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Abstract  
In this article I analyze the images on the photographic book Silent Book by the Brazilian 

photographer Miguel Rio Branco with the objective to understand how the photographer appropriates 
from an aesthetic of abjection to constitute the notion of becoming-abject (in dialogue with Deleuze, 
Guattari, Kristeva and Bataille), in a way that punctum (Barthes) in these photographs can be interpreted 
as a form of political resistance (Rancière). The book is composed by 77 photos, diagrammed in diptychs 
which, at times, become triptychs, and constantly alternate their relational meaning. The quasi-
abstraction of the pictures in Silent Book directs our gaze to its visual aspect and, from there, to the 
divagation of the non-linear narratives that permeate them. Their warm and dark colors and, especially, 
rough textures take the spectator to the edge of interpretation and establish these images at the limit of 
the imaginary of abjection: the decadent ruin, the eroticism, the dirt, the horror, the fatigue, the death. In 
this context, the abject becomes a form of highlighting what before was placed aside, promoting the 
necessary perception of the different and of otherness, as an alternative to the overload of positivity and 
individualism in contemporaneity, as pointed out by philosopher Byung-Chul Han, constituting, therefore, 
a form of political resistance. 
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political resistance. 

Abjection and becoming-abject as political 
resistance 

To discourse about the abject brings us to a 
visceral reflection, that of the search for limits or 
frontiers (as in Deleuze and Guattari); a reflection 
of confrontation and questioning of the subject’s 
identity, who discovers himself more as the other 
than as himself when faced by the dialectics of 
the abject. According to Bataille (1962), such 
dialectic reveals the key to human attitude for it 
places us at the threshold of opposites: pleasure 
and anguish; pain and desire. For Bataille, the 
forbidden is not externally imposed, but arises at 
the very moment of transgression, as one does 
not exist without the other. The images analyzed 
in this article instigate us in such a way that we 
are put into contact with a universe traditionally 
linked, in the western Judeo-Christian culture, to 
transgression.    

Transgression has nothing to do with the 
primal liberty of animal life. It opens the 
door into what lies beyond the limits usually 
observed, but it maintains these limits just 
the same. Transgression is complementary 

to the profane world, exceeding its limits but 
not destroying it. (Bataille 1962, 67) 

In such images, as will be shown in the 
analysis further depicted, we tend to oscillate 
between transgression and the forbidden and we 
are placed in a becoming-abject state which 
constitutes the state of rupture for the 
questioning of one’s self and the other. For 
Deleuze and Guattari, besides being a simple 
relationship correspondence, the becoming is an 
open system which constitutes a multiplicity in 
constant transformation (Deleuze, Guattari 2005). 
To reach the becoming, we must think 
considering intervals. A line of becoming is not 
defined by points but passes in between the 
points; it is defined by the relation.  

Starting from the forms one has, the subject 
one is, the organs one has, of the functions 
one fulfils, becoming is to extract particles 
between which one establishes the relations 
of movement and rest, speed and slowness 
that are closest to what one is becoming, and 
through which one becomes. This is the 



Gabriela Freitas 

14 Studies in Visual Arts and Communication - an international journal  

 

sense in which becoming is the process of 
desire. (Deleuze, Guattari 2005, 272) 

Deleuze and Guattari resort to the example 
of men becoming-animal to better understand 
this system. The philosophers seem to indicate 
this as the entry to the domain of impetuousness, 
with no control and almost visceral, in which an 
alliance seeks to be established with the 
anomalous1 — an attempt to experience 
something opposed to what one appears to be. 
Julia Kristeva (1982) observes that, when taken by 
the abject, we do not specifically identify the 
object responsible for the abjection, since we are 
faced with the opposite of ourselves. That is why 
the rapture and repulsion arise in oscillatory 
form, or in becoming. Returning to Deleuze’s and 
Guattari’s line of thought, we see that the 
becoming-animal throws us into the field of 
desire and lack of control, consequently making 
us inhabit the place of between — or the ever 
state of relation it turns possible. 

According to Bataille (1962), there is a 
profound unity in these contrasts when regarding 
the abject, which leads to the ultimate struggle 
between birth and death. For the author, the 
exterior connection of the abject is revealed in 
the sadistic universe, to the proposed meditation 
of those who reflect upon eroticism. When 
expiating on eroticism, Bataille establishes a 
relation between death and sexual arousal. He 
approximates, therefore, sensations which are 
apparently contradictory in an act which arises 
from an interior experience and founds the basis 
of eroticism between the prohibited and 
transgression. This confusion of limits, which 
fragments the notion of unity, would be, 
according to Kristeva (1982), the reason itself for 
the feeling of repulsion found in the experience 
of abjection. 

