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How Life stories can show hidden cities 
Karen Worcman 
 
 
“But the city does not tell its past, it contains it as the strings of the hand, 
written in the corners of the streets, in the grids of the windows, in the stairs 
rails, in the antennas of the lightning-conductors, in the flag-poles, each 
segment marked in its turn of scratches, risks, cuts and notches.” Italo 
Calvino1 

 
Abstract 
 
In the whole context of museums’ history, where should we place the proposal of the 
Museum of the Person? How does it deal with oft-asked questions faced by museums 
such as storing objects, using space, the audience, and their social function? And, more 
specifically, how can this proposal add perspectives and new practices to museums of 
urban history? 
 
In this paper, I will present the Museum of the Person’s proposal and practices and 
discuss why and how this idea can present new relationships between cities and its 
inhabitants, focusing on the social change role that can be played by a museum. 
 
 
 
The Museum of the Person: Proposal, Concept, Philos ophy, and Practice 
 
The Museum of the Person is a virtual museum that collects, preserves, and shares life 
stories for social change. Founded in São Paulo, Brazil, in 1991, it emerged in order to 
allow each and every person to record and preserve his or her life story as part of social 
memory, believing that such stories are sources of information that allow social 
intervention in several areas, including research, education, culture, public policymaking, 
and production of content for the media. 
 
Our work methodology was developed from practical experiences of applying oral history, 
more precisely the systematization of a project on collection and processing of statements 
by Jewish immigrants in Rio de Janeiro2. Born in the 1990s, the Museum of the Person 
emerged driven by the concepts debated within New Museology, as contextualized by 
Rosali Henriques3: 

                                                
1 Calvino, Italo. As Cidades Invisíveis . Rio de Janeiro: Biblioteca Folha de S. Paulo, 2003. p.16. 
2 Project Heranças e Lembranças (Legacies and Memories), which took place in Rio de Janeiro from 1988 
to 1991, included the collection and analysis of objects brought by Jewish immigrants as well as recording 
their statements and collecting their photographs and documents. Both object collection and statement 
recording were based on a previous research that contextualized the several waves of Jewish immigrants to 
Brazil. The project resulted in an exhibition, a book, and an oral history archive, now yielded to Rio de 
Janeiro University.  
3 Henriques, Rosali. Memória, Museologia e virtualidade : um estudo sobre o Museu da Pessoa. Master’s 
Dissertation on Museology. Lisbon, Universidade Lusófona, 2004, p. 77. 
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“The idea of creating a virtual museum including people’s stories emerged from the 
need for a space to register those stories. It was not about a space to deposit the 
stories of famous people, but rather those of anonymous people that are not 
covered by traditional historiography or traditional media. Therefore, the creation of 
a museum with the stories of those anonymous people, based on the assumption 
of democratization of information, became possible not only due to the broadening 
of the notion of history and heritage, but also to the very redefinition of museums’ 
role in society.” 

 
The idea of an open “Museum” built as a network, which allowed, as widely as possible; 
the public to participate as creator in its collection made us rethink concepts of space, 
collection and preservation. The then fledgling new technologies were decisive to 
establish our work assumptions. The process of collection, production, and organization 
of life narratives led us to debate what the museum’s “headquarters” should be. 
 
Narratives are intangible objects by their own nature. It was not up to the Museum of the 
Person to turn them into three-dimensional objects – i.e., to focus only on preserving 
supports – neither to concentrate them in a given “space”. Our first conclusion was that 
the headquarters should be virtual: a database organized so as to allow wide use by the 
Museum of the Person’s staff as well as by the public. Our task was to identify the several 
opportunities to capture and use those stories. Spreading it as a network was our option 
from the start. Therefore, the “collection” could not be a physical one: its support should 
be digital and the way to make the content available should be as broad as possible. 
Thus, the first contents generated by the Museum of the Person became a set of thematic 
CD-ROMs released to the distinct audiences and available at multimedia kiosks. 
 
Our goal was to allow the widest possible use of those stories, making them part of our 
society’s everyday life. That obsessive “use” led us to explore and identify opportunities to 
capture statements and to spread contents in spaces that were almost trivial in our 
society. Then we conceived the video recording booths from the start, which, based on 
their traveling character, circulated all over the city of São Paulo in metro stations, 
shopping malls, bus stations, and public squares.  Later, those very traveling booths 
visited numerous towns and cities in Brazil, being installed even in oil platforms located in 
the middle of the ocean. 
 
Our second issue was to conceptualize what we understood as a “collection” in this 
Museum. How would we define who and which stories should be collected and 
preserved? Which should our selection, evaluation, and treatment procedures be 
regarding those stories? Which could their historical meaning be? If our assumption was 
that the story of each and every person – as long as that person whished so – should be 
considered as part of our heritage, we should not take on the role of traditional Museum 
“curators”; rather, we should be guided by the multiplicity of narratives. Our role was to 
capture, organize, preserve, connect the stories and then return them to society. The 
major issue did not rest on “what” we would consider as part of our collection, but rather 
on “how” to foster the practice of recording and using life stories by the several sectors of 
society. 
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Our work concept and methodology could and should align the collection. A typical 
interview by the Museum of the Person is characterized not only by its audio/video 
recording, but also by the concept of life story that pervades that interview. Our interest 
does not rest on “what” interviewees have to say about a certain subject, but rather on the 
way they articulate their narrative. Based on the concept that the memory of each one of 
us as individuals as well as the collective memory of a given group is selective, we 
understand that what is eventually recorded is what is meaningful for that individual 
and/or group. Therefore, the focus of interest falls on what is selected and organized as 
part of a narrative rather than the historical “truth” behind that narrative. Similarly, it is not 
exactly the “past” that is recorded, but rather the “present” of the narrator. A story tells 
much more about its narrator than about the facts he or she remembers. We apply that 
same conceptual option to the narratives, photographs, documents and objects selected 
by interviewees. If each of the stories is a unique item in our collection, then it is in the 
connection between those narratives that we can envisage several perspectives on 
reality. Our option was that of working to provide the public with the most diverse reading 
on this collection. Therefore, both the recording of statements and their connection have 
been conceived so as to allow the “curatorship” to be shared between us and the public. 
 
