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			to Ricardo Malafaia


			 


			Because there is in us, as much as we accomplish


			To be ourselves alone with no nostalgia,


			A longing for company —


			The friend whom, as he talks, we love.


			 


			(Sá-Carneiro, Fernando Pessoa)


		




		

			 


			para Ricardo Malafaia


			 


			Porque há em nós, por mais que consigamos


			Ser nós mesmos a sós sem nostalgia,


			Um desejo de termos companhia —


			O amigo como esse que a falar amamos.


			 


			(Sá-Carneiro, Fernando Pessoa)
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			In everyday Brazilian Portuguese, the word jacuba can be used either as a reference to a sort of recipe that changes according to regional culture and the circumstances or to name, derogatively, a simple dish, one that involves little technical difficulty and a certain amount of improvisation, and that is made when one is faced with a scarcity of ingredients and proper conditions for preparation. The character Riobaldo, in the book Grande sertão: veredas (published in English as The devil to pay in the backlands), brings up this mushy food in several moments of his journey: “[That day,] my fast had been broken only by a drink of jacuba.” As we soon come to realize, this is not a complete meal, only something used when the situation demands so, to postpone satiety, a sort of imitation that fools hunger.


			In that same language, the word gambiarra, amongst other important meanings, is used to name a main power line that branches out to feed light bulbs. An engineer or a technician would use the expression “quadro de gambiarras” to name the provisional distribution board in a worksite. Theater glossaries describe gambiarra as the stick (known as a batten in English) situated above the proscenium or even above the audience, a few feet above the stage, that holds the light spots, either white or colored, that are used to light then scene frontally. Using this meaning, Euclides da Cunha uses the word figuratively in Os sertões (published in English as Rebellion in the backlands): “In their eyes, the scene before them – real, concrete, inescapable – was a stupendous bit of fiction which was being acted out on that rude stage to the sinister glow of leaping flames [of a gambiarra]” (originally in Cunha, 1993, p. 554). In everyday use, the word refers to improvised solutions to problems, usually of a precarious and provisional nature, the way an English-speaker would use the word “makeshift.”


			In terms of etymology, the word jacuba was registered by Luiz Caldas Tibiriçá in his Dicionário tupi-português – com esboço de gramática de tupi antigo with the meaning of a drink prepared with water, flour and sugar. It is also used as such in Os sertões: 


			 


			From there, they would run, ever so often, in a turmoil, throwing away their mugs of jacuba and the bits of barbecue rushing over the fences, when, suddenly, a shot cracked ahead and soon whistling bullets would come, piercing the ceilings, shattering slats and beams, ripping the edges of walls, turning over cauldrons – scattering soldiers like a puff of wind over the straw. (loose translation, originally Cunha, 1933, p. 585)


			 


			Gonçalves Dias, in his Dicionário da língua tupy, in 1858, would already point to cuacú as “to cover”; jecoacú-oçú, “Lent”; jecoacub, “the abstinence of eating, to go on a diet, fasting”; jecoacuba, “fasting” and “Friday” (Dias, 1998). The work above, by Tibiriçá, also allows us to infer the formation of the word jacuba from other terms translated during the work: je, a reflexive prefix; cuacuba, “to hide”; jecuacuba, “to hide (for fasting).”


			The jacuba also corresponds to the collation, a light meal that monks have after the Collationes, their nightly meetings, likely some sort of porridge, the name of which was extended to the meal one has at the end of a fasting either prescribed or imposed by a night of sleep, which is logically called “breakfast,” and to the popular hunger-sater made with flour (manioc or corn) and water, which was essential to avoid what was described by Euclides da Cunha (again, in a loose translation): “The long days of deprivation would victimize the officials themselves, an ensign, for example, who would die overstuffed after breaking his fast with handfuls of flour after going hungry for three days.”


			According to the Houaiss Dictionary, the etymology of gambiarra is “obscure and doubtful,” and could be related to gâmbias, an old-fashioned Portuguese term for “legs” (also, in English, “gambs” for the legs of an animal). Could they be the legs of a man or those of faster animals, who can “use their gambs” (dar às gâmbias, in the original Portuguese), as in run, flee or escape? According to some, the tupi-guarani word gambiarã names a provisional camp in unknown territory and would be associated with gambiarra (originally from Xico Sá, 2016). From within the ample connotative scope of the spoken language, jeitinho (a “make-do” of sorts) and gato (literally, “cat,” but here understood as an illegal electrical connection) are sometimes used as ways of relating those two terms with crude informality and slyness, but also as alternatives to adversities and urgencies, which would include theft. Curiously enough, gatinha or just gata (literally, a female cat, but also used in the context above) is the nickname given to a civil construction company that only operates in makeshift terms, never achieving the due and full correct technical work – a type of “subcompany” that doesn’t register its workers and/or makes use of obsolete or outdated machinery –, whereas in the countryside, a gato (again, “cat”) is someone who gathers people to perform work without any compliance with labor laws.


			Beyond the extensive gamut of adjectives that can be related with the two ideas, both gambiarra and jacuba are words that crisscross the contemporary aesthetic, literary and musical fields and question the notions of performance, originality, reproducibility, of use and experience, besides touching the inner core of certain aspects of material and immaterial culture. In my analysis, I will take an entangled artistic scene composed of many artists who have been naming their work with the significant term gambiarra, and also words from critics who have been using this term as a concept with the aim of defining both a method and a comprehension and the reading of some works. If, in the present time, food is presented by the media as stylized and hearty – the exact negative of the jacuba – then this porridge or even refreshment composed of three to four basic ingredients distances itself from any gust of “gourmetization” by revealing its intrinsic relation with scarcity.