 
 

1 For Deleuze, the anomalous, unlike the abnormal (defined according 
to specific or generic characteristics), “is a position or set of positions in 
relation to a multiplicity. [...] It is always with the anomalous […] that one 
enters into alliance to become-animal” (Deleuze, Guattari 2005, 244). 
The anomalous constitutes a borderline (or frontier) phenomenon, 
measured more by the dimension of its intensity than by the extension 
of its characteristics. Being in the frontier allows the anomalous to 
integrate relations – or alliances, as preferred by Deleuze – which 
amplifies the possibilities of becoming. The anomalous element 
assumes its unstable and multiple character and becomes, during its 
relations, a momentary whole, without beginning nor end, with no origin 
nor destination, and which gains meaning in between. 
2 In this sense, Kristeva also addresses the abject of the sublime: “The 
abject permeates me, I become abject. Through sublimation, I keep it 
under control. The abject is edged with the sublime. It is not the same 
moment on the Journey, but the same subject and speech bring them 
into being” (Kristeva 1982, 11). To complement the notion of sublime 

The abject is frequently linked to revulsion, 
but what really causes the true sensation of 
abjection, as stated by Kristeva, is that which 
troubles the identity, the system and the order, 
with no respect for limits, rules and positions: 
“Abjection is immoral, sinister, scheming, and 
shady: a terror that dissembles, a hatred that 
smiles, a passion that uses the body for barter 
instead of inflammation, a debtor who sells you 
up, a friend who stabs you” (Kristeva, 1982, 4). Still, 
according to the author, there is a dimension of 
ambiguity and, therefore, as highlighted above, of 
becoming, in which I access another self beyond 
myself, which possesses me and makes me be, in 
becoming-abject.  

We enter the universe of primordial desires 
of the human being, whereas we are confronted 
with our own personal archaeology (Ibid., 13) and 
find the pleasure amid the forbidden, since the 
abject does not ignore nor assumes a prohibition 
or a rule, but corrupts them, takes advantage of 
them, or uses them in a misleading way. It 
remains in the exclusion, taboo or sin sphere 
(especially in the religious Christian universe). 
The abject makes us experience a pause before 
the limit of death (Ibid., 55), at such a tension 
point that we see ourselves diminutive facing the 
grandness of the universe2 and experience what 
Deleuze and Guattari call the becoming-
imperceptible3. 

In post-modern society we are confronted 
with a scenery which houses this becoming-
imperceptible in its nature of exception, aiming 
the destabilization of the traditional order of 
ancient social and identity configurations, 
dismantling values constructed and defended by 
the bourgeoisie and institutions, such as the 
Church. As Sade, Bataille also links the 
overturning of established order to moral liberty, 
as a “state of perpetual movement which brings 

through a negative connotation instead of a positive one, we bring the 
thought of Byung-Chul Han (2016), when citing Adorno: “On the contrary 
of what Kant wanted, the spirit perceives, in face of nature, less its 
superiority than its own naturalness. This is the instant that moves the 
subject to cry when faced by the sublime” (Adorno 2015 apud Han 2016). 
3 It is towards a becoming-imperceptible that Deleuze and Guattari 
believe all other becomings are moving towards: “It is in this sense that 
becoming-everybody/everything, making the world a becoming, is to 
world, to make a world or worlds, in other words, to find one’s 
proximities and zones of indiscernibility. The cosmos as an abstract 
machine, and each world as an assemblage effectuating it. If one 
reduces oneself to one or several abstract lines that will prolong itself 
in and conjugate with others, producing immediately, directly a world in 
which it is the world that becomes, then one becomes-
everybody/everything” (Deleuze, Guattari 2005, 280).  
 



Becoming-abject as a punctum of political resistance: abjection textures in the images from Silent Book by Miguel Rio Branco    

Vol. 9, No 1 (2022) on-line | ISSN 2393-1221 | www.journalonarts.org 15 
 

him [man] closer to the necessary insurrection” 
(Sade, apud Moraes 2005, 115). In this context, the 
abject gains strength as a form of highlighting 
what before was placed aside, excluded; “as 
warning against the exploration of uncertain 
territories, as a control device or may function 
affirmatively as a policy of respect for the 
differences and as a resistance mechanism 
(Villaça 2006, 76).  

