
Political Imprisonment 

The philosophy behind survival during and after 

 

 

Greetings 

My name is Emilio Barreto, I am Paraguayan. I was born in the countryside, in the 

town of Villarrica in the year 1940, and was the youngest in a family of seven 

brothers and sisters. My father and my mother were political activists, and when I was 

a little child we had to migrate to the city, the capital of Paraguay, Asunción, to 

survive from political persecution.  

 

Paraguay is a bilingual country, we speak both Spanish and Guarani, the latter is the 

language inherited from the original inhabitants of Paraguay, our indigenous 

ancestors. Guaraní is the language of the countryside, and it is my native language. As 

I couldn’t speak Spanish in school, I was very rebellious as a child, because they 

mocked me when I tried to express myself in Spanish, I used to stutter during my 

childhood because of that mockery; in addition, later I was brought up by an aunt who 

was a school teacher, and for every word that I spoke in Guaraní, she would hit me 

across my mouth, slap me, and that, according to what they told me later, was the 

cause of my stuttering, so in the end I simply refused to talk. 

 

Again due to political circumstances my family had to return to the countryside, to my 

native town, to escape from persecution. It was there that my elder sister taught me 

how to recite poetry, it was only then that I learned how to speak well in Spanish, 

reciting and singing songs that I learned in Spanish; but talking, keeping a 

conversation, was very hard for me, the reciting and the songs however, developed in 

me a taste for the performing arts. 

 

When I grew up I returned to the city and started high school, apart from that, I was 

fond of art, so then I entered the Municipal School of Scenic Arts; this was due to a 

play that I was doing in school with some classmates, and this play was seen by a 

teacher of oration, he told us that we could enhance our abilities by going to a night 

school that he was in charge of, which was the Municipal School of Scenic Arts, this 

teacher was called Roque Centurión Miranda, he was also a playwright. 



 

In the year 1954, General Alfredo Stroessner, commander in chief of the army, rises 

to power after a coup d’etat, and it was then that the longest and cruelest dictatorship 

that Paraguay had to live through started. Once again due to political circumstances, 

of my activism in leftist movements, eternally forbidden in my country, I couldn’t 

finish the School of Arts, since in the year 1960, due to the death of Centurión 

Miranda, the school was closed, closed by the dictatorship, and those of us students, 

the ones who did not finish the school, formed an independent theatre group, that is, 

independent from the Municipal Theatre, the only theatre officially approved by the 

dictatorship, in that only professional groups were admitted to the theatre, the ones of 

the school of the Ateneo Paraguayo, the only art school approved by the dictatorship, 

or very well know figures of the middle class or high class; and since we were of 

completely proletarian origins, we couldn’t even dream of entering the Municipal 

Theatre. 

 

It was then that, as far as I recall, three independent groups were formed, The 

Asunción Experimental Theatre, The Universitarian Theatre, and the one I was a 

member of, The Mburicao Experimental Theatre; with this group we performed plays 

by Julio Correa, a forbidden Paraguayan author due to his political activism and also 

due to the socio-political contents of his plays, themes like the struggle for the land 

between the rich and the poor, or that the victims of war were always the farmers and 

the aborigines, the loss of tradition, class struggle, and in a way trying to amend the 

distorted history that has been recorded in our history books of the period by telling 

another history of the country through the plays. Stroessner, the dictator, allowed only 

those theatre groups that did not touch social or political issues to grow and develop. 

With this group also, we presented the life of Christ, which was the kind of play that 

we could take to the countryside without being persecuted for it. Regarding the plays 

of Julio Correa, we presented them in schools, or for some institutions where the 

government apparatus did not have any power, mainly we did them for schools with 

student unions that were socially and politically militant. 

 

People used to tell me that I could not make a living from theatre, and since I had to 

keep studying in school, which I abandoned because of my political activities in 

different student unions, I had no other choice but to go back to my studies and enter a 



technical school, where I continued my militant activities, at the same time that I was 

acting in the Mburicao theatre group and performing with a musical band called The 

Flamingoes, which sang songs of social content. 

