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A Close Reading of “The Buried Home”: The Importance of 
Optimism in a World Seemingly Full of Pessimism 

 “How wonderful it is that nobody need wait a single moment  

before starting to improve the world.” 

Anne Frank, The Diary of a Young Girl 

 

In the course of this seminar, I had the pleasure to meet Marjorie Agosín. She spent almost every 

single class with us, taking much of her valuable time to discuss the idea of home with us; what it 

means to us and to all the talented writers in her essay collection entitled Home: An Imagined 

Landscape (2016). Besides the discussions we have had, Marjorie Agosín would often give us an 

insight into her thoughts concerning the current state of the world. I think that it is needless to 

say that horrific, unimaginable and simply devastating things are happening all over the world. 

Ranging from environmental issues, to right-wing politics, to military regimes, to human rights 

violations of all sorts. 2019 is as much an inspiring year to live in as it is an intimidating one. 

Which is why it was especially wonderful to have someone such as Marjorie Agosín with us these 

past few months, who is all about being optimistic, kind, grateful and curious. It was truly 

refreshing as well as deeply moving to listen to her recite her poems, talk about her own past, or 

simply share an anecdote. One of the historical figures she kept on referring to throughout this 

seminar was Anne Frank. As someone who has read The Diary of a Young Girl, I am familiar with 

this inspiring, young woman who truly was ahead of her own time when it comes to her values 

and beliefs. 

 The reason why I chose to start this seminar paper with a quote by Anne Frank is because 

Marjorie Agosín has been praising her for her positive outlook on life. This positivity and sheer 

optimism even in times of horror and violence is something that my fellow student, Marie Berger, 

and I have also encountered when we were working on Claudia Bernardi’s essay “The Buried 

Home”. Therefore, it is the aim of this paper to provide a close reading of “The Buried Home” 

and highlight how its author Claudia Bernardi managed to write about her eventful, often 

traumatic past in a positive way, emphasizing how important it is to make the best out of your 

life and, consequently, the lives of others. After giving a short introduction to Claudia Bernardi, 

I will discuss every section of the short story, focusing on the elements, both, on the level of 

content and form, which have stood out to me as well as have impressed and/or moved me. 
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The Author: Claudia Bernardi 

Born in Buenos Aires, Claudia Bernardi is an internationally known artist who works in various 

fields, namely art, human rights, and social justice. Her artworks, including sculptures, 

installations, prints and paintings, have been successfully exhibited in renowned museums and art 

galleries all over the world. She has a Master of Fine Arts from the National Institute of Fine Arts 

in Buenos Aires as well as a Master of Arts from the University of California in Berkeley. Both 

of these academic achievements paired with her natural artistic talent led to Claudia Bernardi 

teaching at several colleges in North and South America. Currently, she is professor of 

Community Arts at the California College of the Arts, and additionally, she is involved in the 

college’s Graduate Programme of Critical and Visual Studies (Agosín “Contributors” xxii-xxiv).  

 Bernardi is no stranger to knowing what it means to experience the horrors of military 

regimes as well as politically forced displacement. In 1976, the military dictatorship took over in 

Argentina and lasted until 1983. In those seven years, about 30,000 people disappeared and are 

still missing. These victims of the ‘Dirty War’ are known as desaparecidos (Agosín, “Contributors”, 

xxiii). At the time the regime started, Claudia Bernardi was an art student and once she had 

finished her studies in Buenos Aires, she emigrated from Argentina to the United States to 

continue her studies in Berkeley. Like so many others, she found refuge and safety in the United 

States of America, a nation defined by immigration. As Marjorie Agosín writes in her introduction 

to Home: An Imagined Landscape, in the US, one can simultaneously be an insider and an outsider. 

A citizen of the United States who still values and actively expresses her/his cultural identity 

(“Introduction” vi).  

