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Exile Materialities and 
Their Brushstrokes of Colour
Francisco Rivera
University of Toronto

Abstract: Urban odonyms and public art that refer to the Chilean dictatorship 
(1973–1990) are artifacts within the cultural landscapes of Toronto, Laval, and 
Montreal. As commemorative material devices, I suggest odonyms and public 
art offer a symbolic way to cope with the experience of exile. Furthermore, 
these artifacts create social relations between Chilean exiles and Canadian 
urban spaces that contribute to forming a foreign community and define 
their present and future. Using a series of photographs, I chronicle the 
memorialization in Canada of a traumatic period in recent Chilean history.
Keywords: odonyms; public art; exile; dictatorship; Chile
Résumé : Les odonymes urbains et l’art public qui font référence à la dictature 
chilienne (1973-1990) sont des artefacts dans les paysages culturels de Toronto, 
Laval et Montréal. En tant que dispositifs matériels commémoratifs, je suggère 
que les odonymes et l’art public offrent un moyen symbolique de faire face à 
l’expérience de l’exil. De plus, ces artefacts créent des relations sociales entre 
les exilés chiliens et les espaces urbains canadiens qui contribuent à former 
une communauté étrangère et à définir leur présent et leur avenir. À l’aide 
d’une série de photographies, je fais la chronique de la commémoration, au 
Canada, d’une période traumatisante de l’histoire récente du Chili.
Mots-clés : odonymes ; art public ; exil ; dictature ; Chili

Introduction

In 2016, I began a long-term project examining memories and materialities 
of the Chilean dictatorship (1973–1990), particularly with Chilean exile and 

immigration to Canada. Several quantitative and qualitative studies have 
investigated Chilean exile and migratory flows in Canada (Bascuñán and 
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Borgoño 2015, 2021; Da 2002; Fornazzari 2018; Landolt and Goldring 2006; 
Peddie 2012). However, I explore political exile from a material perspective 
and consider Canadian urban contemporary materiality as part of a broad 
interest in the politics of commemoration and recognition (Huyssen 2003). The 
objective is to enhance the interpretation of exile experiences by exploring 
materialities that create a sense of belonging for Chilean exiles in their new 
host city. The project examines what I call “exile materialities.” I utilize a 
combined methodology that includes the analyses of contemporary artifacts 
(for example, artwork, photographs, objects, monuments), archival documents 
(for example, letters, diaries, newspapers), participant observation in social 
events, and interviews with political actors, artists, cultural managers, and 
mainly, Chilean exiles in Canada.1 I follow the trend of other studies related to 
memorials of the recent Chilean past (for example, Obregón Iturra and Muñoz 
2015). In the following pages, I do not aim to explain the depth of the theoretical 
debates around memory and memorialization. Instead, I suggest that certain 
kinds of materialities, such as odonyms and public art, are exile materialities 
that connect people, places, and objects. As a Chilean immigrant reflecting on 
the experience of being a “stranger in a strange land,” I think about exile and 
immigration more broadly, from a perspective that recognizes the possibilities of 
social encounters enabled by these contemporary urban artifacts. I hypothesize 
that this connection through material devices opens and creates symbolic 
healing spaces for exiled Chileans. Thus far, no research in Canada has studied 
the healing aspect of urban materialities associated with exile. This approach 
uses a different angle to understand urban devices as mechanisms for rooting 
communities in exile—a perspective that deserves to be explored on its own.