 

It was the year 1965, and it was then that I was taken prisoner due to my political 

activities, my wife and I were ‘kidnapped’ from our home and I was taken to prison 

with her, I was only four months a newlywed. Both my wife and I were tortured – we 

were separated and she was imprisoned for almost a year, I was to be imprisoned for 

almost thirteen years. 

 

They took me to a building known as the Department of Investigations, the 

headquarters of the secret police of the regime, there I was tortured with the purpose 

of extracting information from me, to try to link me with other known activists and to 

make me denounce others. Under the Stroessner dictatorship, the police used different 

methods of torture, there was the psychological torture and the physical torture; first, 

as political prisoners, we were tortured psychologically, after all, the fact that we had 

been imprisoned for our thoughts was already torture; they would tell me that they 

would bring my wife and rape her in front of me if I did not speak, they would also 

make us listen while others were being tortured, which was the worst thing of all, and 

if one would still not talk they would take us to the pileta. The worst physical torture 

we endured was the pileta, they would take us handcuffed and with our feet chained 

and sit us on the edge of a bath filled with putrid water, filthy with your own 

excrement and the ones of those before us, they make us swallow that, a torturer 

would sit on your lap getting his feet in the water, he was the one who plunged us into 

the water, and another would stand on our feet, and on each side there would be 

another two who would punch our stomach once we were inside the bath. Other 

tortures that we commonly endured were beatings with clubs, whippings, being 

shocked by electric cattle prods forced into the orifices of our bodies or attached to 

our private parts, we had needles forced under our nails and our nails pulled out, we 

were burned with cigarettes and matches, beaten on the soles of our feet, they 

handcuffed us with our hands behind our heels and placed an iron bar in the space 

between our arms and legs, they made us hang from that iron bar and the weight of 

our thorax would made our behinds point to the ceiling and they would beat our 

buttocks or burn our testicles with hot vapor from a kettle. They also would put us 



inside barrels that were used to transport lime in the middle of the intense summer 

heat and they would make those barrels roll down the street, which in the end burned 

us, stunned us with the noise and battered us with the shaking movement. They also 

injected us with Pentothal, the so called truth serum, to try to force information from 

us. One time they even simulated a firing squad for me, and worst of all they actually 

made me dig my own grave, they blindfolded me and threw me inside the grave and 

started to shovel the earth on top of me as they shot their rifles near my face. As a 

consequence of all these tortures I suffered irreparable physical injuries, the retina of 

one of my eyes was unattached, I am deaf in one ear, they broke my jaw, my 

kneecaps, they had to remove one of my testicles as a consequence of receiving so 

many punches between the legs. And then there is the psychological damage – the 

nightmares I live with constantly, the sudden fear or feeling of dislocation, the 

memories, the fear of time passing by… 

 

After twenty or more days, I can’t quite recall the exact days any more, they moved 

me around different police stations, I ended up in a concentration camp in a suburb of 

the city, a garrison called The Guard of Security. Once inside the prison cells of the 

Guard of Security, because we refused to do forced labor, fourteen young men among 

were put inside a basement beneath the kitchen of the garrison, which was used as a 

deposit for wood and charcoal. Inside this basement there was a terrible humidity and 

darkness – because there was only a dirty 60 watt light bulb that did not illuminate the 

only properly and the only light that entered came from a small skylight that was at 

the level of the garden outside. Our physiological needs we were forced to carry out in 

old cans of powdered milk and we would urinate in bottles, or else we had to take out 

the tiles of brick from the floor scratching the edges with our spoons and then dig with 

the same spoon under the floor to bury our physiological needs there and then cover it 

with sand and the brick tiles.  