Those work processes have been under permanent revision along our history. The 
Museum of the Person understands that its collection is made of people’s stories and has 
been broadening such conception not only to open as much possible the possibility to 
record its own life story, but also to allow the public to take part in its processing and 
editing. Thus, while identifying and allowing the highest authorship possible to the public 
is a major challenge, we also came to understand the importance of the role we play in 
connecting the contents presented by the stories and the social and political issues 
experienced by society as a whole. 
 
Reviewing the concepts of space and collection faced us with the issue of preservation. If 
the space is virtual and the collection is digital, how can we deal with the limits of digital 
support and their guardianship on the internet? In order to approach that issue, we had to 
re-interpret not only the “object” of the collection, but also the paradigms that guide the 
process of treating that object. Therefore, it is not enough to make the object into 
something purely symbolic and tangible; we must also rethink the concept of preservation 
as something distinct from the careful practice of selecting, cataloguing, and taking care 
of the perpetuation of a given collection object in a collection. 
 
If we resume practices that are common in oral tradition cultures, we will see that there 
are structured mechanisms that guarantee the transmission of knowledges and values, 
thus perpetuating groups’ identities. Preservation in those cases takes place much more 
through the ongoing process of producing, conveying, and appropriating memories than 
through the “isolation” of artifacts or symbols that represent that heritage. Memory is, in 
those cases, an ongoing and day-by-day process. As well pointed out by Elizabeth 
Tonkin4, oral narratives guarantee the dynamic production of a social memory that 

                                                
4 “Can there really be societies without history? This expression is, of course, ambiguous, but the logic of 
my argument is that because social relations imply both continuity and discontinuity in time, everyone who 
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established the cohesion and identity of a given group. Nevertheless, in a society where 
written culture gave birth to documental history, memory was gradually institutionalized 
and later crystallized in museums, archives and document centers. That process has 
raised several issues about preservation, seen as the act of separating and protecting the 
object – here understood as a 3-D, 2-D object – from being worn out by the passing of 
time. Numerous techniques and supports have been under development and those 
achievements are praiseworthy. However, the digital era, when contents are appropriated 
and generated by users all over the world, brings back the issue of preservation of 
memory: What should remain, among all that production? What does preserving mean in 
the digital world? Efforts like Internet Archives5 and actions towards digitizing libraries’ 
and museums’ collections are reactions to both the new possibilities for preservation and 
storage offered by new technologies and the numerous possibilities for access. But many 
of those actions are based on the very assumption that governs traditional museums, as 
their major focus is on the perpetuation of documents rather than their use6. 
 
The Museum of the Person has been combining practices of traditional museum and 
archive preservation (making back-up tapes and keeping them in temperature- and 
moisture-controlled storage facilities) with a constant search for reinsertion of memories 
into everyday life, exactly as done within predominantly oral cultures. Our major 
preservation challenge is therefore to identify and encourage the permanent and 
increased use of the collection of life stories, since, as long as those stories are preserved 
in publications, radio stations, TV stations, and classrooms, we will be assuring their 
preservation, not only through the perpetuation of their supports but, above all, through 
the use and reuse of their contents. That concept has been guiding our actions towards 
spreading and using the collection, focusing on certain activities. I can point out education 
as one of them. Bringing life story contents – since their creation after interviews until their 
classroom use – becomes a powerful way to introduce them into the everyday challenges 
of education and construction of future generations’ collective memories. 
 
The concepts and assumptions that have guided the creation of the Museum of the 
Person remain as our permanent challenges. Widening the possibility for public 
participation and, assuring them authorship and autonomy to use and make sure those 
stories become a constant reference in several spheres of society have been the 
reference for our action from the beginning. However, evidently, our practices have been 
changing and interacting with the new technologies and the issues dynamically presented 
to us by society. 
 
 
A Brief History of the Museum of the Person  
 

                                                                                                                                               
practises them practises history, and their practise enters into memory which is required if the social 
practices are to endure and survive.” Tonkin, Elizabeth. Narrating our pasts: the social construction of 
oral history . Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1992. p 111.  
5 http://www.archive.org  
6 In an article published on DLIB magazine, “Digital Division is Cultural Exclusion. But Is Digital Inclusion 
Cultural Inclusion? D-Lib Magazine . March, 2002 Volume 8 Number 3, I ponder which is actually the 
necessary innovation presented by the digital world. 

��������	
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The Museum of the Person was born in 1991 as an autonomous effort, independent from 
state action. By organizing several projects, it guaranteed the organization’s sustainability 
and the growth of its collection. The first step was the development of thematic projects 
based on the methodology of collecting, processing, and editing life stories of people 
related to a given social segment, group or institution. We started by focusing on the work 
of recording distinct “voices” we never hear in History. We also developed products to be 
seen by the rest of society. During that period, we produced Brazil’s first interactive 
history CD-ROMs – where it was possible to connect specific subjects (such as memories 
of commerce, the history of soccer teams, labor unions history, etc.) We always sought 
new voices, that is, people that could contribute with a different perspective on the 
common History. 
 
 

 
Exhibition “From Copper Wire to Optical Fiber”, Uberlândia, Brazil, 2001 

 
In 1997, only a year after the creation of our website, we understood the potential of that 
media as a way to interact with the public and we created a section called Tell your Story, 
open to each and every person willing to send us his or her story, photographs and 
documents via internet. However, the fact that we worked in Brazil, where less than 20% 
of the population has access to the internet, led us to a number of questions: what else 
could we do to expand the idea? Which were the potential uses of life stories? How could 
our methodology become a tool to give visibility to distinct groups in society? At that point, 
we started spreading our methodologies and practices through some programs such as 
Agentes da História (Agents of History)7, training elderly people to interview their peers, 
as well as Memória Local (Local Memory)8, which focused on literacy and digital inclusion 
in Brazil’s public schools. 

