
Shards of Memory 
 
I 
The fortieth anniversary of the 1973 military coup, which we marked in September 2013, was 
characterized by an intense return of the memory battles that periodically flare up in Chile’s 
public sphere—though this time with certain noteworthy differences. Several commentators 
observed that a palpably distinctive tone set the fortieth anniversary “moment” apart from earlier 
commemorations of September 11, 1973: a right-wing president spoke publicly of the 
dictatorship’s “passive accomplices”; the Supreme Court apologized for having impeded justice 
for the victims; and students marching in the streets called attention to the exhausted neoliberal 
model and endemic inequality that have been the Pinochet regime’s most lasting legacies. 
Moreover, September 2013 brought serious reflections about the recent past in journalism, 
academic spaces, art, and political activism. Nevertheless, it was equally clear that the media, in 
certain cases, seized (yet again) upon this emblematic date to spin the dictatorship and the 
suffering of countless Chileans into a saleable product or to seek an aseptic “middle ground” that 
would pacify conflicting sensibilities about the country’s traumatic history.1  

Evaluated holistically, the fortieth anniversary left us, on the one hand, on our guard with 
respect to the silences, forgetting, relativizing, and manipulations that still exist when it comes to 
the recent past. On the other hand, it made us aware of the need to make “forbidden images” 
visible so as to educate younger generations hungry to know a history that has either been denied 
to them or handed down to them partially or tendentiously.     
 On the eve of the fortieth anniversary memory season, and in the privacy of his Peñaflor 
home—somewhat removed from the media frenzy I have mentioned—Ricardo Fuentealba 
Rivera (1936), the storied graphic “cult” artist whose work formed part of the underground scene 
during the dictatorship years, found himself immersed in his own pained, yet bold act of 
memory: the creation of three graphic narratives, all drawn in 2012, that thanks to this book will 
now circulate publicly for the first time. 
 The reader of these cómix2 embarks on a moving journey into the past and appreciates the 
artist’s impressive ability to grasp and synthesize certain signposts (and silences) that have 
marked Chile’s drama over the last four decades: the forced disappearance of people, rape as a 
method of torture, lost utopia, the rupture of social life, betrayal, and the way in which state 
terror often blurs the line separating victims from victimizers. The collection of graphic stories, 
which actualizes certain Chilean aesthetics prevalent in the 1980s (such as the fragmented 
representation of bodies, memories, and subjectivities), does a masterful job at bridging word 
and image. Yet beyond its formal merits, the collection also stands out because of the very 
specific conditions of its production: these graphic novels were not written for the market. In 
fact, had it not been for the insistence of Fuentalba Rivera’s son, the noted visual artist Ricardo 
Fuentealba-Fabio, it is quite possible that these cómix would never have circulated outside the 
family. (In this sense, it is worth noting that since the 1990 start of Chile’s transition to 
democracy Fuentealba Rivera’s work has enjoyed practically no public circulation.) Conceived, 
then, at a distance from mass-distribution circuits, the disarming “forbidden images” compiled in 

																																																								
1 Nelly Richard expounded on this idea in her lecture titled “Septiembre 2013: la explosión mediática de la 
memoria,” delivered at the Instituto de Comunicación e Imagen, University of Chile, April 13, 2015.  
2 I puropsefully use the term cómix (with an x), following the lead of 1980s Chilean underground graphic artists. 
They preferred this term so as to distinguish their work from the lighter, more humorous tradition of the comic and 
the historieta. They borrow the term from the U.S. comix tradition. 



these pages emanate from a place of intimacy: the artist creates these works as a citizen and a 
man committed to denouncing the racism, injustice, and violence that cut through Chilean 
history and that became particularly salient with the 1973 coup. Therefore, from the outset, it is 
worth pausing to appreciate the honesty of an artist’s work born estranged from the neoliberal 
model. 
  