 Influenced by the political changes in Argentina during her university years and all the 

suffering she had seen, she decided to join the AFAT and help exhume human remains, trying to 

do the victims justice and letting them finally find peace. Helping with the exhumation of the 

mass graves in El Mozote, El Salvador in 1992 was a turning point in her life, as Bernardi recalls 

(Awakin). The El Mozote Massacre, one of the worst massacres in Latin American history, 

claimed more than 800 lives: Soldiers of the Salvadoran Army separated men, women and 

children from one another to then interrogate, torture, rape and machine-gun them, before 

burning down their houses (Bonner). During the exhumation, Bernardi along with the team were 

able to find 119 individuals in a space only making up 35 square meters. However, as already 

mentioned in the introduction, Claudia Bernardi could take something positive away from this 

truly horrifying experience. “It was disturbing to see the empty space, and yet this empty space 

of skeletons, even without names, were giving me a sense of community. It inspired me to use 

art, and make everything else at my disposal, for peace” (Awakin). In the same interview from 

which the previous quote had been taken, Bernardi said that living through these dark years, one 
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learned to look at life, history and art differently (Awakin). Consequently, she has made it her 

mission to use art as a kind of remedy for trauma. Dealing with painful memories by expressing 

them through art is exactly what is done in Bernardi’s collaborative art projects. Regardless of 

age, victims of human rights violations can come together as a community and engage in a kind 

of art therapy to deal with the wounds caused by the past. As Rogers (qtd. in Wright 9) has said, 

“Creativity is not a tool. It is a mystery that you enter: an unfolding: an opening process.” Victims, 

therefore, enter their own traumatic past and start a process of reflection and healing. One of 

Claudia Bernardi’s most valued projects is undoubtedly the founding of the School of Art and 

Open Studio of Perquín in El Salvador, of which she is the director (Agosín “Contributors” xxiii, 

xxiv).  

 As an auto-diegetic narrator, Claudia Bernardi is both the narrator and main protagonist 

in the stories she decided to share in her essay. “The Buried Home” gives the reader an insight 

into different aspects of Claudia Bernardi’s life as well as introduces her/him to her family. 

Divided into five sections, every section deals with the concept of home – losing, appreciating, and 

finding home. And even though she keeps mentioning negative events, she never fails to see them 

as parts of a greater and, most importantly, positive picture. In addition to the meaningful content, 

her way of writing is almost poetic at times. The following chapters will explore the five individual 

parts of her essay, elaborating on the content and citing important passages. 

“The Garden” 

The beginning of every written piece of work is crucial as it sets the tone for what is to come. As 

a reader, one immerses in the first sentence and immediately, it can be said if one is intrigued or 

not. In the case of Claudia Bernardi’s essay “The Buried Home”, the first sentence already paints 

a mental picture familiar to most of us. “WHEN SPRING ARRIVED TO our garden, ... “(140) 

is the beginning of the first sentence, in which Bernardi remembers her sister Patri’s and her 

favorite season – spring. The season associated with a new beginning, a new life, the rebirth of 

nature after the cold winter. Spring used to be very important to the two sisters, as this season 

marked the start of their “gastronomic practice” (141), namely eating flowers. Convinced that 

consuming something beautiful would make them beautiful is not only a heart-warming theory 

coming from two little girls, but also something that can be traced back to Ancient Greek 

mythology. In the text, she describes the flowers as “secret ambrosia” (141), presumably referring 

to the drink of the Greek Goddesses and Gods whose drink of choice, ambrosia, was supposed 

to increase beauty and protect the body from foulness. The description of their favorite flowers, 

begonia flowers, has to be included since it reflects the sisters’ perception of flowers as something 

to eat: “They were small with white translucent pedals, crunchy, and dressed in a pompon of yellow 

pollen that tasted sweet with a pleasant sour hint” (141, emphasis added). However, it was not only the 
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taste of flowers, but also the smell of the “two tangerine trees” (141) – a beautiful alliteration – 

which captivated the Bernardi sisters. These trees were located by the girls’ bedroom window at 

their home in Argentina. Every morning, the opening of the window allowed the citrus scent to 

rush into their room, waking them up and refreshing them for the new day. The citrus scent of 

the tangerine trees is a sensory memory of a once beloved childhood home. 

