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Preface


Painting’s Near-Death Experience


[image: image]SHE ANNOUNCED IT WITH MORE CONVICTION AND CERTAINTY THAN you might expect from a twenty-four-year-old artist: “Easel painting is definitely dead. And buried.” Marta Minujín said this on the opinion page of a news magazine in 1965, as one of her gallery-sized installations entertained, shocked, amused, and baffled visitors at the Di Tella Institute in Buenos Aires. She created a succession of spaces that included breeding houseflies, rabbits, and flashing neon silhouettes of sports figures, capped off by a playground slide that disgorged visitors onto the oversized face of a nude effigy of the newest glamorous actress of the day, Virna Lisi. Viewers reported that the huge doll seemed to give off gasping sounds as they landed on it. In answering the obvious question—“What is it!?”—the artist replied that she had created “a visual and spatial event.” She called it El batacazo, a slang term from horse racing that means “the long shot.” She hoped, she said, to administer a blow to people’s habitual ways of approaching an art exhibition.


The times were simply not right for “the contemplation of something static,” the artist said—meaning static like a painting is. “People today are too shaken up by what constantly whirls around them, at jet speed and intensity, to pause for even a moment . . . It’s indisputable that easel painting can neither fathom nor communicate the changes that take place minute by minute.” Comparing her art to an auto race or a soccer match, she said that creating experiences that were “dynamic, ever-changing, hallucinatory, infinite” was “the only way forward.” Preferring to show her art in the streets, she seemed determined to take the next step, now that painting was past saving.


Such funereal pronouncements are surprisingly common in Latin American modern art; most movements and styles emerge accompanied by debates and discussion. Paying attention to these polemics widens our perspective on the meanings of art in culture, because most movements, and many artists’ careers, have been accompanied by pronouncements, manifestos, assertions, or declarations. But in Latin America, many of the relevant documents are still difficult to access, buried in personal archives and libraries or sometimes-obscure periodicals, books, or manuscripts. This anthology attempts to mitigate that obscurity and bring some dynamic creators closer to contemporary awareness. Only a few of these artists considered painting dead; many of them are, in fact, painters. But all communicate in a spirited fashion about what they hope to accomplish, and what they feel is at stake in their works and innovations.


I have selected the artists and texts for this book with an eye toward education. The artists anthologized here are among the most widely known; they are already visible in textbooks and museum exhibitions. Rather than promoting new discoveries, this book should deepen and enliven our current knowledge. I hope that it accompanies university courses, museum exhibition catalogs, and the explorations of any curious reader. My intent is not to rearrange the canon of modern Latin American art, but rather to assist those who will do so in the future.


To be sure, the stature of Latin American modern art has risen markedly in the United States in this new century. Most of the increased visibility can be traced in a rising wave of museum exhibitions, most of them with significant catalogs. Marking a watershed in this regard was Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, TX, in 2004.1 This exhibition ranked with the most important ever staged on this subject, along with the 1966 Art of Latin America since Independence2 and 1993 Latin American Artists of the Twentieth Century at the Museum of Modern Art.3 As its title suggests, the Houston exhibition focused on avant-garde movements, and its capacious catalog included many primary documents. While it omitted certain well-known artists such as Frida Kahlo and Wifredo Lam, and its curatorial scheme has not gained traction, the exhibition remains pathbreaking in its depth and breadth. One nationally recognized newspaper critic responded to Inverted Utopias with enthusiasm, writing, “Stirring throughout, revelatory in parts, it’s sensational.”4 The exhibition also marked the arrival of the Houston museum as a locus of innovative and important scholarship, as later exhibitions gave unprecedented attention to artists such as Carlos Cruz-Diez, Antonio Berni, Gego, and Hélio Oiticica, all in large solo shows. The museum also hosts a large online archive of research documents in their original languages at its International Center for the Arts of the Americas.


The Museum of Modern Art in New York has also begun a program of periodic retrospectives of canonical Latin American artists, under the guidance of a specialized curator. So far, exhibitions have been staged on the work of Armando Reverón, Lygia Clark, Joaquín Torres-García, León Ferrari, Mira Schendel, and photographers Horacio Coppola and Grete Stern. MoMA in 2015 staged the most comprehensive exhibition on Latin American architecture in several decades, Latin America in Construction.5 The museum also sponsored a Wikipedia Edit-a-thon in its education building, encouraging scholars and interested parties to contribute pages on Latin American art to that online resource.


The Edit-a-thon was a joint venture with the Colección Patricia Phelps de Cisneros (CPPC), one of the latter’s many activities in recent years. This collection emphasizes abstract art from Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, and Venezuela. Several important exhibitions have been assembled from its holdings; the largest of these in North America was held at the Fogg Art Museum at Harvard in 2001.6 Others have taken place at the Hunter College Art Gallery, the Blanton Museum at the University of Texas, and the Grey Art Gallery of New York University. These and other CPPC activities, including a series of published in-depth interviews, have greatly increased the visibility of Latin American abstract art.