                                                
7 Program Agentes da História  (Agents of History) was a project developed by the Museum of the Person 
in 2000-2001, which included training and qualifying elderly people in the oral history methodology. After the 
training period, they took part in the recording of statements on Saturdays and in video booths placed at 
public events. 
8 Project Memória Local  (Local Memory) is an initiative by the Museum of the Person and the Avisa Lá 
Institute that combines the use of memory with oral and written learning in public schools in Brazil. From 
2001 to 2006, 13 projects were developed in 3 Brazilian states, involving 119 schools, 177 teachers, 94 
coordinators, and 6,678 students. 
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During that same period, the Museum of the Person international network started. In 
1999, the first Museum of the Person out of Brazil emerged in Portugal, linked to Minho 
University in Braga. Later, in 2001, the Museum of the Person was founded in the United 
States, linked to Indianna University, and finally, in 2004, linked to the Centre d’Histoire 
de Montreal, the Museum of the Person was founded in Canada. Although the idea of a 
global network of life stories was present in the first proposals presented by Museum of 
the Person in Brazil, those Museums emerged spontaneously after a demand of each of 
these countries. Today we say that the Museum of the Person is an international network 
of life stories that connects groups and individuals through authoring and sharing life 
stories. The Museums of the Person share mission, vision, methodology and have a 
common visual identity. 
 
 

 
Statement-recording booth. Bloomington, USA, 2005. 
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Exhibition “Stories of our land”, Ribeirão Preto, Brazil, 2005. 

 
Along its 15 years, the Museum of the Person in Brazil generated about 100 memory 
projects, 6 CD-ROMs, 26 books, 24 documentaries, 40 exhibitions, 7 memory centers as 
well as 13 intranets and theme websites. The collection was built along those projects 
and stories received through the Internet. We now have about 8.500 statements and 
some 72,000 digitized photographs and documents. 
 
Finally, in 2007, we opened a physical space including a studio that is permanently open 
and available to record stories. People just have to call and schedule a statement.  Those 
interviewed receive a DVD and their narrative becomes available at the Museum of the 
Person internet portal. Therefore, we started a reflection about the real role to be played 
by the Museum of the Person in the city of São Paulo. How could we make that physical 
space have some meaning for the city? 
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Statement-recording booth at the São Bento Metro Station, São Paulo, 2001. 
 
 
The Museum of the Person and its role in the city o f São Paulo  
 
Although they are subjective and personal, individual and collective narratives are socially 
determined. As Paul Thompson directly points out, “all history depends ultimately upon its 
social purpose”9. In a large city, groups and individuals pass by each other with distinct 
historical heritages. Behind apparent chaos, each city carries – in its form of occupation 
and socialization – its history. 
 
Janet Jacobs 10 says that “great cities are not like towns only larger. They are not like 
suburbs only denser. They differ from towns and suburbs in basic ways”. According to the 
author, cities are living and dynamic organisms that, among the diversity of habits and 
cultures, allow the construction of a support network – a social and economic one – 
between its residents. Cities are thus emerging and self-organized systems since they 
have their dynamics locally established by the everyday interaction of its residents. But a 
range of mechanism is needed to allow that exchange among strangers. Johnson says 
that “Encountering diversity does nothing for the global system of the city unless that 
encounter has a chance of altering your behavior11”. Spaces are shared based on tacit 
agreements that pervade their everyday relations, and part of those agreements is a 
result of common collective memories. Sharing those memories means establishing tacit 
agreements for socialization and acceptance of operative codes. The history that officially 
represents the city of São Paulo is certainly a dominant narrative. That narrative pervades 
the name of neighborhoods and streets, and it is evident in the city’s celebrations and the 
symbols chosen to perpetuate it. Those are only some of the memory mechanisms in 
charge of establishing the place’s identity. However, narratives are selections that 
translate power disputes, and the identities preserved in the spaces of museums of the 
cities translate the debate about who owns that city’s symbolic spaces. Those who are 

                                                
9 Thompson, Paul. A Voz do Passado . São Paulo: Paz e Terra, 1992. p.20 
10 Jacobs, Jane. The death and life of great American Cities . New York: Vintage books, 1961. p. 14 
11 Johnson, Steven. Emergence: the connected lives of ants, brains, cit ies, and softwares . New York: 
Scribner, 2001. p.96 
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not placed into and do not fit that identity become intruders, strangers, invaders. Solidarity 
and empathy bonds between people, ethnic groups, and social classes are broken or 
established within such dynamics. 
 
It is from that perspective that we positioned the collecting and spreading of life stories. 
Those life stories present us with distinct experiences within the same territory. To revisit 
them is to work to place them as part of a city’s established narratives; it is to reinterpret 
its territory, putting tacitly established values into perspective. Constituting a space open 
to all those who are willing to narrate their story in order to be part of that collective 
memory is to struggle, within the dimension of that memory, for a city’s symbolic territory. 
Such narratives present us with corners, houses, places, and trajectories that are often 
invisible to most of its residents. The Museum of the Person Brazil, located and founded 
in São Paulo, certainly has in its collection many thematic possibilities that provoke 
reflection and reveals São Paulo’s invisible corners. Below, I present one of those 
thematic possibilities. 
 
Invisible Stories 
 
Founded in 1524 by a group of Jesuit priests, São Paulo only started to become a big city 
in the turn of the 19th century, when coffee started to replace sugarcane plantations and 
the city took center stage in Brazil’s economy. After that, its fast urban growth combines 
with the pace of the country’s urbanization and industrialization along the last 100 years. 
The state of São Paulo presents those features at their highest level, since it has Brazil’s 
largest population and fastest urbanization, which reached 93.4% in 2000. Those 
demographic indicators are essentially the expression of the important role played by the 
state’s economy within Brazil’s economy. Such population growth was marked by the 
massive arrival of immigrants to the state of Sao Paulo, mainly from Europe and Japan. 
Immigration in São Paulo remains important today, with recent waves of Koreans and 
Latin-Americans. However, it was from the 1950s on that the city was established as 
Brazil’s industrial capital, after the implantation of a chain of car industries and the 
beginning of a strong tendency to domestic migration. Migrants from the country’s rural 
areas and poorer regions arrived with their families in search of work and a dreamt 
improvement in their life conditions. The high rural exodus between the 1960s and 1980s 
transferred about 28.5 million people from rural areas to the cities. Tolerated while they 
meant cheap labor, they are now seen as a problem and are the target of lots of 
prejudice.12 

São Paulo is now the fourth largest city in the world, with about 11,016,703 residents and 
the typical features of a megalopolis in a developing country. Its population concentration 
is followed by a concentration in income and public service provision. Nowadays, some 
38% of the population live in favelas while the city concentrates the country’s highest 
fortunes13. 