 Besides the flora, the fauna also plays an important role in this first section. Claudia and 

Patri were intrigued by ants and their subterranean way of living. This notion of a home under 

the earth’s surface will be revisited again in another chapter, but in a different context (see section 

“Caress”). “We had an uncanny comprehension of the subterranean world” (142); this sentence 

does not only express the siblings’ fascination with ants, but also foreshadows Patri’s future 

profession as an anthropologist as well as their work with the AFAT in various exhumations of 

human remains. To Claudia and Patri, the ants represented a “well-organized society” (142) 

which, in their mind, needed help to create a home. This is why the sisters diligently build 

miniature clothing and furniture for the obviously busy ant society. Another element which will 

also be discussed again later in another chapter is the importance of the photograph. In addition 

to the clothing and furniture, they also drew family pictures for the ants’ homes inside their hill. 

 The sisters’ fascination with the subterranean world is something that started early in 

childhood and accompanied them through their respective adolescence and adulthood. And just 

as much as their mother could not really understand why her daughters would be so fascinated 

with the lives underneath the earth, years later, a reporter also failed to understand why these two 

young women wanted to help exhuming remains of human bodies in the mass graves of the El 

Mozote Massacre. The similar impressions of their mother and the reporter become evident when 

Bernardi recalls what both of them said in her text: “You are such atypical sisters” (143) and “You 

are not like other girls” (143). Without doubt, Patri and Claudia Bernardi are different kinds of 

women. Women who decided to use their fascination of the subterranean world for a greater 

good, namely by participating in a truly horrible, but also incredibly important cause – the 

exhumation of the mass graves of those people who unrightfully lost their lives to reckless military 

regimes. 

“Letters” 
The second section of the essay introduces the reader to Claudia Bernardi’s family, especially her 

father and his side of the family. Originally from a fishing town in Italy called Pesaro, Fiorino 

took a transatlantic ship towards South America after WW2 in order to escape poverty and make 

a better life for himself. “For reasons never explained” (143) as Bernardi writes, the ship arrived 

in Buenos Aires, Argentina instead of Brazil. “Argentina was not the land that my father chose. 

The land chose him” (144) – this quote summarizes what has happened to Claudia’s father in 
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particular, as well as to so many other people who had to seek refuge in the past. They may have 

envisioned a life in a particular country, but life had made other plans for them. At first, Bernardi 

recalls, her father was lost in the big, strange city of Buenos Aires; however, it was love as a 

“frequent antidote against desperation” (144) which saved him and gave him the strength and 

motivation to carry on. He met Claudia and Patri’s mother and they began building their life 

together. 

 One common side effect of displacement is having to learn a new language, the language 

of one’s new home. Many people adopt the new language, even assimilate as much as possible in 

order to gain a sense of belonging. Fiorino “intentionally emphasized [his Italian accent] to settle 

the fact that he was not Argentine” (144). In fact, he passed his mother tongue down to his two 

daughters and Italian became known as the “language of affection” (144) in which the Bernardis 

in Argentina would communicate with the Bernardis in Italy. The fact that Claudia Bernardi’s 

father held on to his Italian accent to manifest his cultural identity, as well as teach the language 

to his daughters to secure his family’s heritage being passed on, is something very moving. It also 

shows how powerful language can be, especially when thinking about the fact that Claudia 

Bernardi describes Italy as “our other home” (144) in her essay. A place she, at that point in time 

in her story, has not been to before is a place that she and her sister call a home. 