 
II 
When Fuentealba published his first work, La historieta (1984), in Revista Ariete, he found 
himself mired in the catastrophe’s immediacy. Forced disappearances and the dictatorship’s 
other crimes had by then become targets of international condemnation. Yet inside Chile fear and 
hypervigilance continued to pervade every aspect of national life. The country, embroiled in a 
sharp economic crisis, consistently saw street protests that would eventually pave the way toward 
the 1988 referendum that would undo Pinochet’s rule.     
 In those years, censorship laws continued to make it difficult for artists to publish work 
that challenged the regime. Still, despite a toxic climate of vigilance, the convulsive 1980s 
witnessed the birth of a series of anti-dictatorship publications—Matucana, Ácido, Trauko, Beso 
negro—in whose pages Fuentealba published sporadically and confronted readers with the 
dictatorial state’s crudeness and brutality. 
 Having come from a family whose lineage included military men and ideologues of the 
political right, Fuentealba knew well the dynamics and rigid codes of those institutional and 
political worlds. However, despite those influences in his life—or perhaps thanks to them—he 
managed to create an insurrectional body of work penned from a semi-clandestine position of 
“internal exile”; doing this meant risking both his personal safety as well as that of his family. As 
his son observes, Fuentalba Rivera belongs to a “lost generation” that on some level still harbors 
fears and for which it has never been easy to “speak readily of its memories or to comment in 
public on its dissident acts of resistance.”3  
 The works compiled in this book prove that the catastrophe—a multifaceted trauma 
without a fixed point of origin and configured, little by little, over a seventeen-year-long state of 
exception—continues to mark the artist’s life in the present. His 2012 graphic novels allow 
readers to sense a dialectic between past and present, to measure pain at a temporal remove and 
through a historical lens that extends beyond the fixed boundaries of the 1973 to 1990 period. 
  Curiously, the collection’s title, Fuentealba 1973, proves deceptive. Instead of a myopic 
focus on the events of 1973, we find an approach to historical time that places the coup into 
dialogue with the longue durée of discrimination, racism, classism, and repression of the “other” 
that runs through Chilean history. As a genre, the graphic novel facilitates this temporal 
multidirectionality insofar as it permits the artist to manipulate space-time creatively: the graphic 
form decenters and multiplies trauma in various frames while simultaneously plunging readers 
into a fragmented tangle of bodies, memories, and experiences. 
 Perhaps El yanacona, the first work in the collection, best exemplifies how Fuentalba 
plays with historical time. The figure of the yana kuna—the black slave who worked for the Inca 
empire’s queens, princesses, or religious establishment—appears translated here to the context of 
the 1973 coup and comes to connote the “dark” and “indian-like” figures forced to do the 
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represión y censura política en la cultura del siglo XX, edited by David Martín López and sponsored by the 
Department of Art History at the University of Granada, Spain. 



Pinochet regime’s dirty work. Visually, the obscured and deformed visage of the “vassaled” 
yanacona urges us to reflect on how, ever since the Conquest and even in pre-Colombian times, 
political regimes have consistently consolidated their power by oppressing the weak, thrusting 
upon them the “physical and moral mission” to kill so that the hegemony of the powerful might 
prevail. Race, class, and violence coalesce in this character, who can also be interpreted as an 
updated version of the roto: the Chilean emblem par excellence of “non-belonging,” a “sick 
allegory of the popular classes.”4 The yanacona cuts the hair of dissident militants and tortures 
women. But, all the while, this figure never ceases to be a social construct, an inhabitant of the 
“gray zone” who can easily be read through the optic of victim or victimizer. By introducing 
multiple perspectives and temporal layers into the texture of El yanacona, Fuentealba gets us 
thinking about how race remains a profoundly silenced aspect of the nation’s collective memory 
regarding the Pinochet dictatorship—and perhaps, more importantly, also of Chile’s broader 
history.    
 
III 
Eyes, wounds, slashed faces, rotting teeth, screams: the fragmented body lies at the center of 
these graphic narratives and signals the fragmentation of a world, of subjectivities fissured by 
multiple forms of violence. These images, too, harness the destruction of a political project, the 
Chilean road to socialism.   

In her classic book The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, Elaine 
Scarry explores how torture destroys the victim’s world, stripping him or her of an ability (in the 
immediacy of torture) to articulate meaning or a narrative. The tortured individual is reduced to 
pure screams, to stammering, while the torturer becomes pure voice, omnipotent in his or her 
objectification of another’s body.5 If we extend this metaphor of “unmaking” life-worlds, it thus 
becomes clear that the utopian world imagined by leftist militants, that of a more just and 
equitable society, is precisely the world that was “un-made” in Pinochet’s torture chambers. 