			The hypothesis designed in this essay aims at establishing that, aside from the intense complicity between the two terms, gambiarra and jacuba also perform in the literary and artistic fields and are expressions that define a particular trait in Brazilian art. In terms of performance, I will start by using the concept of Paul Zumthor: it’s a savoir-faire, of matter that situates itself, at one time, in a cultural and situational context, thus modifying knowledge. It’s a happening that includes the body dimension and necessarily connects with a space. The medievalist explains that the performance is a recognition of something considered traditional. That means the virtual updates itself: “this is [now] a gambiarra”; “this is [now] a jacuba”. The “this” in those sentences is a deictic that dialogues with, and defines and questions the art in this given space, Brazil. The matter of recognition that emanates from receiving the work is fundamental. To “re-cognize” is a job for many fronts: the author, the reader and the context become entangled, and they can all perceive, in the jacuba and in the gambiarra, a singular Brazilian tactic.


			Of the arts and of experience


			In a pioneering study, Lisette Lagnado, in 2004, performed a kind of triage in the world of the arts. She located voices, distinguished lineages and began to elaborate what would become a potent and radiating core on the matter of the gambiarra: the figure of the juggler, as evoked by Cildo Meireles, “that who manages three objects where only two could fit.” To Lagnado, the image of the juggler “has been leaving its marks in the artistic practice of a generation of great interest – Marepe, Laura Lima, Jarbas Lopes, Cabelo, Cao Guimarães and Alexandre Cunha, amongst others” (Lagnado, 2004, p. X).


			The restlessness in this piece by Lagnado, titled The juggler and the gambiarra, is palpable, maybe coming from the perception that not every alternative use that comes from facing the precariousness, from the maladjusted gesture made with disposable items, destined to be discarded, to the trash, could necessarily be seen as a gambiarra, and that not every artist can balance themselves consciously like a juggler does.


			The term, at that point, seemed to be employed both to name a poetic and an aesthetic, but also as mere opportunism when facing a wave that promised relatively good surfing: to associate itself more easily with Oiticica’s parangolés, with Tropicalism, and also with a lighter revisiting of some postmodernism and other trends, like “bad painting,” arte povera, rasquache... All of that, it must be noted, comes with an accent on the handmade quality and on any element that would escape the bigger scheme of the world and be taken markedly as a national Brazilian trait.


			Lagnado begins her argumentation by examining the design of the Pampulha Art Museum and all of its empty spaces, its lack of walls and masonry. She situates the exhibition of Rivane Neuenschwander, in 2002, in that space, and its construction as a congener kind of montage, with no dividing panels and potentializing the emptiness, in which one of the works was justly named Gambiarra:


			 


			Where can north be, when the panorama of Pampulha offers you a set of aluminum buckets pending from different heights, dripping in the main room (Chove chuva); or when a measuring tape is printed on the underside of the ramp (Sob medida); or when it names a light bulb installed at the far end of an electrical wire (Gambiarra)? (Lagnado, 2004)


			 


			Curiously, north seems to insinuate itself right there: the definition of gambiarra is not settled on the notion of precariousness or chance; it’s actually associated with the exercise of thought, with the interrogation concerning ways of survival.


			Besides this exhibition in Belo Horizonte, the critic also mentions another by Emmanuel Nassar, titled A poesia da gambiarra (“the poetry of the gambiarra,” in a loose translation), whose curatorial statement highlighted the mutual influence between high art and popular art. Not much later, in London, she points at another exhibition, this time composed by Jarbas Lopes, Efrain Almeida, Marepe, Ducha and Capacete Entretenimento, titled Gambiarra: new art from Brazil. The three occurrences she mentions – Rivane, Emmanuel and the London exhibition – lead Lagnado to categorize that, by gambiarra, one must understand, from the lines of Cildo Meireles, something connected with the territory where it comes from; a type of discourse with a political accent, aside from the aesthetic one; something that is not chasing “lackness,” but rather “opposition.” In other times, the context would be determinant, but gambiarra, as a conceptual operator, would involve transgression, fraud, theft, and something I tried to reconvene with the word’s etymology: to know how to “use the gambs,” to have the necessary cunning to come up with an ambiguous game, one that would not slump easily into either exoticism or much less into regionalism.


			Another important piece of criticism on the matter, written by Moacir dos Anjos and published in 2007, questions the notion of national identity in the times of mundialization of the economy, of the dismantling of territorial borders and of global homogenization, as it asks: would there be a particular trait in Brazilian contemporary art that distinguishes it from arts from other countries?


			Aside from not concurring with the essentialist, binary view that opposes proper versus improper, domestic versus foreign, the essayist also notes how cultural identities are movable, historic, and repeatedly reelaborated. Disentwines himself from the Cultural Studies and from the concepts of miscegenation, syncretism, creolization, and he does not try to solve his equation by anchoring himself and reviewing the classic works of Gilberto Freyre and Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, who expatiate on conflict-solving through race mixing or, following a distinct direction, through aspects of the “cordial man,” and instead proposes none other than the concept of gambiarra as the organizational center of this debate.


			With its cognitive potential – in spite of not carrying a precise concept, he adds –, the word gambiarra would explicit conditions of exchange and diversity, since it is an expression at one time discursive and performative, a fortunate concept in order to qualify a certain repertoire of Brazilian art, and not what hegemonic societies would determine as “codes” for what should be deemed “made in Brazil.”


			Two points, crucial, in my opinion, are highlighted by the author: first, the word gambiarra would designate both the building process and the devices made, both the operation and the result, both the product and the means of production. And, second, the Cannibalist movement and the experimental tradition of Brazilian art would be important vectors for recovering and understanding, within this discussion, the contemporary times, the generations of artists formed in the 1990s and 2000s.
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