 When I read the essay for the very first time a few weeks ago, I really did not expect that 

turn of events and was deeply moved by Bernardi’s way of viewing this particularly difficult part 

of her and Patri’s life: 

In a peculiar trick captured by a camera, an instant was retained in a black-and-white picture 

showing my mother and my father, young and happy, exactly the way I have chosen to remember 

them all these years. They are looking at Patri and I, eight and five years old, holding hands, running 

from one side to the other of our garden. My mother and my father are clearly, sharply defined in 

that photograph. My sister and I, running and probably laughing in a rupture unique to childhood, 

are out of focus. I look at that image accepting it as a map of our future. In that distant day, and 

in this close photograph, I can see our destiny printed as a cryptic message that announced the 

early death of our parents, our frequent exposure to unpredictable challenges, and our talent to 

defy expectations. (144-145) 

I think that it is unnecessary to say that the mere thought of losing a parent or even both is 

unbearable to many people, especially at a young age. To me, this passage is one of the most 

emotional in the essay. This idea of the photograph as a sign carrying this message, this outlook 

into the future is incredibly powerful and shows the weight photographs carry as well as the value 

they have. Regardless of how this unexpected passage hits the reader, the way the quote ends 

demonstrates Bernardi’s attitude towards life. She uses the word “destiny”, implying how 

sometimes things are meant to be a certain way, so that one can learn and grow from them. The 
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sisters may have had to face “unpredictable challenges” (145), but they shaped their identity and 

made them stronger, more independent and self-reliant. 

 Furthermore, the reason for this second section of the essay being entitled “Letters” is 

due to the letters Fiorino had written to his mother Elisa on “translucent writing paper” (144). 

To shield Elisa from the pain of losing yet another son – Fiorino’s younger brother Flavio died 

in WW2 – Claudia’s mother, along with her husband’s other brother, Mimo, “lovingly fooled” 

(145) her into believing her son is still alive by faking his handwriting and still sending letters. 

Two years after Elisa’s death, her daughter Carla found a box buried under a peach tree in her 

garden in Italy. In this box, she had kept all the letters she had received from her son, but the real 

letters were separated from the fake ones. After all, a mother cannot be fooled. She added a brief 

note written by herself to the box saying, “I am burying these letters because this is Fiorino’s 

home. It is here where his memory shall remain, together with what will remain of my own” (146). 

Elisa was not able to attend the burial of her son, still she wanted to have a peaceful, beautiful 

place for him to rest in peace. To her, burying his handwriting, something so unique to a person, 

meant that her Fiorino is returning back home and reuniting with her. 

“Caress” 
This third part of Bernardi’s essay provides the reader with information on the work done by the 

Argentine Forensic Anthropology Team, with whom the Bernardi sisters have collaborated in the 

past. The AFAT’s headquarters “appear immune to the fast rhythm” (146) of Buenos Aires’ 

Avenida Rivadavia, meaning the building seems to stand in stark contrast to the buzzing capital 

of Argentina, full of restless people trying to get from A to B and everywhere in-between. 

However, the inhabitants of the building, besides its staff, are restless souls of people who 

disappeared during the military regime, but in a different way compared to the people on the 

streets. The AFAT tirelessly looks for information on the people who disappeared during the 

military regime in Argentina, “opening mass graves to unearth buried secrets” (147). The essay’s 

title – “The Buried Home” – does not only refer to the buried home inhabited by the ants which 

has already been discussed before in this paper, but also to the mass graves found all over 

Argentina. The exhumated bodily remains are kept in boxes in the AFAT building, which can be 

seen as the victims’ contemporary home before they can be reunited with their family members. 

