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COLLECTING MEMORY AND LOSS 

THE MUSEUMS OF THE DISAPPEARED 

 

Mrs Consuelo offers me an aguadepanela, a typical Colombian drink made of 

sugarcane which can be taken warm or cold. She offers me the warm cup and asks if I 

would like some milk. We’re in the kitchen of the Museum of the Memory in the 

small village of Trujillo, Western Colombia.  

- Would you like to come upstairs? My room is in the second floor. It’s better to be 

there if we want to chat in a quiet place - She says in a soft voice and low as not to 

disturb the group composed of a Spanish delegation that is being led through the 

exhibitions. 

While following Mrs Consuelo through the hall of the Museum I watch the photos in 

black and white of men and women with inscriptions of their names and the date 

when they were killed and/or disappeared, and the newspaper clippings carefully 

put in glass or wooden frames hanging on the white walls. We also pass by the white 

crosses with names painted in black that stand in the floor against the walls and the 

orange flowers in between them. This is not a cemetery. There are not corpses buried 

in this particular building, but it certainly is a Museum of the dead and the 

disappeared. A museum made of absences. A museum of the absence.  

Once upstairs Mrs Consuelo leads me to her room; a single bed with blue sheets, a 

closet and a shelf with many souvenirs find a place in the limited space and 

constitute all her belongings. This is a woman who lost two sons and her husband 24 

years ago. When I set the recording machine on and start asking questions about her 

story, she tells me first of all I should have a look at one thing. From a black leader 

bag on the bed she pulls out two photographs and a piece of paper. The photographs 

picture each of her sons, Edilson and Arley who were killed and their bodies thrown 

away to the mighty Cauca River.  They were 14 and 16 years by the time of the events 

in March 1990. The photos are black and white, picturing two teenagers looking 
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seriously into the camera. The quality is not good and the photo blur make them feel 

distant to the eye of the observer. Both photographs are marked with the names of 

the teenagers at the front bottom. The picture of her husband, Mr Fernando, is 

scanned in white A4 paper and the background is carefully designed as a dark blue 

night sky. While holding the photos so that I could see them she starts talking about 

the day when the Colombian army came to their house looking for guerrillas. She 

remembers that it was early in the morning and that Arley and Mrs Amanda’s 

husband were already working in the farm when she opened the door to the soldiers. 

She remembers that the day before people from the village had told them that the 

army were looking for the guerrillas. “But we had nothing to fear, I told my 

husband”. The soldiers took all three of them to some place and promised Mrs 

Consuelo they would be back. None of them came back alive. Mr Fernando's body is 

the only one that could be found. Arley and Edilson are still disappeared deep down 

somewhere in the river. And she knows about the throwing away of their bodies to 

the River because it was confirmed in the judicial procedures that have been hold in 

this case. But in Trujillo, by the time of the events and on, “everyone” knew that the 

dead were thrown to the river. And that was also the place where people start 

looking for their loved ones.  

 

The village of Trujillo is sadly remembered among well informed Colombians for 

being the place of a terrible massacre occurred roughly 24 years ago, where more 

than 200 people were killed and/or disappeared. The numbers are still being debated 

and have been estimated to reach up to 342 victims by the Trujillo Massacre Victims 

Association. One of the difficulties to account for the exact number of victims is that 

what is referred to as the “Trujillo massacre” was not an isolated incident, but a series 

of violent acts that happened between 1988 and 1994.  

 

Trujillo is fortunately not only associated to the massacre, but also to the extensive 

memory work that the relatives of the victims have undertaken during all these years 

not to let this tragedy remain in complete impunity. Here, they have built a Museum 

of the Memory, a Park Monument of the Memory and a Gallery of the Memory.  
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Who are behind the Galleries of the Memory? 

A violent past, and present, has had a significant impact on the way Colombians see 

themselves and their relation to time, space, and the dead and material culture. 

Important collective identities have been shaped by the impact of violence and 

repression. One important group of people emerging in this context is what has been 

labelled as victims.  

