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If I need to choose a departing point to talk about spaces of memory, I choose the body.
Our bodies are the first space we are given to inhabit and relate to. It is out of this seminal 
experience that we learn how to interact with our environment, our landscape. This 
process in turn builds up into memories which inform our personal narratives.

Today I would like to share with you a very specific narrative, reconstructed through an 
arduous learning process that involved questions about memory, trauma, affect and 
empathy. I am going to talk about the narrative behind a sculpture I made called 
“Reconstruction of the portrait of Pablo Míguez”. It is a human figure made out of mirror-
polished stainless steel standing on the waters of Río de la Plata, with its back to the 
spectator. Sometimes you hardly can see it.

The story of this artwork begins back in 1999 when I submitted a proposal to an 
international sculpture competition which had the aim of selecting artwork for a memorial 
park that would be built at the shore of the river, in the North of Buenos Aires city. This 
memorial park would stand in homage to the fatal victims of the 70’s dictatorship in 
Argentina, generally known as “the disappeared”.

This competition was an exceptional opportunity for Argentinian artists to position 
ourselves politically while questioning the role we could have in local memory-building 
processes. It was the first time that the local community of artists was asked to become 
engaged with the use of public space on such a sensitive issue. The project was being 
spearheaded by ten human rights organisations engaged in bringing justice to the families 
of those who had been kidnapped, killed and disappeared. They had reléntlessly worked 
for the creation of a law, by which the park was built and is now maintained with public 
funds regardless of the political direction of the governing party at any point.

Presented with the task of “paying homage to the kidnapped and killed during the 
dictatorship” some concerns arose in my mind. The victims of the 70’s dictatorship in 
Argentina are not a homogeneous group and it was and it is my conviction that this 
complexity should be respected. Creating one single artwork based on the idealisation of 
the lives of 30,000 diverse people was out of the question for me.

I decided then to concentrate on just one case. But, out of the 30,000 estimated victims, 
who did I want to pay homage to and why, based on which facts? I decided to look for the 
case of someone my same age and to work with whatever little evidence was left of his/her 
existence. I also wanted this process to make sense at least to one person, a dedicated 
spectator who would become the “author” of the piece, by authorising the terms and 
conditions of such a project. My audience would be his/her audience, and I would only act 



as a catalyser.

I looked then for the case of a child of my own generation, who at the moment of his/her 
disappearance would have been around 13 years old. I looked for a case in which the 
destiny of such a person would remain unknown, that is, a still ‘disappeared’ person, not 
found either dead or alive. And I wanted that specific person to have been survived by at 
least one of his/her parents, who would become said dedicated spectator. That is, the 
construction of my sculpture would be an exercise in empathy searching for evidence of a 
fellow citizen’s lost existence, an effort that would be dedicated to one of his/her own kin. 

After some digging in archives and through phone calls, I came across Pablo Míguez’ 
case. Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo estimate that 500 children went missing during the 
dictatorship, either killed or illegally appropriated. They have already solved 113 cases. 
Pablo remains in the list of 387 children yet to be found.

From testimonies of survivors who met Pablo at the clandestine detention centres (CCDs), 
we know that he presented a very particular challenge to his torturers. He was kidnapped 
on the same night as his mother Nené, and they were both kept imprisoned at El Vesubio, 
one of 610 clandestine detention centres that operated in Argentina at the peak of the 
repression.

In spite of being a child, at the beginning of his imprisonment he received the same 
treatment as adult prisoners would have: he was tortured in front of his mother and 
witnessed his mother being tortured and raped repeatedly. After a while, he fell into a kind 
of limbo. While in a similar case a boy of his age who had been kidnapped with his parents 
had been released and given back to surviving relatives, Pablo was not. His captors did 
not know what to do with him: he had seen too much for his life to be spared, yet he was a 
child.

At some point he was transferred to ESMA -Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada- leaving 
his mother behind. Through unofficial information gathered, his father and close friends 
and relatives are firmly convinced that he left ESMA on a Wednesday in 1977 to be killed 
during one of the vuelos de la muerte -death flights-, an extermination technique 
consisting in pushing drugged prisoners into a free fall onto the waters of Río de la Plata, 
dumped from a plane while still alive. There is a testimony though of someone who claims 
to have seen him alive a couple of months later in a police station that was used to clear 
prisoners before their release. Apart from these two versions, there is no more information 
as to what happened either to him or his body. There is no hard evidence about him being 
either dead or alive, only contradictory testimonies. He remains disappeared.

There have been -and there still are- many political attempts of minimizing or even denying 
the fact that there was in Argentina an organised and systematic plan of extermination 
during the military dictatorship. The fact that Pablo was not released immediately because 
of what he had seen and that the whereabouts of his body are unknown was shown during 
the trials as evidence that the military were fully and deeply aware of the horror they were 
accountable for, there had not been ‘excesses in the war against guerrillas’, as they used 
to justify themselves, but a systematic plan of extermination based on torture and the 
massive ‘disappearance’ and appropriation of people which Pablo had witnessed. 