 As hinted at above, photographs play a pivotal role in Claudia Bernardi’s essay. In this 

chapter, she draws a connection between her childhood and her adulthood by once again 

mentioning the power of photographic absences. Claudia and her sister Patri have created family 

photos for ants, they have the photograph of themselves and their parents foreshadowing their 

future and now, they are confronted with the photographs of the people missing, hung up in the 

AFAT building. “Their presence is being felt in their absence” (147) – right from the start, I have 
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been intrigued by this sentence. Initially, I was confused at first, since this is a paradox. Presence 

and absence are antonyms. However, in the case of photographs it is different. A photograph 

catches a moment in time and infinitely freezes this moment for its viewers. And even if the 

people in the photograph have passed away (parents) or are missing (the disappeared), their visual 

presence reminds of their absence.  

 This section’s heading refers to a touching anecdote Bernardi shares with the reader at 

the end of “Caress”. The anecdote is about the emotional reunion of three daughters with their 

father, a victim of the military regime. The youngest of the three was three years old when her 

father went missing, which is why she has no recollection of him. But on that particular day, when 

the AFAT had his skeleton spread out on a table, ready to finally be with his family again after all 

these years of uncertainty, the youngest sister said, “Necesito que me acaricie” or “I need him to 

caress me” (148). And so, after 33 years, the woman “was giving birth to her father” (148), as she 

metaphorically brought life back into him. Once again, Bernardi managed to let us see a silver 

lining as she ended this chapter, which is concerned with the necessary and brave, but also 

tremendously sad work done by the AFAT, on a touching note - the final reunion between a 

father and his daughter. 

“Paths” 
“Humble altar” (148) – is a metaphor and oxymoron in one. Metaphors largely construct our 

thinking, as they help us to make sense of us, others and the whole world around us in general 

(Steinberg 44-45). As Bolton and Latham perfectly summarized, metaphors help us “grasp the 

ungraspable” (117). An altar, usually something associated with high value, extravagance and 

divinity, lacks any connection to religion as it consists of three frames and no ornaments 

whatsoever. However, the three frames hold three images of three extraordinary women – the 

Bernardi sisters and their mother “anchored in an impossible youth” (148). Again, the author 

paints a powerful mental image by using the word “to anchor” to explain a photograph’s ability 

to freeze a moment. She, then, writes about a similarity the three Bernardi women share with one 

another, namely the shape of their hands. They do not only share the shape, but also the fact that 

everything they do with their hands individually, how varied the activities may be, results in a 

form of enhancement for others: “My mother made dresses for her daughters hoping to enhance 

us. I create art knowing that, in the best of cases, art may enhance the self and I try to reach that 

point of integrity. My sister exhumes with impeccable integrity, enhancing the memory of people 

who suffered inconceivable violence” (148-149, emphasis added).  

 The heading “Paths” refers to life paths, more specifically, Claudia and Patri’s life paths 

and how they collided. At first glance, their job descriptions could probably not differ more. 

While Patri works for the AFAT and, therefore, has a scientific profession, Claudia works as an 
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artist and professor of arts. Nevertheless, “the threads of history” (149) combined in a way that 

brought science and art together to create hope and certainty where there once was horror and 

fear. As “where Patri exhumed, years later” Claudia “arrived to create artwork with the survivors 

of the massacres” (149). Likening her sister to Hermes, the messenger of the Gods, Claudia 

explains how Patri delivers the messages from the dead to living, providing them with peace and 

certainty. Contrary to Patri, who works with the dead, Claudia works with the living in her 

community art projects. Just like the survivors she works with, the bones of the dead “can tell 

history” (149). 

“Vestiges” 
The last section of “The Buried Home” can be described as a poetic conclusion to the whole 

essay in which Bernardi demonstrates once more her talent for writing and, especially, figurative 

language. She starts the chapter by telling the reader what items she has taken from home to home 

in the course of her life. Letters, photographs, a poem and a drawing “are pregnant with memories 

that conform and confirm those who are no longer among us in a constant flexible now 

surrounded with a presence made of absences” (149). This quote is full of stylistic language. Again, 

a use of a strong metaphor by describing items to be “pregnant with memories” (149). Conform 

and confirm are not only an alliteration, but also a minimal pair as they only differ in one sound. 