 

The category of victims is being defined in different fields; for instance: the juridical, 

the political and the social. The term is often used in close connection to other terms 

heavily utilized in the current peace process, which aims at putting an end to the 

violence. Some of these are: reconciliation, reparation, right to truth and justice and 

the intensely used memory. Here, I am interested in the victims' own definition and 

construction of their selves, which is the construction of their identity as a collective 

of victims. This process of identity building takes place in constant relation to the 

other fields, i.e. where others – politicians, lawyers, armed groups, the State etc. – 

attempt to define the victims. My observations among the organized groups of 

victims in Colombia suggest that the centre of the construction of their collective 

identity is the recollection, inventorying, storing, processing and display of 

individual memories. The melting together of these memories is what would emerge 

as the collective memory of the victims, it constitutes the narrative of who they are, 

where they come from and what kind of future they would like to shape, a political 

strategy that is powerful in the struggle for defending their interests. In this case, the 

Museum of the Memory in Trujillo and the numerous mobile photo exhibitions even 

known as Galleries of the Memory are the physical expressions of these individual 

memories that exist; first of all, in the brain of each one of the living victims. Taking 

them out of the mental state requires a process of organizing things. In many cases, 

these things are the photos of the disappeared marked with the name and data of the 

disappearance, but it can equally be by other things endowed with symbolic 

meaning, like the public exhibit of used shoes, or as in the Museum: newspaper 

clippings from the time of the events. New objects can also serve to give an ambiance 

to the memory: the crafted wooden white crosses with the name of the disappeared 

painted on, a symbol of the cross that could never be put on an actual grave because 
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of the absence of a body.  

When Mrs Amanda took out the photos of her disappeared sons when I was about to 

make a recorded interview with her, she was putting into practice one of the most 

powerful methods used by the association she is a member of: using an object (the 

photos) to trigger memory and, at the same time, to get her interlocutor into her 

personal memories, almost into her brain. Through this process she is asserting her 

identity as a victim with agency, telling her own story, where the object (the photos) 

are a crucial part of it. It is something powerful that goes on between the living 

victim, the dead victim, and the interlocutor. The object is there to put all three 

elements of this particular interaction in the same frequency. 

 

 

Things giving meaning to absence 

For all the relatives and friends of the disappeared people there was a past before the 

traumatic past, before the events that made a disruption in their personal histories. 

There was a time when they worked, studied, joked, bought the dining table together 

or the shoes s/he so badly wanted. A past when everyday life was lived and gave 

meaning and structure to individual lives. There was a time where they took pictures 

of a united family celebrating birthdays together. Most probably these times weren't 

easy ones or perfect. But there was something with that past, with that everyday life, 

that makes it worth remembering: the missing were not missing.  

 

The disruption is violent. No one was prepared for the impact when violence hit. It is 

an extraordinary experience1. Life consists of ordinary and extraordinary experiences, 

we interpret reality according to the facts given by inner experience2. “After 

experiencing something we reflect on it. Most often we reflect on extraordinary 

experiences. This is necessary for us to be able to define or redefine ourselves in the 

world”3.  The mother does not have a present son/daughter anymore. The father 

likewise. The sister does not have a present little brother or sister anymore. She is not 

a big sister any longer, and so forth. The person missing is leaving a space that has to 

                                                 
1 Abrahams, Roger D. Ordinary and Extraordinary Experience. In Turner, Victor, Bruner Edward. The 

Antrhopology of Experience 1986:45-72 
2  Dilthey (1976:161). Cited in: Turner, Victor. Bruner, Edward. The Anthropology of Experience 1986:4 
3 Castro Echeverri, Joanna. Narratives of Displacement, Defining Identity on the Move. 2008:3 
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be filled, the absence is unbearable if it is not transformed into something else and be 

given a meaning in the life of those left behind. The absence must be re-signified. 

 

“Memory is an act of “thinking of things in their absence” which may well be 

triggered in response to objects”4.  

-This was a present he got from her girlfriend, just one month before he disappeared5. 

Says Celmira whose son disappeared in a police station in July 1989 at the age of 23. 

She shows me a piece of paper with a poem written on it and the date: 28th of June 

1989. 