Besides New York and Houston, Los Angeles is emerging as a center for exhibition of Latin American modern art. The city’s Museum of Contemporary Art has staged several thematic exhibitions, including one focusing on light and space.7 At the time of this writing, the Getty Research Institute is helping to fund L.A./L.A., a constellation of approximately forty exhibitions in venues across Southern California in 2017–2018 that highlight connections between the region’s modern culture and that of Latin America. Other museums in major cities have added specialized curators to their staffs or staged traveling exhibitions. Several US universities have added the study of Latin American works and their creators to their art curricula; as of mid-2016, approximately ninety-five have at least one Latin American specialist in their Art History departments. Over the period 2002 to 2012, the average annual number of dissertations dealing with Latin American art increased fourfold.8


This enumeration of progress in recent years should not lead to a conclusion that Latin American modern art has met with full acceptance, integration into the canon, or even sufficient understanding. The issues that this art raises about canon formation, the definition of an avant-garde, the political ingredient in modernism, and the role of geopolitics in art appreciation all remain cogent. For now, I hope that Manifestos and Polemics contributes to building a more cosmopolitan and inclusive sense of what modernism was, and is.


This book brings the voices of the art’s actual creators toward the forefront of a quickening discussion. This is not a book of “readings” in the traditional sense. Here are neither critical reflections nor historical research nor formal analysis. Rather, it is a collection of documents from across the past hundred years, with a special focus on primary materials. Besides the usual autobiographies, manifestos, and artists’ statements, this book includes material from videos, blogs, handwritten notebooks, flyers, lectures, and even an after-dinner speech. Two of the documents contain expletives that I have not softened in translation. All of the items gathered here were written by artists, or derive from interviews with them. More specifically, I intend this book to be a more complete and updated follow-up to the anthology that I edited in 2004.9 About one-quarter of the documents in that book are held over in the present one, because certain manifestos must be included in any book of this sort. But the rest are all new, and all are primary, with the majority appearing in English for the first time. The selection here is broader, with sixty-five texts instead of sixty. It is more contemporary, stretching into the present century. It covers a larger percentage of women artists. It also includes more Latino/a artists from the United States, in recognition of certain demographic facts: according to a 2015 report by the Instituto Cervantes, the United States is home to the second-largest number of Spanish speakers in the world, counting both native and nonnative speakers—second behind Mexico and ahead of Colombia, Spain, and Argentina.10 These and other data, such as increasing Latino/a school enrollments, are important factors that will continue to impel wider visibility for Latin American art.


The goal of this book is to unlock the history of modern and contemporary art in Latin America: to bring it to more vivid life by exposing the discussion surrounding the creation of some of the most important and compelling art of the last hundred years. Here, we will see just how interdisciplinary the rebels were who founded Modern Art Week in São Paulo in 1922; the multiple reasons why many Mexican artists remained aloof from the mural movement; how a local style of photomontage arose in Buenos Aires in the 1940s, and why abstract and figurative artists nearly came to blows in the same city in the early 1960s; why Fernando Botero suddenly began painting scenes of violence in the 1990s; and how Rafael Lozano-Hemmer uses the latest technology to transform public spaces and empower his viewers.


A few wider themes emerge from this array of voices. Many of the documents take up the question of the function of art in society. Given that politically motivated art is often a dominant trend in Latin America, this should be no surprise. Abstract art, and the many reasons for making it, are another important concern. These texts show that in Latin America, abstraction is often undertaken for different purposes than it is on other continents. We also get a new look at the art scene from artists’ perspectives at various times in capitals such as Lima, Havana, and Buenos Aires. The often-contentious relationship between Latin America and the Europe/USA axis haunts many creators, from late-stage Cubists to architects to conceptualists. These matters, and a great many others, can only be truly understood by making a fair attempt to re-create their original context, thus putting their creative energy into higher relief. Much of the surging debate and vital cultural force of the times rises to view in the primary documents that accompany each movement and artist. I have selected these pieces because I believe that they best embody the essential vigor, vitality, and restlessly searching quality of modern art in Latin America.


Notes
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PART ONE





Early Modernism





DOCUMENT 1


The Mountain Reborn


Dr. Atl


[image: image]


From Dr. Atl (Gerardo Murillo), Las sinfonias del Popocatépetl (Mexico City: México Moderno, 1921), 127–41. Ellipses and capitalization retained from the original.


This intense and poetic text captures some of the enthusiasm Dr. Atl felt for the volcanoes that he explored and painted for most of his life. Among the most important symbolic meanings that he found in them was that their new fire seemed to echo the mythical Aztec ceremony that marked the rebirth of the world after its catastrophic destruction. Parallels to a hoped-for rebirth of Mexico after the revolution are also apt.


The Return to the Mountain


By the wide road, still blood-red, in the sad silence of a funereal quiet, I returned to the Mountain.


From its snowy peak, there arose in the blue sky an immense plume of smoke. The Mountain seemed to emote. Full of bitterness, I entered into its forests. I wandered for a long time, searching for the ancient trails that neglect had covered over during my years of absence. Climbing among the giant pines burdened by the fury of the wind, I rested at the edge of a sterile sandpit, before the gray tree-skeletons. They were beaten just like men, bent over by an unseen flow that has no pity, terrorized in the same immobility of death by the implacable fury of Fate.


What a strange analogy! The entire world is like this forest, with the same desolate aspect, with the same terrified giants, with all of its vigor cast down to the ground, with its hopes turned upside down, with the unavoidable threat of a lurking hidden force. It waits resignedly for a tranquility which, after the Destruction, will cover with its shawl of pulverized rock all Hope and Life.