 

Faced with this terrible situation, and at the risk of breaking our morale and not being 

able to contain the horrible madness that we were driven to by this terrible 

imprisonment, those of us that that had a better political instruction talked between us 

and came to the conclusion that we had to find alternative forms of survival, in order 

to keep our minds in use and not break our morale. It was then that I proposed the idea 

whether they would like it that I acted some monologues, teach them some acting 



acrobatics to pass the time, and so, my fellow prisoners began to like it, walking with 

their hands and the feet up in the air, something I learned when I was little when I saw 

a circus go by; so we began practicing, and not only that, we would exercise to 

strengthen the muscles in our hands and arms. Apart from that, our fans made of 

straw, that we would use against the intense heat and to refresh the water that was 

served to us in dishes, we would use as musical instruments, also we would use our 

own bodies, our mouths, noses, some used their throats as drums, our bellies, thighs, 

fingers pretending to be the rattle of castanets; there was even this fellow prisoner that 

made violin sounds out of his nose, and many things like that, we would all practice 

and try to make sounds for improvised recitals.  

 

That is how theatre emerged in the prison, we would present monologues, I 

remembered some monologues from the plays I had been in, and some fellow 

prisoners they would recite what they had learned in their childhood and others knew 

revolutionary poetry from some national and foreign authors. Thus we would recite 

and learn by heart, because we had no pencil and paper to jot things down and besides 

visibility was so poor; then we would use our shoes as puppets, or like characters that 

were talking and telling stories, the shoe was answered by a hand dressed in a sock, 

and we saw how with the thumb and the fingers we could make the shape of a serpent. 

 

That is how we began to live our lives immersed in that situation, and we realized that 

it did us good, and each day for a moment we would forget our imprisonment, until 

the time that they would give us food, then we would rest and later on start to practice 

again the exercises to strengthen the muscles of the arms and hands, some fellow 

prisoners even managed to stand on one arm and do push ups, I could never do that, 

but I did manage with two arms. You may not think so to see me now but I was fit and 

agile. 

 

In time we got our jail keepers to give us candles so as to rub the wax on our chests to 

stop coughing or against the flu and the asthma that one of our cell mates suffered 

from. And when we lit the candles we realized the shadows reflected against the 

walls, so we used that too, some made figures of animals, dogs, cats, ducks, etc., to 

tell stories with, we used to practice and we realized that our hands were instruments 

of communication and expression and we played a lot making shadow masks with the 



lights from the candles, a candle beneath the chin gave some phantasmagoric 

shadows, and we used the shadows from our hair, some had very long hair, we used 

our own hands as different masks and played with the shadows that were made 

against our cheeks, our nostrils, our eyebrows, eyelids, noses, ears, everything, we 

would use them to make characters of monsters or ghosts, because Paraguay has a rich 

culture of mythical characters and popular legends of animals, and we tried to 

reproduce these myths through the shadows of the candles.  

 

When they took us out to clean our cans filled with excrement, we found objects that 

we brought back to the cell to use as musical instruments or as make up, for example, 

ashes from a fire or charcoal, once we found a frying pan that had a hole and another 

prisoner made a glue with the remains of dry noodles and with some cardboard he 

covered the frying pan and made a hole in the middle, he tensed three wires along it 

and made it sound like a guitar, another prisoner that could play the guitar tuned in the 

wires and managed to get a few musical tones, but in the end our jail keepers, when 

they went inside to check on us, they stole these things, they took away our 

instruments, but even so, we always managed to invent other type of instruments. We 

never allowed them to destroy our creativity – never – and in that way even as 

prisoners we had our dignity and we had freedom! 

 

Once they brought in an old man, I say old because then I was only twenty five years 

old, the man was a composer and also a theatre practitioner, his name was Arturo 

Pereyra, he has passed away already, and this musician made some sort of xylophone 

inside there, with the bottles of our own urine he filled them at different levels to get 

the proper sound, he got the seven musical tones and would use the bottles as a 

xylophone and play it as we sang along.  