16 October 1998

This day was a milestone in Chilean history. The former dictator Augusto 
Pinochet was arrested in London, and the event quickly became a landmark 
moment in international politics. “You have no right to do this. You can not 
arrest me! I am here on a secret mission!” cried the dictator (Montes 2018) 
(my translation). Pinochet’s bloody dictatorship started with a coup d’état 
on 11 September 1973 that overthrew Salvador Allende, the world’s first 
democratically elected socialist president. During the Cold War, the principle 
of universal jurisdiction had not been applied. Pinochet’s arrest was the first 
time a former head of state did not have immunity for international crimes, 
such as torture and genocide. Henceforth, other countries arrested dictators 
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and criminals under the principle of universal jurisdiction. For example, in 
2005, Belgium succeeded in having Senegal capture Hissène Habré, the former 
head of state of Chad from 1982 to 1990, who was accused of political murders, 
torture, and ethnic persecution, among other crimes. Although Pinochet was 
eventually released and returned to Chile in early 2000 using questionable 
political and diplomatic maneuvers, the arrest of the former dictator marked a 
turning point in the legal application of the principle of universal jurisdiction.

In the early 1990s, Patricio Aylwin’s government had already made some 
political progress toward investigating human rights abuses committed by 
the dictatorship (for example, the 1991 Rettig Report). However, it was only in 
the late 1990s that Chile began an exhaustive institutional process that led to the 
opening of hundreds of cases of human rights violations. In addition to the 
judicial prosecution of former members and accomplices of the dictatorship, 
Chile steadily began to memorialize the dictatorship’s victims by creating 
symbolic spaces, such as parks and street names, to remember those grim 
years. For example, the Museum of Memory and Human Rights in Santiago 
(Museo de la Memoria y Los Derechos Humanos) opened in 2010 because of the 
cooperation between state institutions and social organizations. The same 
phenomenon began abroad in exiled Chilean communities in countries that 
had received immigrants or refugees. Canada was one of the major countries 
to do so2 (Bascuñán and Borgoño 2015, 2021; Simmons 1993). In this essay, 
I use photographs with brushstrokes of colour on a colourless background 
to chronicle, like field notes, this memorialization process that was part of a 
global phenomenon of commemoration, what Huyssen (2003) calls the “boom 
of memory.” Photographic intervention is, in a sense, a form of mediation in a 
virtual space. As James Herbert pointed out about nineteenth-century French 
paintings, “the strong subjectivity of the artist creates the brushstroke, while 
the brushstroke divulges the essence of the artist” (Herbert 2015, 1). In each 
photograph, brushstrokes are also a political stance, as they are a personal 
kind of virtual appropriation of the artifacts depicted and fixed in the urban 
space. If, as I argue, odonyms and public art are brushstrokes of colour to 
memorialize “a past that hurts” (Fuenzalida 2017), in the photographs, they 
are also an invitation to see and appreciate these exile materialities differently. 
Like photography, brushstrokes can also be “ends of their own” (Herbert 2015). 
They both shape together and at once, a form of visual register, a method of 
intervention, appropriation, and expression.
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28 September 2004

Four years after Pinochet’s release from London, the Laval city administration 
in Quebec confirmed that one of its streets would bear the name of Salvador 
Allende3, the former Chilean president overthrown by the Pinochet coup (see 
Figure 1). An odonym is a name associated with a communication route such 
as a street, an alley, or an avenue. Its importance for postcolonial, urban, and 
critical toponymy studies is well known (Azaryahu 1996; Berg and Vuolteenaho 
2009; Bouvier and Guillon 2001; Casagranda 2013). As Dominique Badariotti has 
explained, “it must be noted that it is not insignificant to baptize a street ‘Joan of 
Arc,’ a square ‘Salvador Allende,’ or to give names of European cities to an entire 
district” (Badariotti 2002, 285–286) (my translation). Urban odonyms provide 
symbolic landscapes within urban spaces and give meaning to places. Thus, I 
can understand a city’s past and present through its odonyms because they bear 
traces of successive evolutions, extensions, and urban development (Badariotti 
2002). Seeing the panel with Allende’s name on it in a residential (and relatively 
wealthy) neighbourhood in the suburbs of Laval, it seems strange to me to think 
that the odonyms could express the aspirations of their communities in providing 
what Don Mitchell (2003) has referred to as “the right to the city.” Nevertheless, 
the odonym proves to be a good starting point for the project.