The Proceso1 had set out to create a new canon of existence: the “disappeared”, as 
dictator Jorge Rafael Videla famously defined, were neither alive nor dead, they had no 
entity, they had just ceased to exist. This denial of the illegal detainees’ existence was 
complemented with the fact that next to the kidnapping of people, the repression squads 
used to take with them to be destroyed pictures, documents, evidence of any kind that 
could prove the kidnapped person's existence. 

So this was my point of departure. My project was then to make visible the liminal state of 
existence of this one disappeared person. As a visual artist I would try to reconstruct one 
of the many possible portraits of Pablo Míguez, based on any evidence I could gather, to 
remember that Pablo existed and that an undeniable horrific deed had taken place: on 
May 12th, 1977, at 3 am fourteen year old Pablo Míguez was deprived of his freedom and 
his future.  By triggering a process of collective empathy, I would make Pablo’s image 
emerge amongst denial.  

The final piece became a 1:1 scale human figure, modeled following as close as possible 
images, descriptions and intuitions that I could gather from any kind of evidence left: 
testimonies, pictures, letters, and collective debates.  This attempt at symbolically 
reconstructing a body very soon became an exercise in collective memory building, that 
included Pablo's surviving relatives, friends, scientists and a group of 13/14 year old 
children. 

The posture and attitude of the body came, for instance, from a picture of his father Juan 
Carlos when he was 13 himself. The body was built by making a cast of Lucas, a 13 year 
old who volunteered to lend his physique to the sculpture. The head and specifically the 
face was modeled following descriptions, pictures, computer-drawn reconstructions and 
instinct.

The figure was cast in stainless steel and polished like a mirror. It stands floating on the 
surface in the river, at a distance from the shore, with its back to the spectator, his face 
hidden away. The resulting image becomes almost invisible depending on the 
environmental conditions, as the surface reflects its context. The process of reconstruction 
is activated each time someone stands by the shore and contemplates it trying to imagine 
Pablo’s face by evoking the memory of their own desaparecidos.

This liminal image, that appears and disappears on the horizon, depicts for me the 
“disappeared” condition: those who are present, but to whom we are not allowed to see. 
Working at the border of visibility has allowed me to invent some enunciation conditions in 
which something exists even if it cannot be seen, or more accurately, it exists because it 
cannot be seen. Its physicality is beyond our reach.

◊◊◊◊◊

1 Short for “Proceso de Reorganización Nacional”, the official name used for the military dictatorship that 
ruled Argentina from 1976 to 1983. 



If with philosopher Beatriz Preciado we consider the body as a political and cultural 
archive, then “Reconstruction of the portrait of Pablo Miguez” is the reconstruction of an 
archive frozen at the moment of disappearing.
In the path towards reconstructing Pablo’s portrait I can count at least four highly 
significant stepping stones when those of us involved were struck by a deep sense of 
certainty about having tapped into said archive.

1-
The first significant moment happened back in 1999 when I was preparing my final 
presentation for the jury who were about to select the winning projects from a shortlist. 
Along with my presentation I had sent them a letter explaining that regardless of their 
decision, my project could only make sense if I could get the authorisation from Juan 
Carlos Míguez, Pablo’s father, in time. I had been searching for Juan Carlos for six months 
up to that point, with no luck. The habit of living in clandestinity was ingrained in him from 
the times of the dictatorship, his address was unknown even to close relatives, no one 
seemed to know how to get to him. With less than one week left before the selection 
committee gathered, Lila Pastoriza, a survivor from ESMA who had befriended Pablo 
through the cell wall and was the last person to know of him with certainty, gave me an 
address in Tigre, a town by the Paraná delta in the North of Buenos Aires. She told me 
that members of the Miguez family had lived there for a while, but that they had moved 
since. Not unlike someone sending a message in a bottle into the sea, I posted a letter 
addressed to “Pablo Míguez’ relatives” explaining the motivation behind making this 
sculpture. It was my last chance. 

Three days later, I got a phone call from Pablo’s father explaining that he would usually not 
react to such a letter, but because of the way the letter had reached him, he had the 
certainty that he had to help, and that this project had to take place.
As it happened, the replacement postman who was by chance covering the regular one on 
that particular day knew Juan Carlos from his youth. Knowing that no members of the 
Míguez family were left in town, after reading the address on the letter he put it aside 
ready to return to the sender. He carried on with his delivery and a few steps ahead, he 
saw Juan Carlos, who had not been to Tigre for some years now, walking towards him. He 
simply handed him the letter: “there’s a letter for you”.
 When Juan Carlos called me, he said he had no doubts that this project had to come to 
light, and that he would help me unconditionally with whatever I needed to make it happen. 
For him, getting this letter against all odds was proof somehow of Pablo’s will to have this 
done. The archive had been re-opened.