We return, therefore, to the arts, more 
specifically to photographic images as a 
perceptible reflection of a contemporary context 
which, by abject, fulfils its role as resistance, 
eliciting visibility to the periphery and excluded 
which sting and destabilize conventional values. 
To Rancière (2010), art as a resistance must be 
comprehended from a contradictory point of 
view, maintaining the dynamic of capturing the 
sensations of a time and transforming them into 
vibrations. We dare to say that the abject would 
be one form of vibration which promotes the 
necessary perception of the different and of 
otherness, an alternative to the overload of 
positivity, proximity, and individualism, as 
pointed out by philosopher Byung-Chul Han 
(2016) when discussing some symptoms of 
modernity.  

According to Han, current society is in an era 
of the sleek and polished aesthetics, which 
reflects a general social imperative from the 
positive society: “The impeccable is harmless and 
offers no resistance. The shined object annuls all 
that is placed before it. All negativity is 
eliminated” (Han 2016, 11). 

The images brought by Miguel Rio Branco, 
however, assume the rupture with smoothness, 
break from the order of politeness, abuse of the 
proximity of textures, the intensity of saturated 
colors, the discomfort of blurriness to promote 
abject sensations in its form of resistance, to give 
way to the marginal, the excluded. The texture 
brings to light the vulnerability in the sense 
approached by Han, stemming from Barthes’ 
eroticism of vulnerability. The vulnerable is 
negative, assumes the noise, the grooves; the 
pain and the injury. Sensibility is vulnerability, as 
stated by Byung-Chul Han (2016, 46). “Injury is the 
moment of truth in seeing. Without injury there is 
no truth, not even perception. There is no truth in 
the hell of the same” ( Ibid.). 

 
 

4 Miguel Rio Branco was a correspondent for the Magnum agency in 
Paris between 1978 and 1982. 

Running counter to the sleek and polished 
aesthetics, Miguel Rio Branco brings the 
roughness, the dirt, the visceral, the eroticism, the 
ruin in images of daily life that do not condemn 
the abject, but consign us to its imaginary, invite 
us to the exhibition of abjection, proposing an 
environmental archaeology that may only be 
completed in the utter oscillation between the 
traces of the image (Didi-Huberman 2013) and in 
the reminiscence of our subjective abject 
experiences.  

The textures of the abject in Silent Book  
The work of Miguel de Rio Branco stands out 

in the Brazilian photography scenery as of the 
end of the 1970’s onwards, decades in which 
photography is consolidated in the field of arts 
and, along with Mário Cravo Neto, Cláudia Andujar 
and others, we start to realize what would 
become of contemporary Brazilian photography. 
It is important to highlight that during the 
seventies, Brazil was under a very violent 
dictatorship, an idea which enlightens the context 
in which many of these photographers had 
started their artistic lives, among many other 
artists resisting the military censorship. Having a 
renowned career in photojournalism4 and 
documental photography, what is important in 
his work is the expressive way he approaches his 
themes and how, from different thematic 
photography shoots, gives new meanings to his 
images, creating new narratives in which plastic 
aspects such as texture and color, as well as 
montage (in diptychs and triptychs) of such 
images, are fundamental to comprehend the new 
meanings proposed by the author.  

Among the various publications of Miguel 
Rio Branco, we turn our gaze to Silent Book, from 
1998, published by Cosac & Naify. As proposed by 
the title, we do not find in this work any text, only 
images that construct a narrative precisely in the 
relation established by the images from the 
arrangement executed by the photographer. As in 
all his work, we find in these photos the 
dematerialization of the object that, when 
exacerbating the proximity of his colors and 
textures, conquers new meanings. The image 
bleeds the page and invades our perception. The 
exposed bodies invite us to enter a unique 
atmosphere in which eroticism is poetic 
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transgression, revealing the detail of the skin, the 
sweat, the scar. The degraded scenery carries a 
tessitura of objects and traces that tell a 
particular story and exposes us to the chasm of 
the abject.   

The book is composed by 77 photos, among 
which only two of them are black and white. 
Miguel Rio Branco fragments the notion of 
narrative unity, of time and space in the making 
of a publication stemming from various shoots 
and installations5 and in the organization of 
diptychs which, at times, become triptychs, and 
constantly alternate their relational meaning. It is 
not important if the image was taken in Brazil, in 
Cuba, in Spain or in France; there is no 
identification of a specific territory besides that 
of the abjection imaginary which is insinuated in 
its pages.    

The absence of words draws our attention to 
the prohibition provoked by the image. The 
quasi-abstraction of the pictures in Silent Book 
directs our gaze to its visual aspects and, from 
there, to the divagation of the stories that 
permeate them. Their warm and dark colors and, 
especially, rough textures, make us tense, take us 
to the edge of interpretation and of our own 
feelings and establish themselves at the limit of 
the imaginary of abjection: the decadent ruin, the 
eroticism, the dirt, the horror, the fatigue, the 
death.  