Figure 1. Laval, Salvador Allende Street, 2017. Source: Author.
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16 September 2006

On this date, a new street name is unveiled in Toronto that bears the name 
of a Chilean individual. Located in the Davenport neighbourhood, the new 
Victor Jara Lane is not remarkably different from the other alleys in the area 
(see Figures 2 and 3). Victor Jara was a popular Chilean musician, poet, and 
cultural manager assassinated two days after Augusto Pinochet’s coup d’état. 
The naming of the lane was part of an artistic initiative fostered by the Latin 
American Canadian Art Projects (LACAP)4 association to commemorate Latin 
American artists and cultural characters. LACAP presented the project to the 
local government, which authorized it in adherence to the city administration’s 
public policies that encouraged the expression of cultural diversity.

Figure 2. Toronto, Victor Jara Lane, 2015. Source: Author.
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Figure 3. Toronto, Victor Jara Lane, 2015. Source: Author.

Walking through the streets of Toronto and discussing the past and political 
violence made me think about several questions. Far from the CN Tower and 
other popular, crowded tourist attractions in Toronto, I visited small corners 
that interested me because of their singular value. Victor Jara Lane immediately 
drew my attention as the best example to think about the relations that migrant 
communities create and maintain with places and public spaces (compare 
Moretti 2017; Yi’En 2014). The lane allowed me to explore discreet artifacts that 
constitute urban life. Despite its inconspicuous character, it awakened in me 
memories of the recent political history of Chile (Meade 2004). As I walked down 
the lane, political events of the 1980s were vivid and coloured. Oddly, Victor Jara 
Lane also awakened a sense of belonging to an imagined Chilean Canadian 
community (Anderson 2006) to which, ironically, I had no real connection. It 
seemed to be a place that reassembles while not physically encountering others. 
It has symbolic and interpretative significance as a contemporary, discreet, and 
politically charged urban object. Thus, I followed what Dominique Badariotti 
(2002, 286) calls “the poetic role” of a street or square name, which is the ability 
to evoke the past and to create or collect memories.
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11 September 2009

In the Jean Drapeau Park in Montreal, a steel plaque with a brief biography 
of Salvador Allende is next to Quebec artist Michel De Broin’s sculpture titled 
“L’Arc” (see Figure 4). Measuring 280 x 472 x 127 centimetres, L’Arc is composed 
of concrete and stainless steel, a way to highlight the material symbols of 
urban life (see Figure 5). It was installed in 2009 in the Jardins des Floralies, 
the section of the park that has featured commemorative and artistic works 
since the 1967 International and Universal Exposition. L’Arc is located in a 
natural environment with its materiality creating “a subtle and effective formal 
dissonance with the surrounding trees.”5 The sculpture also dilutes the frontier 
of nature and culture with its form and material. It is lost in its environment, 
confused with the park’s landscape but outside the imposing visual framework 
of the nearby city’s casino (see Figure 6). Representing “a curved tree whose 
canopy seeks the soil of its origin,”6 through its double roots, the artwork creates 
a bridge between Chile, the country of origin, and Montreal, a welcoming land 
for the Chilean community. For the artist, “the circular line that draws the arch 
can be seen to suggest further an organic relation between the past and the 
present, as well as a site for circulation, meditation, and contemplation.”7

By commemorating an individual and a significant episode in Chile’s 
history, is L’Arc a symbolic healing space? As a speculative interpretation, I 
suggest that this artwork connects a foreign community and enables many 
exiled people to form bonds and interact in a public space, even if they do not 
know each other. It connects them with the city of Montreal and with other 
Chileans without the need for them to be physically present. Viewing the 
sculpture as a mere thing limits how we address and perceive the past’s relevant 
social and emotional spheres. L’Arc facilitates an understanding of how artwork 
shapes social life and, perhaps more importantly, how it activates and evokes 
affection (Navaro-Yashin 2009). Obviously, healing is not the only possible effect 
of these memorials; they can also elicit feelings of rejection, ignorance, and 
indifference. I highlight only one of many possible dimensions that we can use 
to view these objects.