2-
 The second significant stepping stone happened when I was looking for someone to help 
me rotate the only image I had of Pablo, a photo that was paradoxically kept safe at the 
Police Department which he had visited a week before being kidnapped in order to 
renovate his ID card. I wanted to see Pablo’s profile. After getting in contact with over 20 
scientists from different backgrounds, finally Radim Šára, a computer scientist from the 
Czech Technical University in Prague told me that he was able to help. Unfortunately, he 
said, he needed another picture of Pablo with a better resolution. I contacted Pablo’s 
family again begging to look for more pictures even when I had repeatedly been told that 
the ID card picture was the only one left. 



 Luckily, another member of the family got actively involved at this point. Cecilia, a sister of 
Pablo born in the same month when his death is calculated to have happened, searched 
thoroughly at various relatives’ houses, and a Polaroid picture of a 13 year old Pablo 
sitting on a boat in the river appeared. As it happens, Polaroid pictures used to have a very 
high resolution. This is what Radim was asking for.

The overwhelming sense of good luck did not last long. When I sent the Polaroid picture to 
Radim, he asked if by any chance we could look for yet another picture taken either 3 min 
earlier or 3 min later at the same spot.  I felt discouraged, but nevertheless I shyly passed 
the question to Cecilia. 

 To my surprise, there was a companion picture, almost identical to the first one, in which 
Graciela, Pablo’s older sister, was sitting on the boat exactly in the same spot and position 
than Pablo in the former Polaroid. The time registered on the paper showed that Graciela’s 
picture had been taken 3 minutes afterwards. By comparing the reflections of the sun on 
the water in both pictures Radim gathered the information he needed to turn Pablo’s face 
and get an outline of his profile. 

 Graciela was 12 when Pablo disappeared. She was the only relative that had looked for 
Pablo in the records that Abuelas and Madres were keeping, and at the Equipo Argentino 
de Antropólogos Forenses’ archive. She would secretly bunk off from school earlier so she 
had time to do her research before coming back home pretending she was just coming 
from school. She died in her youth, still looking for him. 

Now her picture was finally contributing to expand the small amount of evidence of Pablo’s 
image that we had. 

Not surprisingly, Pablo’s profile was almost identical to his dad’s. 

 3-
The next significant stepping stone was an intimate epiphany I had while modeling Pablo’s 
head.
The process of taking decisions on what information to use and how had been arduous. 
Back at the beginning of the project, one of my first ports of call when looking for Pablo’s 
profile had been the Equipo Argentino de Antropólogos Forenses mentioned before. I 
visited them and explained what I was after. I wanted to know if they had developed 
techniques in forensic reconstruction practice that could help me rotating the only picture I 
had then.  They drew a clear divide between their practice and mine. I recall them saying: 
“as an artist, you can make up whatever you want, but for us scientists our research is not 
about making things up.” At the moment I bitterly disagreed: I did not want to make up 
anything, I wanted to reconstruct as faithfully as possible at least one of all Pablo Míguez’ 
possible portraits.

Even now that I had the results of Radim’s work to work with as well, the words of the 
Argentinian anthropologists still dominated my thoughts. Their reaction haunted me 
throughout the whole modeling of the sculpture. I kept showing up nevertheless at the 
studio every day to try to solve the problem. It was in one of those sessions that I suddenly 
caught myself taking decisions. While modeling Pablo’s chin, I caught myself thinking: 
“Silly me!, of course it is not like this, it is like this”, while defining angles and chiseling 



planes with the tip of my fingers. Only then I realised, almost three years after starting the 
project, that I knew now how Pablo was for me and that was all that mattered. By adopting 
this collective process and being as inquisitive as I could throughout it, I had been able to 
construct my own memory of Pablo. While my eyes had been looking for an ‘objective’ 
visual image, I should have paid more attention to where my hands were going and to the 
sense of touch and care I had developed while investing my whole emotional and 
intellectual capacity in this project. I had gained an embodied, tacit knowledge of what 
Pablo was like. 

	

4-
Finally, the sculpture was ready. Burocracy, political changes and technical and planning 
restrictions made us wait 6 more years until it could be installed on the waters of Río de la 
Plata.

The last stepping stone was choosing the precise location for it. Because it is standing on 
the water, it was necessary to measure exactly the latitude and longitude where it would 
stand so that it could be included in international nautical maps to alert passing vessels to 
the presence of Pablo Míguez’ sculpture.

“If they are nowhere, they do not exist, and since they do not exist, they are nowhere” : this 
was the logic used by Videla in 1979 in an attempt to explain the condition of the 
disappeared. 

 “Reconstruction of the portrait of Pablo Míguez” is now installed floating on the waters of 
Río de la Plata, coordinates: 34° 32,3660 S / 58° 26,2575 W in front of the lookout where 
the Monument to the Victims of State Terrorism ends, serving as the vanishing point for the 
monument itself.  When I first met Juan Carlos, he told me: “for me, Pablo will be wherever 
that sculpture is”. The moment I knew the precise geographic coordinates of the piece, I 
could not help thinking that Pablo’s life was now back on the map. I know it is just a 
symbolical placement, but one that at least allows his relatives to enter in dialogue with his 
liminal existence. Pablo’s archive now has a place in the physical world.
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