The dynamics that Scarry pinpoints come into stark relief in El muchacho héroe del 
puente Pío Nono, a graphic narrative based on a real-life occurrence: the September 1973 
assassination of a young man with whom Fuentealba worked in a publicity agency that was 
located in Santiago’s Bellavista neighborhood. Unlike the first two narratives that appear in the 
collection, both of which rely on extensive written scripts, this one captures the memory of an 
anonymous death using almost no words at all. Instead of text, images, sounds (rendered in 
graphic form), and confusion take center stage. In this way, the artist inscribes into history a 
specific trauma that, to this day, he cannot articulate as a statistic, as information, or as a 
coherent, logical narrative account. The histrionic, anonymous, and unresolved nature of this 
episode drives the artist to fantasy: in Fuentealba’s rendering, the young man who has been shot 
manages to flee the scene and does not die until he makes it safely home. In that way, the artist’s 
work—possibly motivated by the kind of guilt or shame that frequently plagues survivors 
because of the mere fact that they survived—gifts this “proletarian boy” a slightly more dignified 
death. 
 The Pío Nono bridge serves as a metaphor linking the past time of trauma to the violence 
of the “modern” neoliberal moment we are living. It also functions as a symbolic, 
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Planeta, 2000): 146, 145. 
5 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1985): 27-59. 



multidirectional conduit between a specific event (the death of the boy) and many other painful 
experiences that dot the artist’s life. 
 Memory condenses in the particular: it adds substance and shades of meaning; it 
dialogues with and struggles against the narratives that bombard us daily from the media, 
institutions, and politics. To probe—deeply—this illogical patchwork of images (and memories) 
becomes one strategy through which to rescue for posterity an anonymous being—a political 
being—with the intention of restoring his existence, of honoring him in a way that runs contrary 
to the forgetful inertia of the present.   
 
IV 
The absent eye, the socket, the eye that struggles to see, an old man’s spectacles, the artist with a 
“pencil” and a “brimmed hat” (like Goya) and who struggles to orient himself in the “theater of 
this great tragedy”: all of these images reveal the artist’s first-person subjectivity to be the 
binding matter of these pages.  
 In the great tradition of postmodern art, Fuentealba incorporates self-portraits in various 
moments. But his subjectivity is mobile and fragmented, much like his memories. We see him as 
an old man and a young man. We bear witness to his differing psychological states: nightmares, 
nostalgia, and even madness. His memories radiate outward in many directions and elliptically 
cite still-unresolved histories using a series of floating signifiers: the slit throat (which recalls, 
perhaps indirectly, the social and legal dramas of Nattino, Guerrero, and Parada); the train (at 
once a signifier of modernity’s “progress,” a weapon that ushered European Jews to their 
ultimate demise in the Nazi concentration camps, and a reminder of the oxidized trains that 
remained abandoned when Allende’s socialist utopia was defeated); and the fingers of Víctor 
Jara (similar to those of the artist who tries to stammer a coherent memory on paper). At bottom, 
what we find in these pages is a mind that has been (and remains) militarily invaded—even in 
democratic times—and that incessantly fights for its freedom. 
 What really matters, however, is that the invaded mind never declares defeat. Alongside 
images of death and destruction, we find moving images of Popular Unity, of lost utopia—which 
function as distant citations of a world that remains to be constructed. If the tenor of these cómix 
admittedly hovers around the dissolution of community that the dictatorship triggered and that 
democratic, neoliberal rule entrenched, it is equally true that the artist constantly—and 
admirably—displaces his “I” to make way for the forgotten compañero, the disregarded other, 
the neighbor who has suffered discrimination. Significantly, we find here many references to 
everyday, localized memories that time has eclipsed: such is the case of one of Fuentealba’s 
schoolmates, referenced in 1973: la tormenta, a young man who was ratted out and ridiculed for 
his political involvements and forced to sit in the middle of Melipilla’s central square wearing a 
sign that read “I am a speculator.”  
 It is this gesture, this wager for the other—for his or her memory—that we must 
recognize if we are truly to appreciate the many ways in which Fuentealba’s work struggles to 
think about a less violent, more selfless, and (with luck) more livable world. 
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