 

Most importantly we laughed. Of course prison was a terrible experience and the 

torture was horrific but it must never be forgotten that we laughed, we laughed so 

very much. Because we discovered that laughter would do us good, that it helped us 

relax and forget about our situation, my fellow prisoners and I, we would permanently 

make fun of our misfortune, we taught ourselves the wonderful art of being able to 

laugh at ourselves and our situation to never take it too seriously and therefore allow it 

to consume us. For example when we were forced to work in a quarry, afterwards, we 



would be exhausted and hungry, on the march back form the quarry to the prison 

barracks I remember one fellow prisoner saying: “In this condition I would even take 

my medicine as food”, because he so disliked the taste of medicine; or another 

prisoner who was Argentinean came once to the cell with his pockets filled with 

medicinal herbs and said: “this one’s good for the liver, and this one’s good for the 

stomach, and this one’s good for the kidney” and another fellow prisoner replied: 

“What are you? A collector of illnesses?” Even after torture, a fellow prisoner said 

once: “at least they only  knocked my teeth out and didn’t destroy one of my testicles, 

because I still have hope to become a father someday, and since they never feed us 

much here, my teeth weren’t of that much use anyway,” We found humor in our own 

adversity in our own suffering because that kept our minds and our spirits from 

breaking. 

 

In that way, some really funny anecdotes emerged, because we had to use every 

resource within our reach, when we ran out of repertoire, we had to tell jokes, gossips, 

and the like, and since most of the young people there came from the countryside, 

they could hardly read and were almost illiterate, then we began to develop a method 

that consisted of the game of who could lie the most, who could say the most 

imaginative, the most creative lies, I remember several of these stories and would like 

to try to tell you some: One would say for example, that in his native town the 

roosters were so big that five chicken would fit on each of their feet, another would 

say that the watermelons in his town were so big that it would not fit a wagon and that 

one time after all the community had eaten half a watermelon they would take the 

remainder to give to the cattle, and a cow stepped on the border of the empty 

watermelon flipping it over covering the cow and suffocating it; another would say 

how he and others went once on a hunt, and took with them a small beetle car, they 

went out to hunt an ostrich that in guaraní is called ñandu ruvicha, the chief of all 

ostrich, the biggest, most fearful one, he even ate cows, pigs and the like, so they went 

with the beetle car near the ostrich’s nest and they got out of the car with their rifles 

and shotguns, then they found the footsteps of the ñandu ruvicha, each step was 

separated by two and a half meters and in depth they were the size of half a human 

leg, that’s how big the ñandu ruvicha was, then they realized that they were very far 

away from the car and when they turned to see where it was, they saw how the ostrich 

was going in the direction of the car, they returned quickly and the giant ostrich was 



going towards the car and he ate it with one single peck, they tried to go after the 

ostrich but it was impossible due to his speed, later on they found the giant egg of the 

ostrich and said “we have to take the egg at least to show our people”, they carried the 

egg rolling it to their town, and inside a giant frying pan, used to cook sugar cane to 

make black honey, they broke the egg to make a giant tortilla and found a miniature 

beetle car that fell and rolled away! 

 

Creativity is closely linked to development, man’s observation of his surroundings, of 

nature, it is what helps transform the objects around him, us political prisoners in our 

imprisonment, we had to apply creativity to everything we had at hand, tangible or 

intangible, like the imagination, to make our minds work, to make ourselves feel free 

at least in our heads and withstand our time in prison. 

 

My life in prison was not confined to one place only, they moved me continuously 

from one police station to another, from one cell to another, there were places where 

the strategies of survival were different, like for example working, making 

handicrafts, in other prisons people learned, for example the illiterate learned how to 

read, in other prisons people studied, those who knew philosophy taught philosophy, 

for example, because there were all kinds of political prisoners: intellectuals, lawyers, 

sociologists, politicians, medical doctors, psychologists, psychiatrists, economists, a 

little of everything, and to each one we would ask them to give us classes, it was thus 

how we learned quite a lot of human knowledge, that is, we transformed the prison 

into a university, all of that without abandoning our political instruction, because we 

also were instructed and learned in politics. In one of the police stations, we learned 

tailoring, we learned how to cut the fabrics with razor blades and we would sew by 

hand, we even made suits for the very policemen who guarded us, in some police 

stations where the repression was not so hard, we managed to sew entire suits, the 

coat, the trousers, the jacket with our own hands and it was very good work because 

we were directed by a fellow prisoner who was a tailor who had learned the craft in 

