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Acts of Remaining 45 

crisis that the river as a tomb unfolds, enclosing the unmourned dead bodies while 
it speaks of the unspeakable experience of death and, on the meta-level of this art
work, of the interruption of the otherwise "communicative capability of language. " 52 

Resisting oblivion, the river remains as a reflection of death and thus becomes an act 
of speech. 

Echeverri is one of a number of contemporary artists who have started to work 
explicitly on the Colombian armed conflict and specifically on the form of violence 
that is forced disappearance. The river Cauca, which is present in many of her audio
visual works, is one of the deadly rivers of the Colombian fluvial landscapes, embody
ing many nameless corpses, making it the river of burial and death. Yet Echeverri's 
intervention not only uses the river water as a material in which to bury the victims 
but rather documents in a suggestively poetic way the many human practices of burial 
rituals in the form of the search for the leftovers and remains of a violent death. 
Suddenly, in this video work, the currents of the river throw up a shirt or trousers 
that become the only evidence of a human body, caught by someone, who in this 
act, next to the river, is the only witness who mourns the lost body in the form of a 
fluvial funeral rite. The installation invites us as spectator to participate in the act of 
waiting and searching in the dark black river water that offers a testimony, carrying 
the clothing forward in its streams. Echoing a human voice calling someone's name, 
the water seems to become a material signifier to mourn disappearance and death. 
Echeverri's audio-visual installation, set up on two or more big screens, immerses the 
spectator in texture, sound, and liquidity as the sole testimony to absence sensed here 
as the elusive present past. In this fragility of disappearance, the river water contests 
a landscape that buried countless disappeared bodies while witnessing their absence 
in a moment of embracing their memory of a past presence. Acosta Lopez points out 
that Echeverri's work is on the fragility of memory of the complex long-lasting armed 
conflict in Colombia; it is about the fragility that surrounds "every attempt to resist 
oblivion and the strength that nonetheless seems to arise from fragility itself. "53 I 
wish to argue that Echeverri does this through the motifs and use of water to inquire 
into the mourning and death of unmournable disappeared bodies. Furthermore, in 
her installation, water and bodies of water are burial places to become the materi
als of mourning and for mourning practices and thus a resistance to oblivion. This 
is also suggested by the chosen title, Trena (canto funebre), alluding to the mourn
ing chant. As a material part of ritual practices of mourning, chanting and thus the 
human voice give form to and perform pain and death, becoming next to the river's 
own "chanting" the echo of the body of pain. The river water thus materializes these 
archaic ritual practices while embedding them into human time. As liquid, the mate
rial of water not only appeals to this profound symbolic function but also makes us 
participate through the sensorial realm of the body. As body of water expanding the 
perception of human time, the river that mourns seems to give meaning to death (if 
at all possible) and thus becomes part of a profound human experience. Echeverri 
seems to suggest with this installation that corporeity, here both of the river and the 
human body, becomes the constitutive dimension of the experience and perception of 
the world and its past. The "attempt to preserve the past as a living memory," Acosta 
Lopez underlines, 

must always be carried out in the form of loss, that is, in the form of its "absent
ing." Art, therefore, must attempt here to present the past as what can never be 
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