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Sabrina Moura

This paper takes as its starting point a case study on the archives of Brazilian artist Rossini Perez
(1931-2020) to discuss the potentiality of artists' holdings as extra-institutional repositories for
the making of art history.

Stored in his former residency, in Copacabana (Rio de Janeiro), Rossini Perez's archives preserve
one of the most important printmaking records in Latin America. Along with it, thousands of
photographic negatives, matrixes, newspaper clippings, magazines, and memorabilia account
for a web of artistic exchanges traced between Brazil, Europe, Africa, and Latin America during
the second half of the 20th century.

In this kind of hybrid space (residency-studio-archive), each object is organized according to a
particular logic that demonstrates the archive owner's lucid vision of his own legacy.

Although the work of Rossini Perez falls within a period that escapes the so-called "Brazilian
modernism", it encompasses critical interpretation axes to the field. In this aspect, his practice
as a printmaking tutor is a good example. Initially, at the Atelié Livre de Gravura at the Museu de
Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro (MAM-Rio, 1959-1961), where he was assistant to the
French-German engraver Johnny Friedlaender (1912-1992). In his archives, it is possible to find
a large part of the documentation derived from these workshops, in a way that they account for
a much larger volume of materials than those stored by the MAM-Rio itself.
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Why did the artist decide to preserve so many items, and to such an extent that they would
occupy the spaces of his intimacy? Had Rossini anticipated the historical value of these
materials in a way that not even the MAM-Rio itself could? Or was there a fear concerning the
destiny that the institutional archives would give to these materials?
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Archives are spaces of power. In theory, they hold the key to indicate what or who will be
remembered by history. But let's not forget: history is inevitably constructed in light of the
guestions posed by the present time. In the field of contemporary art, although the interest in
archives dates back to the 1960s and 1970s, it was at the turn of the 20th century that the
relations between art and archiving were expanded in the wake of critical narratives to art
history canon. Interested in the historian's work, many artists turned to digging archive, facing
their own archival impulse, and allowing new readings on what would be previously considered
a simple accumulation of items. In the midst of this process, curators such as Ingrid Schaffner
have dedicated they work to analysing the intersections between institutions, archives, and
artists' collections.

In the exhibition Deep Storage: Collecting, Storing, and Archiving in Art (1997-98), Schaffner
demonstrated how such spaces reify artwork's existences. "Anxiety and dust provoke the
archiving impulse. In the museum — the mausoleum most artists still aim to enter through their
work — the recesses of the storeroom simultaneously beckon and bar access to history,"
Schaffner (1998) states. If such archival efforts refer to a relentless struggle against time, they
also indicate how an artist would have accessed himself, his time, and his work.

Reporting on her visit to Louise Bourgeois' former residence in 2019, US journalist Thessaly La
Force says she was astonished to find the space just as the artist had left it. Perfume boxes,



glasses, diaries, and books positioned on the shelves gave her the strange feeling that
Bourgeois, who died in 2010, could reappear at any moment. "If survival was her goal, then this
act of total preservation is a strange, sometimes overwhelming success," La Force (2019) states.
Accordingly, the preservation of random items would indicate a certain fetishism, in which the
artist's life becomes a repository of fragments that, perhaps one day, may occupy a place in art
history.

From these readings, this paper asks: To what extent can an artist’s archival practices be read as
a vigorous expression of his/her work? Do these holdings differ from institutional spaces of
artistic knowledge production and dissemination? How can art criticism and art history
integrate these extra-institutional collections into their methods and practices?
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