In one of the first diptychs6, we are invited to 
enter a scenery where there is a simple old house, 
illuminated by the light of dusk. The details of 
colors dulled by the luminosity of the end of the 
day on the texture of the weathered walls and the 
tall grass around the house make us imagine a 
context of abandonment and isolation. Next to it, 
composing the diptych, the narrative gains an air 
of mystery when we get closer to the texture of 
the red liquid on the concrete floor, next to a 
discarded knife. The same “blood color” is found 
in the pieces of clothing hanging on the 
clothesline of the neighbouring house. Miguel Rio 
Branco does not show us an unveiled abjection, 
but hints at possible ramifications of his 
imaginary which, in this universe created in two 

 
 

5 Some of the images that compose the publication constitute part of 
the installation works Out of nowhere (Cuba, 1994) and Darkness Door 
(Germany, 1996), as well as some of them are also part of the photos 
taken at Academia de Boxe Santa Rosa in Lapa, Rio de Janeiro, between 
1992 and 1994. 
6 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online at:   
http://www.miguelriobranco.com.br/portu/comercio.asp?flg_Lingua=1
&flg_Tipo=1 . Images: “Silent Book 17” and “Silent Book 16”. 

pages, navigates between the idea of a possible 
crime, maybe a murder, in a deserted place, for 
example. The bed sheets hanging outside may be 
the vestige of a crime that already happened and 
a sign that life keeps as normal as always has 
been there. There are various readings and 
interpretations to these images.  

The following diptych7 shows an apparently 
desolated figure in a location stripped of context, 
but the texture and colors allow us to continue 
the story begun in the previous pages: a man 
leaning his head down into his hands, features 
hidden, nevertheless gives us the idea of 
exhaustion and grief. The page to its right, beside 
it, black, empty, directs the gaze straight to the 
enigmatic character on the left. It is precisely the 
unsaid in its imagery that opens the possibility to 
the becoming-abject; to a state in which we 
oscillate between one possibility and another 
unfolding of the story, which is only made 
perceivable, presenting signs of abjection.  

The narrative, which to this point seemed 
linear, is ruptured, with a diptych8 of another 
scenery: a boxing academy. The saturated colors 
and low illumination are maintained, however 
this time in an interior space. The textures of the 
peeling walls show us the deterioration of a place 
which is not well finished or cared for, a boxing 
academy in the suburb and not in the center of 
the city, where we would find the polished 
aesthetics of the latest models of devices, 
flatscreen TV’s and contemporary architecture. 
Layers of information with poorly placed posters, 
images, written phrases covered by a scanty layer 
of paint unveils a kind of archaeology of the 
place.  The mirror gives us more details of the 
room, introducing, once again, enigmatic 
characters with distorted figure accentuated by 
blurriness. We know little of them, besides the 
fact that they are boxers. The only focused 
element, on the foreground, is a hanging rope 
with a knot. Frayed ends of another story to be 
completed, whose traces remit us to a decadent 
environment unrelated to the conventional place 
of exercise and body worshipping of modern 
society.   

7 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Image: “Silent 
Book 15”. 
8 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Images: “Silent 
Book 14” and “Silent Book 13”. 

http://www.miguelriobranco.com.br/portu/comercio.asp?flg_Lingua=1&flg_Tipo=1
http://www.miguelriobranco.com.br/portu/comercio.asp?flg_Lingua=1&flg_Tipo=1
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Another interesting diptych9 which appears 
in this work, one more in a rupture of the 
narrative (which had turned our gazes to the 
boxing academy), relates a clipping of a work of 
art — The Last Judgement (1570) by Marten de Vos 
(1532 – 1603) — to a photo. Miguel Rio Branco 
makes this type of association between 
photography and painting on another moment in 
Silent Book, but this passage calls special 
attention for its plastic construction, which makes 
the set of images gain significance in the visual 
association between composition, shapes, and 
colors. The part of the painting chosen by the 
photographer shows the contorted condemned 
bodies which are taken to hell by the demons.  We 
find the same colors and contorted shapes in the 
image aside, in the disposition of the apparently 
bloody or dirty bandages, worn, since we may 
almost feel them for the texture in the image. The 
possibilities of interpretation of the relation 
between the two images are numerous, in a 
suggested imaginary universe that hints at 
despair, anguish, death, profane, sickness, filth 
and at the visceral.    