But at the peak of the Mountain, at its collapsed crater which had been extinct for millions of years, I saw rise up an immense column of steam, a sign of regeneration.



In the Pit of the Crater


At some past time, the pit of the crater was as silent as an abandoned tomb. Its sepulchral silence was broken only by the fall of the boulders that the wind tore loose from its ridges. Today, this ancient sepulcher has become a furnace.


At the bottom, an enormous spout rises up like a flower of fire, and around it tall fumaroles, wavy wisps, form an unsteady crown. The forces within have opened the way between the boulders that covered its ancient mouth, and now lava boils between the stones with glowing splendor.


Violent explosions stir the smoldering liquid. Thick clouds of whistling steam rise up screeching, mixed with particles of lava, stones, and ash. Rocks and light rain down. A fearful thunder shakes the Mountain and in this enormous cavity the blood of the Planet glows and rumbles.


In the Heart of Anahuac


Stones, stones, stones! Stones pulverized, stones in fragments, rivers of stones coming down the canyons, stones broken loose and planted over the slope like immense crystallized flowers . . . massive blackish walls, rotten, shattered . . . heaps of boulders, covered with gray dust; enormous reddened walls the color of blood push out pools of frozen tears.


Tortured greatness—tragic resignation—harsh desiccation.


The Mountain resembles a heart pointing upward to the sky, frozen by the coldness of an indifferent and incandescent Destiny.


Fatal desolation—the enormity of death—resistance constantly defeated—and now, a new hope over the summit!


O Mountain! Your formidable home, like the heart of this people, has bled since the night of the most remote past. Your heart, battling against treachery, shaken apart beneath the greatness of your sparkling sky, can still hold out . . .


At times this tragic summit seems to me like the heart of a victim, placed by the heathen hand of an Aztec priest on the Stone of Sacrifice . . .


But no! It lives. From its cloven peak at the Summit, a new, throbbing force arises.


On the Glaciers


Among the red pools of the Great Heart on the wasted road, across dryness and death, toward the glaciers that keep the final catastrophe from the summit of the Volcano;


Amid glassy ice sheets, I feel the warmth return, which I lost between my overheated blood, the fury of the struggle, and the boiling infamy of my foul passions.


Greenish, glassy walls—enormous and twisting snowdrifts, smooth and sharp—caverns as clear as enchanted grottoes—turquoise grottoes—opaque tunnels of dense snow, which open beneath the massive glaciers where dark waters flow—frozen triangular masses between crystalline blocks—long cascades like torrents of tears crystallized in the cold; there is something even colder than your crisp and eternal iciness: the opaque and shattering sadness of human disasters!


In the deep and mysterious darkness of your frozen breast, in the transparency of your core, as luminous as dark crystal—under the formidable masses of snow that cover the backbone of the Volcano, with the sound that the drops of water make as they fall from long stalactites—a strange comfort caresses my pained members, and a vague hope wraps my tortured heart, just as the boulders shore up your coldness . . .


On the Summit


I saw it, blood-red and desolate.


Between the steaming ruins of the cities, and across the countryside, the peoples groan. Where there was once a forest, now was a cemetery; over orchards, human bones whitened; where once had been a tree now appeared a cross. The symbol of death rose everywhere, signaling destruction. Crosses on the roads, crosses in the fields, crosses on the hills . . .


Everything seemed to me unclear, even the Truth. All appeared absurd to me, even Love. And from everything emanated profound sadness and fatal despair. From every walk of life was born a sob, and the rhythms of death permeated even the molecules of matter. Over the world reigned desolation, and in the anguished human heart all was extinguished: love, wisdom, hope.


Suddenly, through my clouded vision, the Volcano shuddered. Its ancient entrails groaned and its mouth vomited fire. Beneath my feet, there surged a flame, and its ardent force warmed even my spirit, which had been changed into a frozen molecule of the Mountain.


ON THE ANCIENT TOMB
THERE IS A NEW FIRE.





DOCUMENT 2


Voices and Demons


Armando Reverón


[image: image]


From Juan Calzadilla, Voces y Demonios de Armando Reverón: Cuentos, Anécdotas, Pensamientos (Caracas: Alfadil, 1990), 125–36.


These statements capture not only the painter’s approach and his passions, but also his somewhat unstable mental state. They were collected over a period of several years by poet and critic Juan Calzadilla on various visits to Armando Reverón’s compound on Venezuela’s Macuto Beach in the 1940s and 1950s, late in the painter’s career.


Light


People ask why I am here, and I reply: Because of my commitment to light.


Do you know the light? No one has introduced me to it. Nobody truly knows it. Light is like a lady; the lord is the Sun.


When I paint, I cannot break apart the colors of the light.


Light is such a serious thing! How can we master it? I have tried; this has been my struggle.


Painting is truth. But it is a blind truth that torments you and drives you mad, because no one can see the light.


I came [to Macuto] in search of simplicity and I found clarity.


I have been painting in Macuto for many years. I have succeeded in finding simplicity and the caress of simple things. I have been able to get to know the light.


Colors


My paintings look this way because placing one white tone here and there is enough to allow us to imagine color.


Colors do not exist in the tropics because the light has overwhelmed them.


I paint with white to avoid resembling other painters.