                                                
12 http://www.migracoes.com.br 
13 O Estado de São Paulo newspaper, July 15th, 2007.  
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Luxury building at Morumbi, a wealthy neighborhood, near the large Paraisópolis favela, 
in the city of São Paulo.14 

By concentrating waves of immigrants and migrants, the city was transformed. Among 
such frantic industrialization and modernization at a pace typical of Third-World 
anthropophagy, the city has defaced itself. In the most central part, oldest neighborhoods 
changed their characteristics at a fast pace. Subjected to distinct historical processes, 
distinct social groups started living in the same space and contending in their historical 
times. The city’s multiple historical memories live side by side, often generating social 
conflicts and most times, indifference. Social segments ignore each other. Classes 
seldom run into each other. Lives cross and the city’s memories exclude each other as 
the present time for encounter is exchanged among distinct pasts. 
 
All the stories I present below take place in the West São Paulo area. They are part of a 
group of 22 life stories of residents of the Belém, Pari, Brás, and Mooca neighborhoods, 
collected in 199915. The characters present quite distinct stories. Their lives cross in 
space and time but are pervaded by very different historical heritages. Through their 
stories, we see how the same territory can be shared in time and yet seen and 
experienced from each individual’s historical times and personal conditions. Living in the 
same territory is not necessary peaceful, especially when the experiences are of total 
social exclusion. The presence of the other often means “invasion”, decline, and breaking 
the identity originally established and is shared by a given group. 
 

                                                
14 Photograph by Tuca Vieira – Folha Imagem. 
15 This project was carried out in partnership with SESC-SP (www.sescsp.org.br). The research work was 
conducted in the neighborhoods of Belém, Brás, Pari, and Mooca. Interviewees were workers, housewives, 
immigrants and their children, migrants, small businessmen, street dwellers, and street vendors. After a 
preliminary research about the history of each neighborhood, we carried out a study to identify potential 
interviewees and, based on a theme-oriented grid, we invited people of distinct ages and social profiles. 
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Mrs. Myriam Andreozzi16, a retired school secretary, was born in 1935. She has lived in 
Brás17 all her life. As the daughter of Italian immigrants, her identity is completely 
pervaded by a neighborhood that is typical of the 1930s. In her own words: 
 
“My grandparents came from the Italian region of Aversa. They were all immigrants. 
Things were not good there, so they moved here. Actually, one of my grandfathers was 
the person who brought a saint, called Our Lady of Casaluce, a replica of that Our Lady 
that is in the town of Casaluce. When he and his friends immigrated to São Paulo in 1900, 
they founded a Casaluce church in Brás, at Caetano Pinto Street. It was a small chapel 
and it used to hold those huge parties, very beautiful, they covered all the streets in Brás, 
the whole Caetano Pinto Street. It was a very long street, so all houses had parties. 
Doors used to be open, because it was not like today. You could leave the doors open 
and people would come in.” 
 
Mrs. Andreozzi’s neighborhood is full of pleasing childhood memories, abounding in 
solidarity between neighbors and a family with many traditions. 
  
“My father was a musician and my mother was a housewife. My father used to play the 
bass at the Municipal theater and worked at those cafes people would go for a cup of tea 
at 5 in the afternoon. It was a cafe called Viaduto Bar, at Direita Street. During the day 
they used to play there. People would have their cup of tea, their little sweets, and listen 
to the tunes.” 
 
“My grandmother, my mother’s mother, was a midwife and we used to live together. I was 
born at home, in Brás, at Campos Salles Street. I’m still there, I’ve lived all my childhood 
there, I studied, I graduated, and went to teach at the school at Piratininga Street; later I 
went to teach at other schools and now I’m retired. My childhood was very good. We all 
used to live together. The houses were large and we got along very well, there were no 
fights, nothing. The rooms were huge, and it had four bedrooms. The living room was 
enormous and we had two backyards, one where the washbasin was and the other in the 
large part where we used to hang the clothes to dry, the large kitchen, the bathroom. It 
was a really large, huge house, from the time when houses still used to have basements. 
The man who sold meat would go around with a little horse-drawn cart, go down the 
street and sell it. Then another one would come and sell milk, with the little goats, his little 
bell, and when you heard that little bell you knew the milkman was coming. There were all 
those things, it was really good. That time was completely different from today … ” 
 
Mrs. Andreozzi’s games are reminiscent of idyllic and nostalgic moments. Almost as in a 
fairy tale: 

                                                
16 See the complete statement of Mrs. Myriam Andreozzi at www.museudapessoa.net/memorias  
17 The Brás neighborhood covers an area from the former Várzea do Carmo, in Central São Paulo, 
to Penha, in the West area of the city. The neighborhood became known as “Paragens do Brás”, 
where Portuguese immigrant José Brás lived and where, on an unknown date, he built a chapel to 
Our Lord, the Good Jesus of Matosinhos. After the 1920s, Brás saw the start of industrialization 
through coffee-based cumulated capital. Many family-based industries became large factories 
whose owners were mostly Italian. Nowadays, Brás no longer has as many homes and industries 
as it used to, having become virtually a passageway to East São Paulo. 
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“We were friends with the boys, and all of them were neighbors. It was a family. So we 
would play tag games, hide-and-seek, hopscotch, everything. Boys and girls used to play 
together; there was no fight, no violence, nothing. We were students, that group of young 
women, of girls, and after studying we still used to sew little dresses for the dolls...” 
  
Mrs. Andreozzi’s Brás neighborhood is full of order and harmonious spaces for 
socialization. 
 
“Every Sunday we used to go to a matinee. There was a movie theater near home at 
Rangel Pestana Street, which we called Cine Piratininga, it was the largest in São Paulo, 
now it is a parking lot. That was certain, every Sunday afternoon we would go to the 
matinee. There were a lot of series, lots of westerns: so you would watch a part of it on a 
Sunday and it continued on the next Sunday, and then the movies, of love, adventure, 
there would be two, three movies… we stayed there the whole afternoon, but it was good, 
we spent Sunday there. Or we would go out, Saturday night, at the Rangel Pestana 
Avenue. Boys stood on one side, leaning against the walls, and girls passed by, back and 
forth, that was youth fun, with lots of respect… thank God it was a great childhood, a 
great youth, that’s how I’ve spent my life.” 
 