Similarly, I suggest that L’Arc activates different temporalities simultaneously 
as it evokes the past and celebrates the present and future. As a symbolic object, 
it allows the exploration of the materialization of intercultural relations. It 
prompts questions about how and why immigrants arrive in a new city and 
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how they engage with its scattered material world and the past anchored within 
it. Located in the symbolic Jean Drapeau Park, L’Arc is not only artwork of the 
past but also an artifact for the future because it provides a sense of belonging 
to Chilean immigrants. As some interviewees emphasize, the political practices 
preserve the past or at least a part of it. I argue that the feeling of belonging 
emerges less through commemorating an event of the past than through 
participating in the historical trajectory of the commemoration process itself. 
This interpretative turn allows some Chilean exiles to acknowledge urban 
artifacts as the materialization of an active agency of spatial appropriation and 
not simply as monuments that memorialize passive victimhood of a traumatic 
and overwhelming event. Healing situates itself in part in that turn, where 
the experience of exile is a continuous “process of becoming” (Deleuze and 
Guattari 1972), folding the past and the present (Robb 2020). Here also lies the 
multitemporality of L’Arc—the timelessness of the concrete and steel rods and 
the transience of the wood of the trees.

Figure 4. Montreal, commemorative plate in Jean Drapeau Park, 2017. Source: Author.
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Figure 5. Montreal, L’Arc, 2017. Source: Author.

Figure 6. Montreal, L’Arc and the city’s casino, 2017. Source: Author.
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20 September 2012

On this anniversary of Pinochet’s coup d’état, the Laval municipality gave the 
name Salvador Allende to a little park located on a homonymous street (see 
Figure 7). The city added a new material device with political significance to a 
physical space that has little or nothing to do with the name it bears. How many 
residents know its history? How many residents feel connected to it? Probably 
none. How many city residents will feel a connection to the name? Perhaps 
many8. What seems more evident is that one should not take for granted the 
existence of a single type of agency associated with these artifacts.

Figure 7. Laval, Salvador Allende Park, 2017. Source: Author.

On the contrary, none of these artifacts has a unique agency for those who 
live on the streets where they are located or for the urban population. Of course, 
the point here is not to elucidate a direct relationship between the odonyms and 
the communities that inhabit the streets where these names are inserted but to 
evaluate the symbolic value of these artifacts and their relationship to the city’s 
urban landscape. Street naming is undoubtedly significant for those who reside 
in the same town and feel connected to them or for those who associate these 
names with family stories, individual memories, missing relatives, traumas, and 
uprooting. I do not argue that the mere fact of a street designation is enough to 
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heal the wounds of the past. Healing does not mean closing; on the contrary, it 
implies resignifying, updating, and reviving the past.

10 September 2017

In commemorating the coup d’état against Salvador Allende, Salvador Allende 
Court was unveiled in Toronto a few blocks south of Victor Jara Lane. At least a 
hundred Chilean residents from the city and the surrounding area attended the 
inauguration (see Figure 8). “You know, the street gives historical content to local 
space,” said Mauricio,9 board member of Casa Salvador Allende, a Toronto-
based Chilean organization that promotes political, cultural, and social activities 
for the Chilean resident community (personal interview, 1 October 2020). 
Naming Salvador Allende Court was a long process that started in at least 2000, 
the year of Pinochet’s release from detention in London. Mauricio initiated the 
project to commemorate Salvador Allende, thinking of an object that would be 
functional in the city’s daily life and thus more visible than a commemorative 
plaque. The prospect for this new object had three requirements: (1) it must 
have good visibility, (2) it must be part of the daily life of the residents and the 
urban traffic, and (3) it must be closely connected with the cultural environment 

Figure 8. Toronto, unveiling event of the Salvador Allende Court, 2017. Source: Author.
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of the neighbourhood, not necessarily linked to the Chilean community living 
there. Discussed in several City of Toronto administrative meetings, the name 
of the street was finally approved unanimously in August 2014. But, as Mauricio 
has explained, this work was only made possible by “the political conditions of 
a given period” (personal interview, 1 October 2020).