A canvas painted white is already a painting. We are both the canvas. You are the subject to be painted; so am I.


Your palette should contain only white. To begin a drawing, first mark the points, nearly geometrically, and then draw and draw until the figure comes out.


The canvas is white, and every brushstroke is a piece of soul.


When I speak, I am god. When you speak, you are god. God is in colors. Don’t you see?


Technique


I enjoy painting in the nude; clothing is inconvenient.


I am the canvas. And the canvas must be naked. I don’t accept that one should prepare the canvas with those sizing pastes. The canvas must be natural, because if you fill it first with white [sizing], the intention is lost.


If you put something into a painting without understanding that thing, the painting is lost.


The physical strength that is required in confronting a canvas of large dimensions has to be balanced out with something. Also, there are those ideas that crowd together in the mind, hindering focused thought, and it’s necessary to block them off so that they don’t escape.


You have to stand before the canvas like a bullfighter faces the bull.


Love is everything. Put love into things. Like a child before a bull.


Painters repeat themselves. They attach themselves to one thing, and don’t want to leave it.


The dawn was my only subject. But painting at dawn, I always forgot about the seagulls. This must be because at other times the color of their flight catches the light.


The Canvas


A canvas is not like a daily newspaper, which has boundaries on all sides.


Paintings don’t live through their shocks or surprises, but rather through their tranquility and their lively harmonies.


Once you begin, you must keep working. A canvas is never finished.


You have to de-compose. When the canvas does not come out one way, it comes out another.



On Theater


In painting, you practice continuously; such practice is life. That is why I enjoy the theater, because every theatrical production reflects life itself.


Life is the largest theater. Along with you journalists and photographers, we all are characters who act in the scenery of life. And on this stage, all movements made under the cone of light must be taken into painting. Light in the theater, light on the canvas, light in the cinema: In cinema as in painting, light is fundamental.


Various Thoughts


Painters who are too preoccupied with publicity end up with more medals than works of art.


I don’t know what others say about me, and neither can I say anything about others. I need to be like a painting. Paintings don’t talk.


We should not groom ourselves. We are a mirror. If we see a windmill [in the mirror], we have a windmill in our heads. I leave my hair like the sea, and I would even like to paint it blue, because the sea is blue.


Every hour has a distinct color, and you feel the change from one to the other.


The sky is everything, and it can’t be avoided. It holds all the beauty that exists.





DOCUMENT 3


Regional Autonomy


Pedro Figari


[image: image]


Pedro Figari, “Autonomía regional,” La Cruz del Sur, May 31, 1924, 1.


The artist sent this essay from his Paris studio to one of the leading cultural reviews in his home country of Uruguay in 1924. Widely respected at the time as a success in the Paris art world, Figari nonetheless here urges his readers to remain focused on their own Uruguayan culture. According to Figari, modern cosmopolitanism is part of the problem. Here he argues eloquently for a modern culture that is instead local and regional. He also embodied this call in hundreds of paintings that took up folkloric subjects.


We have lost our way. Cosmopolitanism has erased what is ours, replacing it with exotic civilizations, and we, dazzled by the brilliance of the ancient and glorious culture of the Old World, have come to forget our own tradition. We have become accustomed to dragging ourselves along with the laziness of a contented chameleon, as if it were not necessary, for reasons of dignity and conscience, to create our own civilization, the most authentic possible. All of this has led us to live for many years a reflected and almost ephemeral life. From our own environment we kept only the echo. The traditional values, our spiritual essence and heritage, lay in oblivion, as values with little import, or even despised.


Some efforts and initiatives have been sustained by “the gauchos,” be they rural or urban. For me a gaucho could be one or the other, as long as they maintain faith in the attitudes of the American race and consider it at least as good as any other, and always profess affection for our environment and gratitude for its progenitors. Some industrious champions of our tradition, working alone and thus against greater obstacles, have struggled for the preservation of the traces of the criollo legends. This work will allow us to reconstruct the poem of America, and establish over the depths of this vein a civilization that is ours, and which, measured against the teachings of world experience, and as much as they may take advantage of them, will be able to equal them in brilliance, honors, and advancements while always keeping them as recognizably our own.


This awakening of the autonomous conscience must reach its fullest development, so that it can reach a comparable plane of fertility, and so that one can feel its vibrancy . . . But we must not forget that we are all charged with the task of watering and growing this plant; because it is ours, we must see that its roots are healthy and its heights honorable and auspicious.


It is not with ostentation that we have to create the work of America; it is with deeds, with enactments, and with works that are judicious, effective, productive, progressive, and promising. Neither is it with hasty imitations that we should place it in the best possible light, but rather with study, work, and integrity: that is to say, effectiveness . . . It is prudent to note that the young require preparation so that they can join all of the wholesome and fruitful paths of productivity. And it is likewise necessary to remember women, especially rural women, who have been neglected and thus lag behind, though they bear the destiny of our race . . .


Thus we must organize ourselves: not by imitating, but by educating. Only by means of an autochthonous consciousness ready to investigate the factors in the environment and balance the most appropriate resources for a rich, firm, and positive prosperity, solidly founded on the features of our surroundings and in the aptitudes and modalities of our race: Only thus will we be able to undertake this fruitful enterprise with confidence in its results. Until we have shaken off the stupor that befogs us, we will not be able to perceive the beauties of our own earth and sky, or the poetry of our own tradition, or the greatness of our mission. Otherwise our enviable riches will remain like unmined veins of precious metal, inert and stiff under the gaze of the uncivilized.