On the other side of life, in a Brás that already belonged to a different time, we will know 
the same space, the same sidewalks as experienced and described by Marcos Rogério18, 
a boy who was born in São Paulo in 1975. Marcos, the son of a single mother who came 
from the Northeastern state of Bahia, lives under the Alcântara Machado underpass, near 
Mrs. Andreozzi’s. He lost his mother at 6 and soon after that he left home for the streets: 
 
“My childhood was very hard. At 6 I lost my mother and I stayed until 12 with relatives. At 
12 I went to the streets because of lots of family pain, lots of fighting. My relatives beat 
me up a lot, so I went to the streets and that’s where I am until now.” 
 
His games also point out a less idyllic childhood: 
  
“To tell you the truth, I used to play by riding on the back of buses. Because I lived very 
near the favela.” 
 
From the streets, Marcos Rogério goes to FEBEM19 in East São Paulo. In a way that was 
literally opposed to Mrs. Andreozzi’s, the social exclusion imposed by the city is 
permanent in Marcos’ narrative: 
 
“I spent a year and a half at FEBEM, in Tatuapé. Things were very bad in there; the staff 
would beat us up and discriminate against us… even if you were not involved with drugs, 

                                                
18 Marcos Rogério’s complete statement can be found on www.museudapessoa.net/memorias  
19 The Febem-SP - Fundação Estadual do Bem-Estar do Menor (The State Foundation for the Well-Being 
of Minors - São Paulo) is an institution related to the State Department of Justice and Advocacy of 
Citizenship, oriented to serve children and adolescents between 12 and 18, who are perpetrators of 
unlawful acts. It has been recently renamed as The CASA Foundation. 
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with stealing… Just because you ended up in there as a poor person who lived in the 
streets, they discriminated against you, they beat you up. They used to punish for any 
little thing, they did lots of bad things to us... When I left FEBEM I went to the streets. Now 
I’m 24, and that was when I was 16, so it’s been 8 years. I went to live under the 
underpass on Alcântara Machado Street, where I still live. I’ve lived under other 
underpasses as well, at Glicério’s, I’ve lived in Favela da Paz, which is right there, nearby 
the underpass; everything… but my life was all underpasses, really. I’ve lived at the Encol 
building, which was also an invaded home. We invaded it and then we cleaned it all up, 
we set up electricity, we organized the whole thing and stayed until the owner came to 
talk. Depending on the talk, they get you out or they let you stay. But certainly, in 99% of 
times they get us out, they don’t let us stay.” 
 
For Mrs. Andreozzi, Marcos Rogério certainly represents the invader of the territory and 
the breakup in Brás’ harmony. 
 
“Brás was a very residential neighborhood, there were lots of Spaniards and Italians, then 
the big companies started to come in and took over the houses. When they built the 
metro, several houses were expropriated, many people lost their houses, there were even 
some people we knew who passed away out of sadness, they were used to the place, 
they had their roots at Brás. They went to other places but could not get used to it … With 
so much land, they built that garden that unfortunately has CETREM20 and nearby, we 
have S.O.S. Criança21. All that spoils the neighborhood a little. We have made petitions, 
we ask for police, but it all became so bad, with all those people from S.O.S. Criança we 
are afraid to go out. It didn’t use to be like that, we would stay at the doors in hot 
evenings, in the June festivals we made fires in the streets, there was even an 
accordionist, that large table on the sidewalk, but all neighbors, each of them made 
something, hot wine… We made that party because it was like a family. Today you 
cannot do that anymore, no way. So it changed a lot, because you are afraid, you have to 
keep the doors locked, gratings on the windows, on the doors. Just like my house, it has a 
window with grating, I had to have an iron gate installed, it’s not right on the street, there 
is a corridor, but we had to make it, because we are afraid, there’s no safety, so it’s not 
like it used to be, it was wonderful, you would stay until midnight, one in the morning, 
talking and the children were playing, there was no danger. Now you stay for a while at 
the door and you already see some people coming to you, you feel frightened, because 
violence is too high. So the neighborhood has changed a lot.” 
 
But, regardless of all that, Mrs. Andreozzi still identifies with the neighborhood: 
 
“With all that I wouldn’t move out of Brás. Because I love it there, I was born there and I’m 
still there, I have all my friends, I wouldn’t like to move out, not at all, I’ll stay there as it is, 

                                                
20 The CETREM - Central de Triagem e Encaminhamento do Migrante e Itinerante e Morador de Rua 
(Center for Screening and Referral of Migrants and Itinerant and Street Dwellers) used to be an institution 
that sheltered migrants arriving in São Paulo with no relatives in town.  
21 The SOS Criança is an anonymous and confidential nationwide service to support children, youth, 
families, practitioners, and the community. It is currently called Creca - Centro de Referência da Criança e 
do Adolescente (Reference Center for Children and Adolecents). 
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whether it’s good or bad, I’ll stay. Brás is my life, my family; I get emotional to talk about it, 
Brás means everything to me”. 
 
That same Brás, so much loved and made of affectionate memories, is now experienced 
as hard and hated by Marcos: 
 
“The people from the neighborhood discriminate against us a lot, because we are on the 
streets, people do not treat us well, they mistreat us. They call us names, they look at us 
differently … If you are passing by, they go the other side, they cross the street. If 
something happens and you stop by and there is a police car, people call it right away. So 
we are not left alone, we have no peace, but we have to like it because there is no other 
place, no other way, so we have to stay there.” 
 
Francisco Edmísio da Silva and Daniel Ribeiro dos Santos are two of the thousands of  
migrants that arrived in São Paulo in search of a good life, as clearly explained by 
Edmísio22, a protestant pastor born in the Northeastern state of Ceará who arrived in São 
Paulo in 1990 at 21: 
 
“A paradise! That’s what those who are up there think. Somebody told them a story about 
São Paulo, and that story was widely known: ‘Hey, let’s go to São Paulo, everything is 
easy there. Look, I was talking on the phone and the wind brought a bill, some money, 
and I didn’t even hang up to get it because I knew that when I stopped another bill would 
come...’ and people started coming because of that story.” 
 
Daniel Ribeiro dos Santos23, a former inmate, came with his family when he was 8 years 
old. 
 
 “I came with my mother and my two brothers. My mother came to work. She came to 
improve her life. She used to work at family houses as a housemaid and up there in Bahia 
they pay very little… It’s lots of work and little money. She knew São Paulo, she worked a 
lot. Then she brought us here. I can’t remember when it was. I think I was about 8.” 
 