Things acquire new meaning when seen in the light of absence. What was seen as 

ordinary things before, have become semiophores6; i.e. carriers of meaning, objects 

that stand for something else than themselves, objects of symbolic value that are no 

longer considered according to their use but according to their capacity to symbolize 

the absence.  They are no longer good to use, but good to think. Thinking of people in 

their absence. Following Pomian, I observe that these objects make the transformation 

from ordinary, to sacred. Through these objects, the living victims find a channel to 

the dead victims. An intimate relationship to life beyond life is established.  

- I have always their pictures near me. Even when I sleep. And during the first years 

after their disappearance I dreamt a lot about them. I had dreams where I could 

clearly see them and they talked to me, it was painful, Mrs. Consuelo says with the 

pictures of Arley and Edilson in her hands. 

- I have saved his blue shirt that I gave him for Christmas. I have dreams where I can 

see him using the shirt. It is a very strange thing, but the first years after the 

disappearance, when I looked incessantly for him by the river or at the morgue, he 

talked to me in the dreams and said the names of the police men that had taken him 

away. I knew he was dead because he told me. - Celmira says with sad eyes and the 

calmness of somebody who has told the story many times7. 

These objects, personal belongings or photos, are separated from ordinary objects in 

the household. The essence of the missing ones is contained in them and so these 

                                                 
4 Crane, Susan A. Museums and Memory. Edited by Susan A. Crane. 2000:2 
5 Personal Interview, Celmira Echeverri, mother of a disappeared son . 5th April 2012 
6 Krszysztof Pomian. Collectors and Curiosities. Paris and Venice 1500-1800. Polity Press. 1990 
7 Personal Interview, Celmira Echeverri. 5th April 2012 
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objects will become symbols of the absence that have the power to connect to two 

spheres: 

1.-The past before the traumatic recent past8 (the photos of the missing ones or of a 

united family or a present given one month before the disappearance). In this sense, 

the objects are triggers of memory, they have the faculty to transport the person to 

another time that no longer is.  

2.-The other sphere is the life beyond life. In the case of the disappeared, a body was 

never found. A proper mourning could not take place. There's no grave to visit with 

flowers. Dead as we know it culturally, i.e. through the ritual of burying a body, has 

not happened. The relative/friend of the disappeared person does not know exactly 

how the death occurred. S/he can only imagine. Given this situation, the objects do 

not only transport the agent-victim to the past, but also to the “other world”, the 

world of the dead. And so they are triggers of conversations with the dead in the 

present time. 

 

These considerations make the objects powerful carriers of meaning, semiophores.  

 

Things as symbols, to what end? 

The process of transformation of the thing from an ordinary object to a meaningful 

one, a symbol, takes place in the interaction of the agent-victim and the object under 

given circumstances in a particular cultural and political context.  

In Colombia there are more than 60.000 disappeared people according to official 

statistics, and the reports point out the State as the major perpetrator. Nevertheless, 

this horrifying drama is not well known among people on the streets. The politics of 

the forced disappearances include silencing of this method, silence has been imposed 

from above. For instance, even though the first forced disappearance took place in 

19779 , the Colombian legislation did not classify this practice as a crime until the year 

2000 with Law 589.  

In this context, the relatives/friends of the disappeared have during many years 

                                                 
8            I refer to the ”traumatic recent past” when meaning the violent events that led to the disappearance. But  

             there was a past before that, which is equally important in the creation of the new creation of the victim’s 

identity.  
9 The forced disappearance of the leftist activist Omaira Montoya Henao in the city of Barranquilla in the 

middle of September 1977. 
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encountered a society reluctant to listen to their stories and a judicial system that has 

only relatively recently begun to adapt itself to respond to this practice.  The 

organizations of the victims have then had to undertake an educational task: make 

the forced disappearance visible to society.  

I find Rochberg-Halton's concept of cultivation10 useful here. It is a concept that 

emphasizes “how meaning involves an active process of interpretation oriented 

toward goals”11.  