The Southern Cross must shine more brightly, according to the breadth of our accomplishment in individualizing our race and our region, and even more according to how attuned and rational the elements have been with which we individualize it. We must set to work, conscientiously and decisively.







PART TWO





The Avant-Garde of the 1920s





DOCUMENT 4


Modern Art Week


Complete Program, Municipal Theater, São Paulo, Brazil, February 1922


[image: image]


From notices printed in O estado de São Paulo, February 13–17, 1922.


Herewith a complete program of one of the most important events in Latin American modern culture. It took place at the city’s grandest venue, a formal, classical building that had been open for about eleven years. The organizers installed an exhibition of paintings and sculptures by contemporary artists in the lobby. Modern Art Week was both controversial and interdisciplinary, as music and poetry shared the stage with lectures on art.


I. Monday, February 13


Lecture by Graça Aranha: “Aesthetic Emotion in Modern Art.”


Music played by Ernani Braga


Poems by Guilherme de Almeida and Ronald de Carvalho


Chamber Music: Heitor Villa-Lobos: Sonata no. 2 for Cello and Piano, Trio no. 2 for Violin, Cello, and Piano


Lecture by Ronald de Carvalho: “Modern Painting and Sculpture in Brazil” Three piano pieces by Villa-Lobos: “Mystic Waltz,” “Rolling,” “The Spinner” Octet by Villa-Lobos: Three African Dances: “Farrapos (Dance of the Children)”; “Kankukus (Dance of the Old Men)”; “Kankikis (Dance of the Boys)”


II. Wednesday, February 15


Lecture by Menotti del Picchia, illustrated with poems and prose excerpts by Oswald de Andrade, Luís Aranha, Sérgio Milliet, Tácito de Almeida, Ribeiro Couto, Mário de Andrade, Plínio Salgado, Agenor Barbosa. Dance by Yvonne Daumerie.


Piano solos [by Guiomar Novaes]: “In the Old Seraglio Garden” by E. R. Blanchet; “The Little Pierrot’s Pony” by Villa-Lobos; “Evening in Granada” and “Minstrels” by Claude Debussy.


Lecture by Mário de Andrade in the Atrium: “The Slave Isaura Who is Not a Slave”


Reading by Renato Almeida: “Perennial Poetry”


Three Songs by Villa-Lobos: “Pagan Festival,” “Solitude,” “The Rattlesnake”


String Quartet no. 3 by Villa-Lobos


III. Friday, February 17


Music of Villa-Lobos: Trio No. 3 for Strings; songs based on “Tales” by Ronald de Carvalho; Sonata No. 2 for Violin and Piano; Piano Solos: “Song of the Peasant Woman,” “The Enchanted Cradle,” “Infernal Dance”; “Symbolic Quartet (Impressions of Everyday Life)” for three instruments and chorus





DOCUMENT 5


Remembering Modern Art Week


Emiliano Di Cavalcanti


[image: image]


From Emiliano Di Cavalcanti, A viagem da minha vida (Rio de Janeiro: Ed. Civilização Brasileira, 1955), 107–18.


Here we get a close view of some of the machinations behind Modern Art Week in São Paulo. The author participated in the organization of the event and showed his paintings in the lobby of the theater where it took place. He gathered his recollections some thirty years later for his autobiography. His enthusiasm for the endeavor remains infectious.


Returning to São Paulo in 1921, after several months in Rio de Janeiro, I brought with me some paintings and a series of drawings that I titled Fantoches da Meia-Noite [Midnight Puppets]. Ribeiro Couto, poet and author of Jardins das Confidências [Gardens of the Secrets], supported the enterprise of making a luxury edition of them, and wrote a preface for it. Monteiro Lobato funded the publication, for a public who at that time seemed little interested in that type of book. My dear friend Octalles Marcondes [Ferreira] believed equally in Fantoches, but he thought that in order to cover the costs of production, subscriptions should be sold to fund the deluxe edition. I decided to exhibit the drawings at the O Livro bookstore and publishing house, which was directed by the old man Jacinto Silva. It was then located on 15 November Street, and it had ample space for showing works of art.


Our modernist group was formed from this, because in order to create a favorable atmosphere for the launch of Fantoches in São Paulo, I went to the homes of all my friends and to the newspaper offices, in an effort to both interest viewers and obtain good press. Four people led our group, each one with his own tasks, united in solidarity in the hope of ending the provincial rigidity of the city, which still held on through the dawn of the post–World War I period.


Our small clan of souls was open to new artistic speculations, interested in new literary forms, already convinced of new philosophical doctrines. These came to us through surprising books announcing new aesthetic or political ideas, which were evidently not so new in Europe, but whose appearance in our Brazil had been held up by the war. The idiotic academism of the literary and art critics at the newspapers; the arrogance of these subliterate, hollow, and wordy individuals, who dominated culture and politics; and the dead hand of the foreign and national bigwigs, all polluted the intellectual atmosphere of the city. This depressed us, because the city was on the verge of a great progressive adventure as regards business and industry. In the midst of all this “comedic dance,” as Mário de Andrade called it, I was striving to both improve my art and earn a monthly sustenance.