Just like Marcos Rogério, Daniel remembers a hard childhood and a dysfunctional family: 
 
“I was born on September 5th, 1972. I have two siblings, a brother and a sister. My father 
was a salesperson and my mother used to work as housemaid. My brother and sister 
lived with my grandmother and I lived with my father. Because my father didn’t want me to 
live with my mother because he thought she had cheated on him. He thought I was not 
his son. So he left me with a family to take care of me. And that family – my mother and 
my grandmother told me later – they used to leave me in a box, helpless. Mealtime would 
pass … Clothes as well… In fact, my father didn’t like children very much. He knew I was 
being mistreated.” 
 

                                                
22 See Edmísio’s complete statement at www.museudapessoa.net/memorias  
23 See Daniel Ribeiro dos Santos’ complete statement at www.museudapessoa.net/memorias  
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Edmísio’s childhood memories, in turn, are more similar to Mrs. Andreozzi’s even though 
he came from a poor and large family in a rural area: 
 
“Nine people, nine children including me, father and mother and other relatives. The 
house was huge, very big. There was an area around it where we used to play soccer. 
We had our own field and our team at home. And then we made our own lake. We would 
bathe in our little pond beside our house. And it was great.”  
 
Daniel, who first came to São Paulo when he was still a child, remembers the hard 
welcome of acquaintances and the poverty that was awaiting him: 
 
“I think coming to São Paulo was not very good, because when we arrived, we stayed 
with some people my mother had known for a long time. And I remember that they 
bossed us around too much, that’s how I saw their behavior. The woman didn’t work. The 
boy did. So they took advantaged, because my mother worked a lot and they had 
everything. They saved their money and we – my mother, my sister – worked as well. And 
they saved their money. Then the altercations started. We left and went to live with this 
aunt of ours in Camargo. She was our real aunt. When we arrived there, it was even 
worse. I guess because my mother was always working and was never at home near me, 
my aunt started beating me up. My mother would leave me to go to work and my sister 
was always taking care of me. Then my sister also started beating me. And so did my 
aunt. My aunt beat me a lot and when my mother arrived, they would say I was wrong. I 
didn’t like it. I still don’t like that aunt because of that. Then we left my aunt’s and went to 
live by ourselves. At the time, I remember, it was hard to pay the rent and all that. So my 
mother, she worked as a housemaid, she was alone to buy everything, because we didn’t 
have anything. We moved and when we arrived at the house, there was nothing, nothing, 
nothing. We cooked in a can with alcohol.” 
 
They both went back to their original town and ended up returning to São Paulo, as 
Edmísio explains.  
 
 “I went back there. With stereo, TV, VCR, all well-groomed... I stayed there for some 
time. But then no job came up. That was when there was a recession, the Collor 
Administration, that whole thing. Then I thought: ‘I’ll go back to São Paulo again.’ And I 
came back to São Paulo... When I arrived here I was out of work. You feel that thing… no 
money! I’ve always liked working and I think that any job is decent. Since I was well built, 
because I worked out, I knocked on all doors. They all were closed. Then I thought: ‘I’ll 
take advantage of my body,’ I’ll carry something. I’ll be a chapa. Do you know what a 
chapa is? You stay at Dutra expressway by the riverside, and trucks pass by. You wave 
at them. The guy has a loaded truck. Then he stops, you go with him until his destination, 
wherever it is, and there you unload what he is carrying to the companies.” 
 
Daniel comes back to Bahia with his family at 17 and eventually returns to São Paulo. 
Just like Edmísio, he finds a closed city. He goes to the house of relatives who reject him 
and ends up living with his sister in Guarulhos, where he does not adjust either. Daniel 
goes to live with people his family knew and work at a dairy where, according to him, he 
starts stealing. 
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“ ... then I started taking things from people. I would take money from the cashier, just like 
that, anything. They asked me for something and I got it. They would say: ‘We are out of 
this’, like, say, cheese, butter. I would put the thing in my bag and give it to them. And I 
also gave them my money. Then I realized that they were controlling, me, I mean, they 
were exploring me. I left their home. They were upset. My boss said: “Leave that place. 
You can sleep here, tomorrow I’ll give you some money, you rent a room somewhere, 
you’ll find a place.” Then I started to live at the boarding house. There I met street-smart 
people. I started to go out, I took to smoking. I also started stealing from the store where I 
worked. Only that I didn’t steal for them anymore; I stole things for myself. I started to take 
lots of money. I bought good clothes. I started to buy my own things. Then I started doing 
drugs. Always working, doing drugs, and stealing from my boss. One day he found out 
about it. He liked me so much that he told me: “Look, you stole from me, but I won’t call 
the police, I know you’re not the thief type, you have always worked well for me. But from 
now on, you won’t be in charge of things anymore. Then I said: ‘Alright’. At the time I even 
cried, I stayed there… I eventually left the job and was out of work. He paid me 
everything. I spent all the money I got. It ended little by little. It was ending and I always 
doing drugs.” 
 
Their both lives translate as a constant battle with the city and the world of the excluded – 
only in very different ways. Daniel becomes a thief, a criminal, and he ends up in prison. 
 
“I went to live in the favela. There I met lots of people. There were drugs everywhere; it 
was all drugs. Then they got me a gun and we started stealing around there, most of the 
stores in the Itaim area. I started to know what the criminals’ world was like. Things were 
no longer as they used to be; I looked into everything in detail to be able to do the 
robbery: how to escape, how to break in, whether or not there would be people there at 
the time.” 
 
Edmísio, in turn, dreams about working for Nestlé. He makes a votive offering to get that 
and, when he gets it, he starts dealing with street people, drug addicts, and criminals to 
help them. 
 
“God had put me inside the company. I was there, at work, and I started to ask Jesus 
what I could do. And one day God got me out of bed, it was cold, June, July, three in the 
morning. There was a very cold drizzle. I went out at Passos street, walked towards the 
Belém Square, there is a flowerbed at the corner of Cotegipe Street. And there was this 
young guy, he was a former inmate, when I arrived from work, about 9:30 pm, I used to 
share my food with him. He also stayed near my house. And one day a voice said inside 
me – now I know it was God’s: ‘Lay down beside him.’ ‘But I have just left my blanket, it’s 
three in the morning, it’s cold, it’s raining.’ And that voice pulsed inside me: ‘Lie down 
aside him.’ And I did lie down on that wet grass where he was. And I looked at him, and I 
started shaking, and he was normal. That voice then said inside me: ‘Now, do you know 
what a homeless person’s life is like in the streets?’ I said: ‘I know because now I’m a 
street homeless person. I left my house, I left my family and I’m lying down here on the 
grass. Somebody might pass, do something against me, because now I’m a homeless.’ 
And then I got up and went home, my heart saddened.” 
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Their lives go on. Daniel more and more involved in the world of drugs. 
 