The reaction to the extraordinary experience of being hit by violence, involves for the 

agent-victim the task of redefining herself and her place in the world. In a context 

where violence is widespread but at the same time, the particular situation of the 

forced disappearance is actively silenced, this process of redefinition of identity 

requires of the victim concentrated self-awareness. “Self-awareness occurs when the 

self is the object of reflection – that is, the self takes itself as its own object”12. It can be 

argued that in all processes of identity construction, self-awareness is required. But in 

the particular case of people having to deal with extraordinary experiences of 

violence, in a highly contested political milieu, this re-definition of identity will be 

directed more to goals than to origins. Two of the most recurrent slogans of the 

organizations of relatives to disappeared people is the phrase:  

“They took them alive, we want them back alive” and [we'll fight]”Until we find them” 

It is under these phrases we can read the process of re-definition of identity; 

occurring as a “process of interpretation and self-control motivated by goals rather 

than by origins”13.  

 

The role of the objects in this process becomes clearer in the light of cultivation: they 

draw the attention of the person and in this interaction the object acquires new 

meanings. The object's significance is to actively help re-create new meanings in the 

new condition of agent-victim that both reflect and help establish “the ultimate goals 

of one's existence”14.  

                                                 
10 Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly. Rochberg-Halton, Eugene. The Meaning of Things. Cambridge University 

Press, 1981. 
11 Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly. Rochberg-Halton, Eugene. 1981:xi 
12 Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly. Rochberg-Halton, Eugene. 1981:3 
13 Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly. Rochberg-Halton, Eugene. 1981:4 
14 Csikszentmihalyi, Mihaly. Rochberg-Halton, Eugene. 1981:xi 
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One of my observations is that most of the organizations of relatives of people 

disappeared are composed of women. A world-wide known example of this are the 

“Mothers of May Square”, who organized and fought a long-lasting social, juridical 

and cultural battle to finally start getting news about their sons and daughters who 

were disappeared during the Argentinian military dictatorship. In Colombia, the 

major and oldest organization of relatives of disappeared is led by a woman15. All my 

informants during my time in Colombia were women. All of them mothers. One of 

them told me: 

-“It is sad [to say], but I feel that I was born again when they killed my husband and 

took my son who is [still] disappeared. It was then that I realize I had to fight. And I 

became a community leader”16. 

 

This is a subject that deserves more attention but one of the elements is, I suggest, 

that the re-definition of identity directed towards goals, gives a new meaning to the 

cultural established norm of maternity and transform the mothers into activists. 

Because they're the mothers, not in spite of that. But these mothers have new goals, 

which will require their entrance into the public sphere.  

 

The Museum: As a Site of Resistance and Memory 

I have pointed out that one of the first tasks of the organized victims are educational. 

It is not random that the victims use the word “museum”; by doing so, they rely on 

the cultural baggage of the concept: as a place where you go to inform yourself, to get 

to know more about a theme, a place where you expect to get illustrated and also a 

place where the past is stored. Other recurrent words in their efforts to communicate 

are “monument” and “gallery”. The Gallery of the Memory is a well-established 

concept used by the organizations of victims to describe a mobile exhibit of 

photographs of the disappeared. These galleries have the objective to reach out to 

people in the public space, taking the faces of the disappeared to the streets and 

public buildings so that they will be seen in their absence. The private photos are 

                                                 
15 ASFADDES, Asociación de Familiares de Detenidos Desparecidos. Founded in 1982 and led by Gloria 

Gómez.  
16 Interview with Olga Arcila, community leader in the city of Cali. 13 Mars 2012 



9 

 

carefully selected, it usually is an ID-photo of the person disappeared and in some 

cases, private album photos where the missing person is in an ordinary situation 

alone or together with family. The dominant photos are nevertheless the ID-like 

photos, usually in black and white and enlarged to the size of a regular poster. These 

can be put standing one against each other on the floor of a city square like it 

happened during the commemoration of the Week of the Disappeared in the last 

week of May this year.  

In the Museum of the Memory in Trujillo, there is also a place for the Gallery of the 

Memory, which then includes the images of people disappeared not only during the 

Trujillo Massacre, but also in the entire province during the decades of the 80s and 

90s. The photos are carefully selected so that only the face is shown and with texts of 

their names, what they worked with and the date of their disappearance.   