Lastly, the paradox which keeps on recurring – “the presence made of absences” (149).  

 To make use of a paratactic sentence structure in writing is not an easy task. To use words, 

most typically nouns, without any kind of conjunction between them to relate them to one 

another, only works if the selection of words sends an unarguably clear message. In the case of 

this last chapter of Claudia Bernardi’s essay, the message is very clear – “Ground, earth, bones” 

(150). She skillfully summarized aspects of her essay in just three words. The reader understands 

that she is referring to the relationship between the people alive and dead and how they are all 

connected by bones. We walk the ground of the earth which is partially made up of the 

decomposing bones buried in the earth. Additionally, she adds a deeper layer to the parataxis by 

explaining how we are all part of the cosmos, as our bones are made out of the same calcium as 

the stars. It does not matter if it is the bones of the people still fortunate enough to walk on the 

ground of this earth or the ones buried in the earth.  

Our bones are made of the same calcium of the stars. 

Our remains are buried messages expanding in an elegant arch from the depth of the soil to into 

the endless cosmos (150, emphasis added). 

All her previous sections – “The Garden”, “Letters”, “Caress” and “Paths” – combined create 

one drawing of her life thus far. As there are many possibilities still ahead of the author, the 

drawing is nowhere near finished. A metaphor for life which I personally like more is the one of 
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the tapestries. One side of a tapestry looks like an uncoordinated mess, while the other side 

presents a beautiful, perfect image. To me, this adequately explains how we perceive life, both at 

a certain moment and in retrospect. One life alone is full of an abundance of experiences, good 

and bad, which all represent a thread, each “weaving the tapestry of history” (150). In the moment 

something bad, for instance, happens to us in our life, we may not understand why it does and 

what its purpose for our life it may have, but once we look at our life in retrospect, everything 

seems to magically align in the bigger picture that is life. The same can also be said for Claudia 

Bernardi’s life. She faced many challenges in her life, had to face fears and deal with traumatic 

events, but she never stopped being optimistic and making the best out of every situation. 

Conclusion 
“The Buried Home”, along with all the essays in the collection edited by Marjorie Agosín, can be 

defined as an act of creativity which increased qualities such as self-confidence or self-worth in 

its authors. It is no secret that the act of writing about one’s life, especially targeting the more 

negative aspects, is both healing and inspirational. As much as it must have been healing for 

Claudia Bernardi to bring parts of her life onto paper, her writing is an inspiration to her readers. 

Her figurative style of writing combined with her touching anecdotes and her incredibly positive 

outlook on life are things that are truly admirable.  

 Way too often, we are so caught up in life that we forget about the misery happening all 

over the world. To be able to filter things, to focus on us and our life is an important and truly 

fascinating function of our brain; however, sometimes it is important not to filter the bad 

memories out, but to focus on them and think about them. Reading the essays, working on 

Claudia Bernardi’s “The Buried Home”, and listening to Marjorie Agosín, however, showed me 

that dealing with negative aspects – may that be displacement, war, terror etc. – does not have to 

be entirely negative. We can always take something good from every experience, learn from it, 

grow as a person and, most importantly, value and appreciate the good we have.  

  “The Buried Home”, written by artist and activist Claudia Bernardi, has not only been a 

pleasure to read content-wise, but also concerning its form. Her optimism and love for art shows 

in the way she tells her stories, as in almost every sentence one comes across a kind of low-

frequency vocabulary or stylistic “candy”. Using art and creativity in order to make a difference 

in people’s lives is something Bernardi achieves both, through her own art, and her collaborative 

art projects. In her essay, as well as in her life, she never fails to find the silver lining. A quality 

which is desired by many and shows only in a few people. When the world around one seems to 

be collapsing, when everything one can see is the negative, focusing on the good and turning the 

negative into something positive seems impossible. Claudia Bernardi’s story, however, proves the 

opposite. 
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