“... you must know that everyone that attempts to kill to steal, that’s larceny and attempted 
murder. I went to try to rob a guy who withdrew money from the bank. I always did that 
with someone else. While the person entered the bank office, he stayed watching to see 
whether he took money or not... When the person came out, I would rob him. Then that 
day the guy told me: ‘Hey, I got no money.’ My partner had seen him come with the 
money. I told him to give me the money. He said no. He came towards me and I shot him. 
I shot him twice and ran away. I didn’t take anything. I got nothing from the guy, I just ran. 
I don’t know what happened then. So I think he must have died, sure. I ran towards the 
station and took the train. When I left, I always came back to my favela, because there I 
knew people. I still know the people there. From that day on I started dealing drugs at the 
favela.” 
 

And then Edmísio, in his rehab work: 

“At that time I built a little house to get married. And one day I was in the middle of the 
night and I met a young guy and he said: ‘Alright, coffee, clothes and all. You wouldn’t 
have the guts to bring me with you, I’m a crackhead.’ I said: ‘Oh, yeah, sure I have. Come 
with me.’ Then each one went his way and he kept looking at me in the street. He said: 
‘Brother, you’re a hypocritical Christian; you do not keep your word. Where am I gonna 
live?’ Then that God’s voice again said inside me: ‘Hey, give him your place.’ I brought 
him to live with me. Three days later we had five people like him that we got at Mooca, at 
the Belém Square.” 
 
Daniel is arrested a few times: 
 
 “Two, four, six ... Six years. I did two and a half out, because I gave them money. When I 
arrived there, the cell was… God, there were 30 people, 20 people I small room, a 
cubicle. When you get in there, if you don’t know anyone, they beat you up. Then I started 
learning what jail was like. I’d never been arrested before. When you are in the street it’s 
alright, you have your freedom. But when you go to jail, then it’s different. In the street, 
you can have some power. You have the right to call the shots. But inside there, it’s a 
different thing. You have to follow the rules in there, otherwise, no way. Then I would stay 
there in the cubicle, tight, I couldn’t even move. I had to sleep on my side. Not even lying 
down, like this… It’s called balete. It’s called to sleep in a “balete” position. That’s how 
you had to sleep. There was no room for everyone. The bathroom: some people slept in 
the bathroom. It was horrible.” 
 
And then he is transferred to São Paulo’s Detention House24, and in order to protect 
himself, he stays with the evangelicals and he promises to go to church when he goes 
out: 

                                                
24 São Paulo’s Casa de Detenção (Detention House), known as Carandiru, used to be the state’s largest 
penitentiary. In 2002, it was demolished and replaced by the Parque da Juventude (The Youth Park). It was 
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“Even inside there you have to buy a cell. People arrive today in prison and either they go 
to the evangelicals – there is an area only for Evangelicals, and they don’t charge you 
anything – or you you’ll have nowhere to stay, you’ll have to pay to stay in a cell. In jail, 
you have to pay to sleep. You pay the big bosses, the guy who owns the cells, an inmate. 
It’s unbelievable: the prison does not belong to the government, it belongs to the inmates. 
The guy in there is the one who runs it. There are some guys that own five, six cells in 
there. The new guys have to pay to sleep, or they go to Ward 5, where there are only 
homosexuals, that kind of people. They will suffer, those guys are rapists. That’s the ward 
reserved for the people they think that do not deserve to be with the guys... For freedom, 
it was six years. It fell to two years. I served it and then I went to the streets on parole. But 
I didn’t’ do it. I arrived in the streets and I said: ‘I’m not going to no church.’ First I went to 
my sister’s and stayed there for a while. And then she said: ‘Look, you can’t stay here … I 
found a job, an odd job, nothing worked out. Then I met the same guys. I started stealing, 
doing things even worse than I did the first time. I was there, in the street, with the drugs. I 
went to steal again.” 
 
“And one day I had planned to rob a bank in the city with the guys. I didn’t go. ‘Don’t go, 
my son, don’t go, don’t.’ I didn’t know what that voice was. ‘Don’t go. Leave it, don’t go 
stealing.’ I took the bus, got off at Brás, I was going to walk. Then I walked, walked, 
walked. Then I remembered the brothers, the church, Jesus. I went to the church and sat 
there. When I arrived, the man looked from the entrance and said: ‘Are you a Christian?’ I 
said ‘No, I’m not a Christian.’ ‘Something is tormenting you. I know what you need: you 
need Jesus in your life.’ I started listening; I started speaking about my wishes. He said: 
‘Look, we’ll find a place for you to stay; we’ll find a home for you. Where are you living?’ I 
said: ‘I’m living nowhere; I sleep in the favela, in the street. I don’t have a hut.’ ‘Let it all 
behind, come here later that I’ll find a place for you to stay.’ We went to the church. He 
said: ‘It’s not a church, it’s a Rehab Home. Go there.’” 
 
“When I talked to that man it was 2 o’clock. If I went towards Celso Garcia Street, I would 
take the bus and meet the guys, it was almost time. I said: ‘I’ll stay right here.’ I went to 
the front and sat there, my clothes all dirty like the lowlifes. I stayed there from 2 to 5. 
Then the Pastor didn’t come. ‘Come back tomorrow.’ I said: ‘I can’t wait no longer.’ ‘Yes, 
you can, you came all the way here, you can wait. Come tomorrow, early.’” 
 
“Then I went to town, I slept at Boca do Lixo. I came back in the morning, it was about 9. 
There was a mass going on at the church. ‘Sit down while I call the pastor.’ He said: ‘Son, 
are you hungry?’ I said: ‘No, I’m not.’ I actually was, but I said I wasn’t. ‘Let’s listen to the 
mass, and then I’ll find a place for you to stay.’ I said: ‘Alright.’ He started talking and I 
was there, listening, I was crying. Later he came back: ‘Get your things. It seems that you 
have nothing. The police take everything you have. But Jesus will take care of you now.’ 
And he took me there. I got there and I saw those people I used to see in the streets, who 
I didn’t value, and the brothers lovingly taking care of them.” 
 