This event for unveiling the street name brought the community together. As 
the Canadian and Chilean keynote speeches highlighted, the commemoration 
of the former president demonstrated the relevance of the recognition of a 
foreign community within a newly constituted urban space. Furthermore, 
this event openly sought to replicate the so-called actos organized during the 
Chilean dictatorship by its exiled communities in different countries. “The actos 
offered an occasion for affected members of the exiled Chilean community to 
assemble, to communally mourn, and to implicitly forge mutual understanding 
of circumstance” (Simalchik 2006, 99). The event organizers removed the blue 
cloth covering the street signage in an almost sacred act between speeches, 
poetry readings, musical presentations, laughter, and hugs (see Figures 9 
and 10).

Figure 9. Toronto, unveiling event of the Salvador Allende Court, 2017. Source: Author.
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Figure 10. Toronto, unveiling event of the Salvador Allende Court, 2017. Source: Author.

The odonym transcends its mere materiality and intertwines with sensory 
attributes typical of urban life (Pink 2009), such as vehicle traffic noise, the 
sound of the bus stop announcement, and the movement of pedestrians at a bus 
stop (Moretti 2017). Moreover, Salvador Allende Court is not just a residential 
address, as highlighted by Mauricio in our conversations. It is also a meeting 
point for local Chileans and even a destination for some tourists visiting the 
city. Urban landscape artifacts such as odonyms thus become gateways of 
citizen awareness that convey specific symbols and values (Badariotti 2002). 
They facilitate understanding some of the reasons and circumstances of the 
arrival of an exiled community and its connection to the social and symbolic 
contexts, an understanding made possible through the intrinsic attributes of 
urban materiality (see Figure 11).
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Figure 11. Toronto, Salvador Allende Court, 2017. Source: Author.

Conclusion

I started the project on exile materialities by examining three odonyms and 
one sculpture as examples of Canadian urban artifacts that memorialize recent 
Chilean history: the Victor Jara Lane in Toronto, the Salvador Allende streets in 
Laval and Toronto, and L’Arc, a sculpture erected in Montreal’s Jean Drapeau 
Park. This research is distinct because it examines a Chilean living past that 
refuses to be hidden and forgotten (Cáceres 1992; Carrasco, Jensen, and Cáceres 
2004; Fuenzalida 2017; Fuenzalida et al. 2020; Vilches 2011), a living past of 
political repression that is also materialized in exiled contexts. I approached the 
above examples with broad and open questions. Can Canadian urban odonyms 
and public art related to the Chilean dictatorship serve as contemporary artifacts 
that reflect a city’s cultural and symbolic landscapes as the materialization of 
intercultural relations? Can Chilean political violence materialized in Canadian 
urban cultural places and objects be understood not as isolated objects but as 
symbolic healing spaces for exiled Chileans in Canada that help them cope 
with the exile experience? The breadth of the questions undoubtedly blurs 
any possible collective answers, but it does not prevent us from examining the 
material expressions. As a Chilean immigrant walking the streets of Toronto 
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or Montreal, urban artifacts triggered a connection to a community I did not 
know existed (see Figure 12). The examples presented here lead me to reflect on 
concepts related to odonyms and public art as significant urban artifacts, exiled 
immigrants as dynamic configuring agents of the symbolic urban landscape, 
and contemporary materialities as possible urban spaces of symbolic healing. 
I approached them, hoping to add a more nuanced view to commonly used 
sociological categories, such as immigrants. Joan Simalchik rightly noted that 
Chilean exiles “were not immigrants seeking a new land, nor were they refugees 
hoping to be permanently resettled” (Simalchik 2006, 96). What were they? 
What have they become?