The four who led our modernist battle were Oswald de Andrade, Guilherme de Almeida, Mário de Andrade, and Menotti del Picchia. The four seemed to judge my work as a young designer and painter as unexpectedly original, in that impoverished environment of well-behaved disciples of [academic still-life painter] Pedro Alexandrino or [prize-winning landscape painter] Batista da Costa.


Anita Malfatti’s 1917 exhibition had been a revelation of something beyond Impressionism, but because Anita had come from overseas, as had [Victor] Brecheret and Lasar Segall, they all had the stamp of Paris, Rome, or Berlin. My modernism was tainted by Brazilian cultural anarchism and, though it barely limped along, it at least possessed the advantage of birth among the errors, inexperience, and lyricism of Brazilians.


From the mardi gras of Rio I had taken a love of color, of rhythm, and of the sensuousness of virginal Brazil. From the neighborhood of São Cristóvão the gypsy touch, familiar from the literature of Machado de Assis. My political causes I learned in the pages of the satirical magazine O malho. From the Northwest, from my relatives in Pernambuco and Paraiba, I got my audacity, which would grow when I saw the agricultural zone in the interior of São Paulo province. This revealed to me the existence of a Brazil colonized by Italians, who built entire cities by industrializing the production of coffee. And this presence of a multifaceted, real country, arising before my naïve and fascinated eyes, soon made me laugh uproariously at the stiffness of the ancient academy of the University of São Paulo Law School, with its illustrious jurists who educated judges, prosecutors, cautious lawyers, and reactionary politicians. I soon abandoned my law studies.


With Oswald, Menotti, Guilherme, and Mário, we gradually selected, accepted, rejected, or satirized the modernists newly arrived to our group. We were already a very strong team working together, in the office of Guilherme de Almeida, with Antônio Couto de Barros and Sérgio Milliet. The latter had just come from Switzerland, without bringing its fat cheeses or punctual clocks but rather books full of precious poetry, and a gift for winning over women in bars. Tácito de Almeida, young poet and brother of Guilherme, also joined us.


Menotti del Picchia then worked at [the newspapers] Correio Paulistano and the Gazette, skewering the patriarchal politics of the Paulista Republican Party with improvised orations or exaggerated articles in praise of modernism (modernism which he loved without, after all, getting married to it). He wasted there both enormous amounts of time and his innate lyrical gifts, without thinking about the political possibilities that could grow gradually out of his eloquence as an illustrious half-Indian. Oswald de Andrade had an instinctive boldness, with a visionary sense of a new world rising, which he picked up at the shirttails of Jean Cocteau, Blaise Cendrars, Guillaume Apollinaire, and all the other French authors newly arrived to world literature; he mixed these with Dostoyevsky, with Romain Rolland, the Catholicism of [Charles] Péguy, the popular tragedies of [Maksim] Gorki, and with [Gabriele] D’Annunzio, who announced the birth of Fascism, and the pacifism of [Georges] Duhamel . . . And, as a counterweight, we had Mário de Andrade with his group from Lopes Chaves Street, where they practiced creation as a search, and where the verb “to contemplate” was always at hand. Mário was usually accompanied by Luís Aranha or Yan de Almeida Prado, or Rubens Borba de Moraes, and we often went to see or hear him, either reciting or playing the piano. Mário gave all of us the impression that whatever burned brightest in our hearts could never be extinguished, and that our restlessness was only turning over the ground where a new future would soon be planted. Mário de Andrade had a professorial personality, but in his own way, sometimes unexpectedly disappointed in himself, but always attentive to his students. Unfortunately for Brazilian literature, only near the end of his life did Mário learn about the human condition, by being present at the social evolution of our age. But in the meantime, he was the perpetual coordinator, always glimpsing a new category, system, or direction; this explains the pleasure he took in being with the younger ones, taking the role of master. And he was, truly, a master.


With these men at the forefront, I experienced the modernization of São Paulo, where my restless Rio de Janeiro sensibility apparently counted at least for something.


At the O Livro bookstore in that year 1921, Jacinto Silva one day mysteriously called me over to a corner, where he told me that Graça Aranha was in São Paulo. Silva asked if I would do what I could to draw younger people to my exhibition, because that famous academic wanted to make contact with the new generation of artists and writers in the city. Graça Aranha was for me only a name in a schoolbook. He was the author of [the novel] Canaã, which I had never read, and moreover was unable to read. The last time I had seen his name was in a headline that announced his return to Brazil after completing some overseas missions, because he was also a diplomat.


Just as old Jacinto finished urging me to bring in the young Paulistas, Aranha himself walked up: handsome, elegant, and perfumed. Jacinto introduced me to the great man, and the great man looked at my paintings and drawings with a noble detachment. He saw the thinly veiled romanticism in my work, and resolved to remain in contact with me. He had already heard my name in Rio, because Ronald de Carvalho had spoken to him of me. Aranha then criticized the struggle in my paintings and drawings, and began to preach that in Brazil we needed strong men. He asked if I had ever read his books, and if I too felt that the war had put to rest a speculative world order, and that it was perhaps time for the dawn of a new civilization of synthesis, where humanity could move toward a more universal comprehension. That handsome man seduced me like a beautiful opera singer electrifies a balcony filled with fools . . .