                                                                                                                                               
the place for numerous violent rebellions, including a widely known slaughter of 111 inmates by state police 
in 1992. 
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And Daniel starts living in the rehab home set up by Edmísio: 
 
“I can only stay until I’m 18, but I’m 40 now. Then someone dirty and stinky comes and 
says: ‘Brother, ain’t there a place to sleep?’ And I said: ‘No, there ain’t.’ ‘I lean against the 
gate, holding on it, whatever, but let me sleep within a fence, so I know no one will kill me 
during the night. I’ve been a week without sleeping, felling afraid.’ ‘Come in, my son.’ ‘And 
then we bring them in, we produce. It’s a factory, it’s a production.” 
 
Daniel and Edmísio. Both came from Bahia, both were faced with a city that excluded 
them and, through personal legacies and heritages, they took distinct ways and ended up 
meeting in this same city, in this same neighborhood of Mrs. Andreozzi and Marcos 
Rogério. The distance between the Casaluce church and the pastor’s church is about five 
blocks, and Marcos Rogério’s underpass is in the middle.  
 
Each of those lives presents one of São Paulo’s facets. Mrs. Andreozzi is the daughter of 
early 20th century Italian immigrants who arrived in an emerging job market and took part 
in the country’s industrial explosion. In her narrative full of nostalgia, the decadence of the 
neighborhood is also embodied in the presence of strangers, of invaders like Daniel, 
Edmísio, and Marcos Rogério. Daniel and Edmísio, migrants who, attracted by the same 
dream of improving their lives that drove Mrs. Andreozzi’s parents, found a city already 
closed and hard; and Marcos Rogério, born in São Paulo, son of a migrant, has no 
reference left of another possible reality.  
 
In the narratives presented, the search for a social identity and a sense of belonging mark 
the lives of the four characters. While for Mrs. Andreozzi Brás “represents everything ... 
It’s my life, I’ve never left it there”, Daniel underscores the importance of that very sense 
when he says: “When I left, I always came back to my favela, because there I knew 
people. I still know the people there.”  
 
The city is a place for encounters that, nevertheless, only take place as the Other can be 
seen as a peer, as a potential member of the same group. But the need for the Other, in 
any of those extreme situations, is crucial for survival. Marcos Rogério finishes his story 
by underscoring the importance of his encounter with his wife. 
 
“I knew crack and ended up sinking in it. Crack is not good for anyone. It eventually 
makes the person lose everything he has, he loses his wife, his home, his family, he loses 
his clothes, everything. Then when I met Gilmara, I got out of it; I’ve been clean for 8 
months now, no drugs, no drinks, only cigarettes. It was through her that I was able to 
stop and she is also a person that doesn’t take anything, she doesn’t even smoke and 
then there were only the two of us… I met my wife in the streets, over Pátio do Colégio 
Square, near the Sé Square. I was spending the night there and she was in a community 
of street people… We talked, we stayed together that day and we’ve been together ever 
since. At least I’m with a person I like, who loves me and I love her too, and now we’re 
getting married. She’ll have a child; she’s 5-month pregnant now. 
 
Each of those stories presents subjective and personal views on reality. However, all of 
them respond to a common historical time, to the same social reality, even though it is 
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seen and interpreted in a distinct way by each person. We cannot escape historical 
processes. We are a result of them while we are also agents of its change. We all 
develop survival strategies that respond to common demands. Nevertheless, there is no 
empathy if we do not identify with the Other. Life stories have the power of provoking that 
potential identification between people, as diverse as they might be. Why is it that I have 
never walked a Brás sidewalk the same way? Why is it that I can no longer look at a 
crowd of street drunkards in a cold evening the same way? 
 

   
Daniel Ribeiro Francisco Edmísio Marcos Rogério Myr iam Andreozzi 

 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
How can those stories make us revisit and change the space in our own city? São Paulo 
is just another large city typical of today’s world. The UN predicts that the urban 
population of 3.2 billion people will have jumped to 5 billion in 2030, when 3 out of 5 
people will live in urban areas25. Within 10 years, the world will have about 500 cities with 
over 1 million residents. Most of those cities are located in poor countries, where a large 
part of the population lives in favelas. Discrepancies, conflicts, and situations marked by 
high social exclusion such as the ones experienced by our characters will be the 
dominant characteristics in those urban agglomerations. That is a reality and a challenge 
in our century. 
 
Negotiation of spaces within a city takes place in everyday life. It is present in the media, 
in public policies, in common sense. Such negotiation also takes place symbolically. The 
periphery, whether spatial or social, is permanently excluded from the narratives that give 
the city its identity. Its presence is permanently understood as a social problem. The lack 
of understanding and perception about the Other results in increasing exclusive actions. 
To make its residents equals in memory spaces is to build dialogue bridges between 
society’s several segments. How can those experiences make the city’s anonymous 
spaces into three-dimensional spaces – with multiple past, occupations, and potential 
experiences?  
 
Just like any social institution, museums were born, grew up, and strengthened based on 
their historical contexts. They responded to the classificatory and analytical movement of 
19th-century scientific collections; they served the cumulative demands of colonial 
empires; some have become spaces for expression and reflection by popular 

                                                
25 The Economist, May 5th, 2007. 
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movements, several of them absorbed new technologies and became alternatives for 
entertainment and education. In today’s world, which would be the major challenges of a 
Museum? Which is effectively their social function? 
 
Today’s society posed new challenges to museums. Nowadays, technology allows 
reinventing the museological space and objects. Besides, the world is more similar to a 
large megalopolis than to a group of disconnected civilizations. It can be said that cultures 
based on oral culture now access the internet as well as we find urban populations with 
fragmented and dispersed identities that are excluded from material and symbolic assets. 
 
Facing those issues is now a challenge for the Museum of the Person to be able to 
effectively play its social role. Making the story of each and every person valued by 
society is the way we have found to help the multiple invisible cities emerge and become 
an effective part of our social memory. It’s a way we found to let the corners of our cities 
be as meaningful and full of encounters as they can or deserve to be. 
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