Another theme approached and present in 
the work of Miguel Rio Branco is eroticism. The 
photographer explores the proximity of naked 
bodies, their contours, sweat and scars10, as it’s 
possible to observe in recurring scenes of the 
athletes at the boxing academy, the prostitutes 
and decadent brothels, the actors in a religious 
celebration, among other characters that appear 
confident, exhibiting their sensual bodies to the 
camera as if it is not there.  

The sensual body, active, is shown free of 
guilt and sin, but it is contraposed, in some 
diptychs and triptychs, to images linked to 
death11, or trance12, for example. In one triptych 
we can see a sweaty masculine torso which is 
contraposed to an image13 of a disfigured face 
which is, in truth, constituted by the photo of the 
underside of a tapestry, but remits to a figure of 
an apparently deformed face overrun by vermin 
which dominate all orifices of the face. Both 

 
 

9  Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Images: 
“Silent Book 10” and “Silent Book 9”. 
10 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Images: 
“Silent Book 6”, “Silent Book 3”, “Silent Book 1”, “Silent Book 37”, “Silent 
Book 67”, “Silent Book 66”, “Silent Book 64”, “Silent Book 63”. 
11 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Image: “Silent 
Book 65”. 
12 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Image: “Silent 
Book 66”. 

photos are interwoven by a not so notable image 
of a detail of the thread of the tapestry described 
before.   

The photographer also addresses the 
imaginary of death, of religion and connects 
death and life, but always from the point of view 
of the abject. When portraying the diptych14  
composed of the images of the cross and the 
condom, the textures of the image highlight the 
reminiscences of a previous story, already in 
ruins, but which questions religious values and its 
ambiguities: the cross fallen to the floor, upside 
down, probably from an indigent in an 
abandoned graveyard, and the used and 
discarded condom, a contraceptive method 
which is not encouraged by the Christian Church 
and that, although important to prevent sexually 
transmitted diseases, also impedes the creation 
of life, making it possible for the sexual act to be 
consummated only for pleasure instead of for 
reproduction.   

Still, in another diptych15, the textures of 
death embody putrid animal carcasses in an 
abstract composition in which it is initially 
difficult to understand its context. Only after a 
more careful observation of the textures it is 
possible to comprehend the image. Decadent 
environments16, in ruins, have their situation of 
abandonment and precarity evidenced especially 
by the textures of roughness17 (and not of 
smoothness) which explores the universe of 
sensations and provoke a clash with the universe 
of the other. Beyond the aesthetic of abjection, 
Silent Book provides us with an experience of the 
abject.  

Final Considerations  
The textures in the images by Miguel Rio 

Branco work as the Barthesian punctum, 
promoting the rupture with the standard 
aesthetic, unveiling an imaginary of abjection 
which exposes the wounds of the world, opens to 
otherness, to the strange, leaving us vulnerable. 

13 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Image: “Silent 
Book 36”.  
14 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Images: 
“Silent Book 20” and “Silent Book 46”. 
15 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Images: 
“Silent Book 42” and “Silent Book 41”. 
16 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Images: 
“Silent Book 30”, “Silent Book 29”. 
17 Miguel Rio Branco “Silent book” (1997), available online. Images: 
“Silent Book 73” and “Silent Book 72”. 
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As described by Barthes (2006), in Camera Lucida, 
the punctum is that which hurts and wounds me 
in photography, surpassing the visual pleasure 
and all denomination and designation, situating 
itself in the sphere of the unknown. About the 
punctum in Barthes, Byung-Chul Han writes:   

As opposed to a shock, a punctum does not 
shout. It loves to remain silent, to keep the 
secret. Despite its stillness it finds 
expression as an injury. Once all meanings, 
intentions, opinions, evaluations, 
judgements, enactments, poses, gestures, 
codifications, and information are done 
with, the punctum reveals itself as a quiet, 
singing remainder which affect us. The 
punctum is the resisting residue, which is left 
behind by representation, an immediacy 

which evades being mediated by sense and 
signification, the corporeal, the material, the 
affective, the unconscious, even the real as 
opposed to the symbolic.” (Han 2016, 49) 

The punctum, therefore, disorganizes, 
approximates the other in the sense that it 
distances us from ourselves, places us in the 
oscillatory state of abjection which we inhabit in 
the limit between the “I” and the “other”, the 
habitual and the strange, the smooth and the 
rough, the prohibition and the transgression. It 
resists politically while sensible visuality which 
surpasses the seeing and remits to the 
experience of becoming-abject, approaching the 
diversity and the difference in the imaging 
specters of the other beyond the images 
aesthetically standardized. 
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