At my exhibition, Aranha met Oswald, Mário, Guilherme, and Menotti. His diplomatic abilities, his worldly savoir-faire, and his authority as an elder worked like seductive music. He proposed to join our movement, and take it northward and southward to all of Brazil. In meetings either at the bookstore, or at Aranha’s apartment, or at the Sportsman Rotisserie on Largo do Patriarca, we defined our program of lectures, exhibitions, and concerts; we only needed to fund it somehow.


Aranha was friendly with Paulo Prado, whom none of us knew, least of all as the scholar of Brazilian history and excellent writer that he was. Aranha explained both who Prado was and his disposition to favor our movement. Aranha then sent me to Rio with a letter of introduction from our modernist group, so that I was the first of us to get to know that noble figure, who besides his education and refinement, personally knew [Paul] Claudel, Oscar Wilde, the ballerinas from the paintings of Edgar Degas, and even Degas himself.


So I went to meet Prado, and from my conversations with that important man was born the idea of Modern Art Week. That night and in several meetings, we discussed other elegant weeklong events that took place in Europe, such as the “Grande Semaine” at Deauville. I suggested to Prado that our event, which would be a week of literary and artistic scandals, should stick the spurs into the sides of the São Paulo middle and upper classes. This pleased Prado immensely, because he could not stand the lack of sophistication that surrounded him. In São Paulo he moved among wealthy businessmen and magnates of high finance. We counted on monetary support from those people.


“This has to be a scandalous week, with nothing of the high-school atmosphere of festivals that we know,” said Prado, the author of Retrato do Brasil [Portrait of Brazil], at our first meeting with Aranha, Mário de Andrade, Oswald de Andrade, and a few others whose names I can’t remember. After a lot of hard work, we came up with a general plan for the week, and with great enthusiasm we began our preparations . . .


And when I read the announcement of our upcoming week in the newspaper, I laughed to myself: The finest flower of the right-wing conservative society of São Paulo was about to sponsor a cultural event that opposed everything that they cherished.





DOCUMENT 6


Anthropophagite Manifesto


Oswald de Andrade
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From Revista de Antropofagia, May 1928, 3.


This important manifesto sets out a crucial concept for the relationship of Latin American to European modernism: anthropophagy, or cannibalism. In order to fortify their own art forms, Brazilian modernists would cannibalize Europe just as the native peoples allegedly cannibalized the first explorers. Though most reports of such early cannibalism lacked supporting evidence, they helped to inform early European conceptions of Brazil as a barbarous, wild place. With tongue in cheek, the manifesto’s author enthusiastically recuperates the concept. There was one sentence in English in the initial printing of this document, paraphrasing Hamlet with the substitution of the name of one of the cannibalistic tribes, the Tupy. This was the indigenous group whom the Portuguese first encountered on colonizing Brazil. Not everything written here makes perfect logical sense.


Only cannibalism unites us. Socially. Economically. Philosophically.


The world’s only law. The disguised expression of all individualisms, of all collectivisms. Of all religions. Of all peace treaties.


Tupy or not Tupy, that is the question.


Down with all catechisms. And down with the mother of the Gracchi.


The only things that interest me are those that are not mine. The laws of men. The laws of the anthropophagites.


We are tired of all the dramatic suspicious Catholic husbands. Freud put an end to the enigma of woman and to other frights of printed psychology.


Truth was hindered by clothing, that waterproofing separating the interior from the exterior world. The reaction against the dressed man. The American cinema will show you.


Children of the sun, the mother of mortals. Found and loved ferociously, with all the hypocrisy of nostalgia, by the immigrants, slaves, and tourists. In the country of the Great Serpent.


It was because we never had grammar books, nor collections of old plants. And we never knew what urban, suburban, frontiers, and continents were. We were a lazy spot on the map of Brazil.


A participating consciousness, a religious rhythm.


Down with all the importers of the canned conscience. The palpable existence of life. The pre-logical mentality for [anthropologist] Mr. Lévy-Bruhl to study.


We want the Carahiba revolution. Bigger than the French Revolution. The unification of all successful rebellions led by man. Without us, Europe would not even have its meager Declaration of the Rights of Man.


The golden age proclaimed by America. The golden age and all the girls.


Descent. Contact with Carahiban Brazil. Oú Villeganhon print terre. Montaigne. Natural man. Rousseau. From the French Revolution to Romanticism, to the Bolshevik Revolution, to the surrealist revolution and the technical barbarity of Keyserling. We continue down our path.


We were never catechized. We sustained ourselves through sleepy laws. We made Christ be born in Bahia. Or in Belém, in Pará.


But we never let the concept of logic be born among us.
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The spirit refused to conceive of the idea of spirit without body. Anthropomorphism. The need for an anthropophagical vaccine. We are for balance, against religions of the meridian. And foreign inquisitions.


We can only pay heed to an oracular world.


Our justice became a code of vengeance, and Science was transformed into magic. Anthropophagy. The permanent transformation of taboo into totem.


Down with the reversible world and objective ideas. Deadened ideas. The prohibition of dynamic thought. The individual as victim of the system. The source of classic injustices. Of romantic injustices. And the forgetting of interior conquests.


Routes. Routes. Routes. Routes. Routes. Routes. Routes.


The Carahiban instinct.