Argentina. In another police station, we would cook; the struggle was for a better 

quality of life, we would ask for provisions and our relatives brought them, meat, oil, 

pasta, bread, and we would invent cooking devices that were made from water heaters 

and each time our relatives would visit us we would ask them for some pepper, salt, 

and other condiments that they would not give us in the prisons and that’s how we 



cooked. We lived in an organized way inside the prison and we took turns cleaning; in 

the places that we were allowed to exit the cells we would build instruments with 

what we found, at first in the form of small handicraft replicas, and later they allowed 

us to build real musical instruments like guitars and we would sing and learn to play 

them, and those who could sing would teach the others. 

 

In the year 1976, all political prisoners were transferred to a single concentration 

camp, called Emboscada, a place very far away from the city. The strategies of 

survival there were different due to the amount of political prisoners, we were almost 

five hundred people, men and women, the elderly and even children were there, they 

even put animals in the concentration camp with us, because they not only brought the 

people, they even brought them with their cats and dogs! Inside the concentration 

camp of Emboscada, there were foreigners that through the famous Condor Operation 

they were kidnapped and imprisoned with us: Argentineans, Chileans, Brazilians, and 

others. There were several intellectuals among us from the cultural world, due to a 

severe repression in the year 1976, it was with their help that we formed two choruses, 

one of men and another of women, directed by a fellow prisoner who was a musician 

and a composer, another prisoner called Mauricio Schwarztman, he could play the 

piano and was a musician and a sociologist who already has passed away, with him 

we would learn theory and harmony.  

 

Once it occurred to us the idea to present Moliere’s play ‘The Physician in Spite of 

Himself’, which was translated into Guaraní by a fellow prisoner who was a lawyer, 

Fernando Robles, and I; the piece was directed by a journalist and theatre practitioner 

called Antonio Pecci and we called it in Guaraní “Médico garrotepupe” (Doctor by 

beating), a play that was very much appreciated by the prison’s population, that is our 

relatives who went to visit us and even the very relatives of the police guards, our jail 

keepers, because the Emboscada prison had almost one hundred and fifty guards in its 

personnel and they would invite their relatives, their friends and their neighbors; 

everybody got in during the days of visits to see our play presented. Our group was 

called asajepyte which means “in the very noon” because we rehearsed at noon while 

the rest of the prison would be resting. With this group we presented short plays that 

in Paraguay are called pukara (to laugh at) and we had days of musical festivals, 

poetry and theatrical presentations, I have recovered several short plays that we would 



present in the prison in Guaraní, because in this concentration camp most of the 

people only spoke Guaraní. The women and the children were separated in other cells 

but we would see them in the courtyard and we would ask the women to help us sew 

puppets because by then they had the needles and threads and fabrics with which they 

made the clothes for their children and babies that were born there in the prison; with 

their help we made puppets plays and I also did mime presentations mocking our jail 

keepers who then repressed us and forbade us to act, they would censor us, but we 

always continued regardless. 

 

In the year 1978, after almost thirteen years, I was released of the prison of 

Emboscada – no reason was given for my release just as none had been given for my 

imprisonment, an imprisonment for which I was never charged and never given a 

trial! Quickly I entered a group called Laboratory Theatre to work. I did not leave the 

country because the government officials did not give me the compulsory identity 

card that would have allowed me to leave the country, and acknowledged my 

existence in a country where our identity cards must be carried with us at all times. I 

was what they call in Paraguay a “preso sambuku”, a prisoner with a long rope; it was 

not until the year 1984 that I was given my identity card, but by then I was totally 

reinserted into society thanks to the theatre. At first nobody would give a job to an ex-

