, Bruscky has a special solo exhibition at Galeria de la Biblioteca 
Rubén Martínez Villena, organized by Cristiana Tejo. The second 
monograph on his work, Paulo Bruscky: Arte em todos os sentidos  
(Paulo Bruscky: Art in all senses), by Tejo is released on the occasion. 

2010 The retrospective exhibition Paulo Bruscky: uma obra sem original (Paulo 
Bruscky: An Artwork Without Original) opens at Museu de Arte da 
Pampulha in Belo Horizonte, organized by Marconi Drummond

 Another retrospective exhibition, Arquiteturas do imaginário (Imaginary 
Architectures) opens at Galeria do SESC in Garanhuns, organized by 
Alberto Saulo.

 At the XXIX Bienal de São Paulo, Bruscky’s work is presented as main 
focus, organized by Moacir dos Anjos.

 A Arte Postal da XVI Bienal de São Paulo, Centro Cultural São Paulo  
(São Paulo), organized by Maria de Fátima Morethy Couto

2011 Bruscky is granted amnesty from the Pernambuco state government as 
well as the federal government, after having been arrested three times 
during the dictatorship for his art activities (1969, 1974, 1976). 

 Cristiana Tejo organizes the retrospective exhibition Paulo Bruscky: Arte 
Correio at Centro Cultural dos Correios in Recife.

 Dilma Rousseff becomes the 36th president of Brazil. A socialist militant 
during her youth, Rousseff participated in urban guerrilla and was jailed 
from 1970 to 1972. After her release, she worked with labor issues and 
joined the Workers Party in 2000, when she worked closely with Lula da 
Silva.

2012 Paulo Bruscky: Banco de Ideias/Projetos/Instalação, solo exhibition at 
Instituto Tomie Ohtake in São Paulo.

 Curator Adriano Pedrosa organizes a special presentation of Bruscky’s 
work as part of Individual Spotlight at the Frieze Art Fair in London. 

Chronology

117



 Bruscky’s work is included in Entre Trópicos: 46°05”: Cuba/Brasil  
at Caixa Cultural, Rio de Janeiro, organized by Ibis Hernandez and 
Marisa Florida.

 Bio/grafia (Bio/Graphic), a compilation of Bruscky’s medical records 
since childhood until 2010 is displayed at El Panal/The Hive, the third 
iteration of the San Juan Poly/Graphic Triennial in Puerto Rico, organized 
by Deborah Cullen, Antonio Sergio Bessa, Ursula Davila-Villa, and 
Rebeca Noriega.

2013 The Bronx Museum of the Arts in New York presents Paulo Bruscky: Art Is 
Our Last Hope, the first comprehensive survey of Bruscky’s work outside 
Brazil. In conjunction with the exhibition, and as part of Performa 13, 
New Visual Arts Performance Festival, Bruscky presents a performance 
work undermining the rules of soccer. The exhibition also travels to 
Phoenix Art Museum in Arizona.

 Bruscky is selected by Paulo Venancio Filho to participate in 30 x Bienal, 
an exhibition at the Fundação Bienal de São Paulo looking back at the 
biennial’s thirty-year history. 

 The exhibition Insurgencias urbanas: Elías Adasme, Artur Barrio, Paulo 
Bruscky y Víctor Grippo, opens at Document Art Gallery in Buenos Aires, 
organized by Silvio de Gracia.
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Paulo Bruscky, Jogo-performance, 1971—2013.
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Paulo Bruscky, Cuidado com violação (Beware Violation), 1978.
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