Figure 12. Toronto, unveiling event of the  
Salvador Allende Court, 2017. Source: Author.
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Odonyms are inserted in political and historical contexts; evidently, 
every public space can be politically manipulated (Guyot and Seethal 2007; 
Márquez 2018). Odonyms and neotoponymies help us understand how the 
interaction of people with contemporary materiality produces diverse modes 
of assessment. Consequently, odonyms can also obliterate memories concerning 
the history of a place, not by naming a new urban area but by changing an 
existing name (Adam 2008; Guyot and Seethal 2007). In Canada, these questions 
may explore how neotoponymies obliterate or revive local Indigenous history. 
How do odonyms that reflect settler history appropriate Indigenous spaces 
and contribute to erasing the local past? These questions involve exploring the 
urban space as a place where diverse voices, such as those of exiles from other 
countries, seek representation and contest dominant narratives.

Using odonyms and public art, I consider these nuances and the social 
dynamics of inhabiting urban places, aiming to understand the practices of 
individuals and communities who comprise these urban spaces. Although fixed 
in materiality, the odonyms Salvador Allende and L’Arc should be perceived 
not as mere static things that represent the recent past or relate only to the past 
but as social devices for the future. It is as much a process of bringing back the 
past as it is connecting diverse layers of transnational forms of remembering. 
These exile materialities also open different but interrelated spaces as sites 
of dialogue and encounter (Fahlander 2007), symbolically reassembling a 
community in exile. Can these materialities assist in coping with the experience 
of exile? As Joan Simalchik indicated, the condition of exile faces geographical 
and temporary disruptions with people living both in the past and present: “The 
tension of maintaining a balance between shifting coordinates of time, place, 
and memory serves as a particularly demanding burden of exile” (Simalchik 
2006, 96). Expanding from the examples presented in these photographs, other 
objects and places from Canadian cities invite us to connect with this burden 
and the personal experiences of confronting political violence. The odonyms 
Salvador Allende and the sculpture L’Arc create strategies for constructing an 
intercultural environment in the visual discourses they continually produce 
through their physicality and through the social practices they enable.

Due to the disruption brought by the COVID19 pandemic, I again walk 
through the streets of Toronto and Montreal, but this time my walk is virtual 
on Google Maps. No more bus stop conversations, no in-situ interviews—at 
least for a while. In my virtual exploration of the cities, Richard Sennett’s words 
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echo loudly: “In the painting the foreigner is making of his or her life, large 
patches are over-painted in white” (Sennett 2011, 79). Perhaps, in some ineffable 
way, as testimonies of (up)rootedness, the modest and discreet artifacts in these 
photographs are brushstrokes of colour on that canvas.

Francisco Rivera 
University of Toronto, 
f.riveraamaro@gmail.com
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Notes

1 To this date, fieldwork and interviews have focused on Toronto, Montreal, Laval, and 
Ottawa, with hopes to expand to other cities in the Maritimes and Western Canada.

2 In 1969, Canada signed the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and the 
1967 Protocol. In 1976, the new Immigration Act was the first Canadian immigration 
law to recognize the status of refugees.

3 In Canada, the Geographic Commission (Commission de géographie) created in 1912, 
was responsible for assigning toponymical designations within the province of 
Quebec. Since 1977, the Toponymy Commission of Quebec (Commission de 
toponymie du Québec) is the government agency responsible for the “inventory, 
processing, standardization, officialization, dissemination, and conservation of place 
names in Québec territory” (Adam 2008, 34) (my translation).

4 https://lacap.ca/home/

5 https://micheldebroin.org/en/works/arch-2/

6 http://micheldebroin.org/fr/arch/

7 https://micheldebroin.org/en/works/arch-2/
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8 In 2011, 12,215 people in Quebec reported being of Chilean origin, concentrated mainly 
in the Montréal metropolitan region, 10 percent of which reside in the Laval 
administrative region (Gouvernement du Québec 2014).

9 Fictitious name. It has been changed for anonymity.
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