political prisoner, even my own relatives would ignore me, they would not allow me 

into their homes, because they were frightened to be linked to me, so there was 

nothing else I could do but to join the Laboratory Theatre Group who were a group of 

questioning young people. With them we rehearsed and presented comedies in one of 

the very few cultural centres that always supported the work of questioning artists of 

the period, the Juan de Salazar Spanish Cultural Centre of the Spanish embassy. Later 

on I joined the group Free Studio Theatre, dependant of an NGO supported by the 

International School, a school of people with a great amount of money. This group 

was founded by a well known theatre director friend of mine who was also 

imprisoned and tortured by the dictatorship director Rudi Torga and this group still 

exists today, although sadly Rudy died almost two years ago. With this group we 

produced several plays, plays committed to social issues that the dictatorship did not 

approve and that would have been impossible to present in the Municipal Theatre in 

the capital city, with these types of plays we would tour the countryside and that 



allowed me to get in contact with a different reality than that of the city, the reality of 

the peasants.  

 

Once a peasant told me that we artists would bring a play to them, take the money 

they paid to see the play, and then leave them nothing, because the contents of the 

play did not speak to them, it did not talk about their reality; that made me start 

thinking, so I went to the director of the group to comment on this issues and he 

dismissed them, but I already was left with the idea that someday I had to return to 

work in the countryside, even if they had to pay me with vegetables, with their crops, 

even if they did not give me money, because even although we needed the money, it 

was precisely needed to buy provisions such as those. 

 

In the year 1979, the United Nations declared that year as the international year of 

children, and in Paraguay there was almost no theatre for children, it was then that 

with three fellow practitioners, three actors and an educator, we formed the group 

Piriri Theatre, which means spark, our first play was a play of clowns; then we 

realized that we had to improve our didactic approach and message along with the 

themes in our plays, so I had to learn how to build and handle puppets with an 

American called Juan Carter; I worked with this group until the year 1981. That year 

was the first time that I left the country and I went to an international theatre festival 

in Sao Paulo, Brazil. When I returned I took several workshops in masks, workshops 

in commedia del’arte, and puppet workshops. A knowledge that later on I began to 

use in my work and towards my reinsertion into society. 

 

I had to leave the children’s theatre group finally to try to get a job to make a living 

from and better support my family. At first I began organizing children’s birthday 

parties with some fellow actors, doing things like clowns and with puppets. Later on, I 

entered an ecological NGO and prepared a project to work with the poor sectors using 

theatre as an educational tool. At first I was hired to entertain the children in those 

poor sectors. These particular sectors were located in the margins of the Paraguay 

River that were constantly flooded when the river grew, and the people had to migrate 

to higher places. The Catholic Church acquired some terrains in the outskirts of the 

city so as to build several housing projects for the people, the beneficiaries of these 

projects had to build the houses themselves and while they were at this they did not 



know what to do with their children, since the terrains were 30 km. away from the city 

and it was impossible to send them to school since there were no schools in that area 

yet. So the church hired the NGO where I was working so that I could entertain the 

children and play with them, there I used mime techniques, and puppets that I had 

learned in the workshops, I kept developing this with them until at last the community 

had a school for themselves and I entered this school to teach there for six years, I 

taught all of secondary level developing theatre themes with ecological contents due 

to the nature of the NGO I worked with.  

 

Through all these experiences I was able to reinsert myself into society, and by the 

time I was given a document and could leave the country for good, I didn’t need to do 

it anymore, because I realized I could survive, and more importantly I realized that I 

had a purpose that I could best fulfill in my own country; that my suffering served a 

purpose and I had no need to run from my country and even less desire to do so. A 

little while later, the dictatorship fell, and until this date that I’m here with you all, I 

can say I have certainly forgotten about the idea of moving away from my country. 