There is a special place in the Museum that capture one’s attention. As an annex to 

the museum building there is a smaller room where the personal belongings of 

Father Tiberio Fernández17 are displayed. At the entrance of this room there's a sign: 

“Remove your shoes from your feet, because the soil you are standing on, is sacred 

soil. Exodus 3,5”18. The biblical reference is understood in the context of who Tiberio 

was, a Catholic priest. But it is entails also the whole idea of the Museum of the 

Memory: the objects are sacred. The objects in this place, make the place sacred. 

Inside the room, we find: a picture of Tiberio in colours with his soutane, a sign that 

says “Tiberio is alive”, a painting picturing a Christ without the head, who hangs 

from an invisible cross and with blood marks in the body with a dark background. 

These objects offer a frame to Tiberios personal objects: the things he used in the Mass 

and his own Christ statue. These objects are carefully displayed on a table adding to 

the ambiance of the mass, making Tiberio present in his absence. Every object is 

selected as to make the visitor think of Tiberio. The objects of the Mass (the silver 

cups where the wine is served, the recipient where the host is put, the candelabrum 

                                                 
17 Tiberio Fernández is the most renowned name among the mortal victims of the Massacre. The events 

that led to his detention together with 24 more people, including his niece, in March 1990 are what is considered 

The Massacre, the most symbolic act of violence perpetrated 1988-1994 in the place. Father Tiberio was well 

known for his social engagement and for using the mass to address social issues and condemn the violence and 

asking questions to the authorities. He was tortured severely, his head was cut off and the body parts were thrown 

to the Cauca River, where presumably all the other disappeared also were cast. His and his niece bodies were the 

only ones to be found by fisher men and his remains are spared in a mausoleum in the Park Monument outside 

the Museum of the Memory.  
1818 My own translation.  
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and other smaller silver objects) have lost their use value, and gained the symbolic 

value of representing the absence. They are now objects to look at. Objects good to 

make us think. The objects in the Museum of the Memory reminds us of something 

invisible: the missing, at the same time that they put manifest the goal of the 

transformed subjectivities that make possible the museum: to get justice. The phrases 

above; are not literally meant to get them back alive because it would be unrealistic. 

And even a mother knows that. The “until we find them” is a clear indication of the 

search for justice: the victims want to know what happened, why they were taken, 

where they [their remains] are. They want justice.  

Back in the principal Museum building, two photos draw my attention. These ones 

are not beautifully framed but are poorly scanned on white paper. It seems they have 

been printed from the internet. Those are the pictures of the principal perpetrators of 

the Massacre: Diego Montoya; a drug baron, Henry Loaiza; a paramilitar and drug 

baron, and the Major Alirio Urueña, the highest ranking military that cooperated 

with the drug barons to execute the crimes. The judicial process to get these people 

convicted has taken a long time but finally in May 2014 they were declared guilty. 

Their pictures in the Museum are glued to a bit of cardboard and above them there is 

a piece of paper with the text: “Perhaps in some military buildings you are exhibited 

as an ex-commander with many honours. Perhaps a photograph of you is exhibited 

in luxury frames. Perhaps those who have put the photo to exhibition don't care 

about what you did, or even, in all their ignorance, they support you. But in this 

gallery you don't deserve respect, not even the simplest frame. This photograph is 

exhibited so that everyone that sees it WON'T FORGET the irreparable harm that he 

has caused. The one that forgets, will have to see history repeat itself”19. 

 

This note let us know one of the primary objectives with the Museum: the 

educational element. In this objective there is a clear desire for transformation of the 

present to get a better future. This task is only possible when reflecting on the 

traumatic past. The objects help the victims and visitors reflect on it through their 

new acquired meaning: objects that make the invisible, visible and the absence 

palpable. Through this new meaning, objects help in the shaping of identities, from 

                                                 
19 My own translation. The underlying words in Capital letters are in the original. 
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ordinary people, into activists, social actors to be count on.  

  

Joanna Castro Echeverri 
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