The life and death of hypotheses. From the equation, “me as part of the Cosmos,” to the axiom, “the Cosmos as part of me.” Subsistence. Knowledge. Anthropophagy.
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We were never catechized. Instead we invented the Mardi gras. The Indian dressed as a Senator of the Empire. Pretending to be William Pitt. Or appearing in Alencar’s operas, full of good Portuguese feelings.


We already had communism. We already had surrealist language. The golden age.


Catiti Catiti


Imara Natiá


Notiá Imara


Ipejú


Magic and life. We already had the relation and the distribution of physical goods, moral goods, and the goods of dignity. And we knew how to transpose mystery and death with the help of a few grammatical forms.


I asked a man what Law was. He told me it was the guarantee to exercise the possible. That man was called Gibberish. I devoured him.
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Determining progress by catalogs and television sets. They are only machines. And the blood transfusers.


Down with the antagonistic sublimations. Imported in sailing ships. Down with the truth of missionary peoples, defined by the wisdom of a cannibal, the Viscount of Cairú: —A lie repeated many times.


But they who came were not crusaders. They were fugitives from a civilization that we are now devouring, because we are strong and vengeful just like the tortoise Jaboty.


If God is the conscience of the Uncreated Universe, Guaracy is the mother of living beings. Jacy is the mother of all plants.


We did not speculate. But we had the power to guess. We had Politics, which is the science of distribution. And a planetary social system.


The migrations. The flight from boring states. Down with urban sclerosis. Down with the Conservatories and tedious speculation.


From William James to Voronoff. The transformation of taboo in totem. Anthropophagy.


The pater familias and the creation of the Stork Fable: real ignorance of things + lack of imagination + attitude of authority toward the curious offspring.


It is necessary to start with a profound atheism in order to arrive at the idea of God. But the Carahiba did not need one. Because they had Guaracy.


The created object reacts like the Fallen Angel. After that, Moses wanders. What has this got to do with us?


Before the Portuguese discovered Brazil, Brazil had discovered happiness. Down with the Indian on the candlestick. The Indian son of Mary, godson of Catherine de Medici and son-in-law of Sir Antônio de Mariz.


Happiness is the proof of the pudding.
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Down with Goethe, the mother of the Gracchi, and the court of João VI.


Happiness is the proof of the pudding.
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Anthropophagy. Absorption of the sacred enemy. In order to transform him into totem. The human adventure. The mundane finality. However, only the purest of elites managed to become anthropophagous in the flesh and thus ascended to the highest sense of life, avoiding all the evils identified by Freud, catechist evils. What happens is not a sublimation of sexual instincts. It’s the thermometric scale of the cannibalist instinct. Moving from carnal to willful, and creating friendship. Affective, love. Speculative, science. Deviation and transference. And then vilification. The low anthropophagousness in the sins of the catechism—envy, usury, calumny, murder. Plague of the so-called cultured Christianized peoples, against these we are acting. Anthropophagi.
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Our independence has not yet been proclaimed. A typical phrase of João VI: “My son, put this crown on your head before some adventurer puts it on his!” We expelled the dynasty. We must expel the spirit of Bragança, the laws, and the snuff of Maria da Fonte.


Down with social reality, dressed and oppressive, registered by Freud—reality without complexes, without madness, without prostitution and without the prisons of the matriarchy of Pindorama.


PIRATININGA
The year 374 after the
swallowing of the
Bishop of Sardinia.





DOCUMENT 7


Manifesto of Martin Fierro


Oliverio Girondo
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From Martin Fierro, May 1924, 1–2.


This manifesto urges the severing of all umbilical cords connected with Europe, but—with its praise for Swedish toothpaste, French towels, and Hispano-Suiza luxury cars—it also shows a lower level of nationalism than do the Brazilian manifestos. The seemingly racist reference to “blacks” in the closing sentences is a slang term that also means “dolts”; it is also a term of affection in Argentina among close friends or married people. Preserving the word as “black” preserves the contrast between dolts and vanguardists (whites). The magazine in which this essay first appeared was the leading forum for avant-garde ideas in both art and literature in Buenos Aires in the middle and late 1920s.


Faced with the pachydermal impermeability of the “honorable public”;


Faced with the funereal solemnity of the historian and the professor, who mummify all that they touch;


Faced with the cookbook that inspires the discourses of our “finest” minds and the devotion to anachronism and mimeticism that they show;


Faced with the ridiculous necessity to bolster our intellectual nationalism, swelling up false values that pop at the first prick like balloons;


Faced with the widespread inability to contemplate life without first climbing the library shelves;


And above all, faced with the terrifying fear of making a mistake that paralyzes the very impetus of youth and which is more paralyzed than any retired bureaucrat:


Martin Fierro feels the urgent need to define itself, and to call out to whoever is able to see that we find ourselves in the presence of a new sensibility and a new understanding, which, if we align ourselves with it, can lead us to unexpected horizons, new media, and new forms of expression.


Martin Fierro accepts the consequences and responsibilities of locating itself, because it knows that its health depends on this. Informed by its ancestors, its anatomy, and the meridian on which it walks, it consults the barometer and the calendar before going out to the street to live and feel with today’s nerves and mind.


Martin Fierro knows that “everything is new under the sun” if seen with refreshed eyes and described with a contemporary accent.
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