 

Five years ago, a Scottish theatre practitioner that had been working in my country, 

Jennifer Hartley whom many of you will know, approached me because of her 

doctoral thesis – part of the subject of which was Paraguayan popular theatre. At first 

I received her with a not so good disposition, based on the constant manipulation of 

our culture by foreigners, of our image abroad where we are presented as the poor 

ones, the poor little ignorant Indians, I did not have a very good disposition towards 

that and therefore neither towards her. I have to recognize my arrogance because I did 

not even offer her to come into my house, I sat with her in the front yard and we 

started talking, and very soon she gained my complete trust, I gave her everything I 

had, my papers, my stories, because she was very impressed with my story. 

Afterwards, she called me and asked my permission to write a play based on what she 

recorded during our talks and then present it on the stage; I told her yes, that on the 

contrary I appreciated the opportunity to stop the silence, to talk about everything that 

we keep inside ourselves in this country, our grief, our pain, our anguishes, our hopes, 

our dreams, we swallow everything, we feel impotent living in a place that does not 

belong to us, exiled in our own land, in our own neighborhood, our house, country, 

continent. Because we in Latin America are a fragmented society as the Uruguayan 



writer Eduardo Galeano says, and little by little we are trying to put the pieces 

together so as to be whole again. I told her that I thought it would be interesting to see 

myself being presented on stage, and then she said: “Emilio I have a proposal for you, 

I want you to be the actor” and I thought she was crazy “how can that be? how can I 

possibly play myself?” I almost went crazy with the idea. I started to ask around for 

different opinions. And I realized that by narrating my stories I could exorcize that 

which I call my angels and my demons, because there are so many good and bad 

things, and whenever I perform the play there are painful things that make me recall 

those fellow prisoners who are no longer alive. Jennifer would tell me, “trust me, this 

play will work.” Maybe because it was based on my own life, even to the day of the 

premiere I was quite scared that the play would not work. It was so very difficult, it 

was the first time that I found a play to be that difficult, I was scared it might come 

across as too melodramatic or grotesque if I played it, because even to this day I 

cannot abstract myself from the experiences and become just a character. 

 

The play is called “The art of silence”, because as I mentioned before, there are many 

things that are kept quiet in my country. After each function we usually open a space 

for debate with the audience, it was then that I was convinced that the play did work, 

watching how young people of fifteen or sixteen would participate in the debate, how 

moved they are by some scenes, some lines of the play, and how they are interested in 

knowing further, interested in learning the truth that they will not find in the fake 

history books of our country or in the silent walls they confront when they ask about 

our so recent and horrific past, people usually do not want to leave the room without 

asking more questions, without knowing more, they are interested to know more 

about my life, they want to know more about my wife, about my children, there are 

people who say that they knew that there was injustice in Paraguay but that they did 

not know it was like that, another person confessed that he did not believe in the cases 

of torture until he saw the play, others have asked forgiveness for not doing anything, 

because they did not denounce the horrors that were going on in those times. A young 

woman, the daughter of a former policeman confessed the guilt of her father crying 

after watching the play. And there are so many more stories like those that emerge 

with this play. It seems that people enjoy more the debate than the play, once I asked 

them whether they would like to say something at the beginning of a debate and after 

a long silence a girl answered: “at least let us recover some breath, we are mute after 



the emotional load you left on us,” if I were not to finish the debate it would last 

longer than the play itself, people don’t want to stop the debate; and that is what 

brings me the greatest satisfaction, more than the play itself is the debate, to be able to 

reach so many people in a way that it would have been impossible in another context. 

 

Finally, I can say that thanks to theatre I could overcome many of the prison 

difficulties that I endured for nearly thirteen years, and later in this supposed freedom, 

I keep using theatre as a life option. Even though I do not get along well 

economically, it has allowed me to know and walk in countries and cultures very 

distant to mine as I am doing today. I believe my struggle remains in Paraguay and 

my contribution has to be made there, and through this play, The Art of Silence, I 

have been in touch with more young people than ever before in all my years of 

political activism, so that goes to show what a powerful educational tool theatre is. 

Thank you 

 


