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BRAZILIAN CONCRETE: PAINTING, POETRY, TIME, AND SPACE

Claus Cliiver (Bloomington)

Ill. 44—49

The ‘“National Exhibition of Concrete Art’”’” which was shown in December 1956

in Sdo Paulo ard two months later in Rio de Janeiro was the first exhibition of 1its ~ -
kind not only in Brazil, but apparently anvwhere, for the term “concrete art”
covered both the paintines and sculptures on display and a nuraber of visnal poems
shown side by side with them. The event caused a heated debate 1n newspapers and
ines, which was to continue for months and leave an indelibie imprint on the
ry’s cultural scene: ultimately, its echoes were heard 1n Europe, in the United
and even as far away as Japan®. ! ['
Brazil, the show and its aftermath may have been of similar significance as
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the Semamada Arte Moderna' of 1922, when artists used the centennial celebration
of natiogfNgyerendence to nroclaim, finally, Brazii's cuitural emancipation as well.
Breaking academic European modeis of the past. thev calied for the creation
of a truly art by the total assimilation of the lanzuages of the European

ism. Cubism, and Expressionism. Evoking the customs of
ners. Oswald de Andrade successiullv recommenaed the
nthropophagyv. The expression of a genuinely Brazillan ex-

' these new models resuited in Lterary and plastic
littie known abroad, couid hoid their own wnen
and North American counterparts. Heitor Vilia-
chieved a place in the international repertoire.
s first to develop models which wouid have
" Brasilia (1936—060), desizned by Luclo
ide public aware that over the preceding
d a vocabulary whick polnted the

avant-garde:
his indigenous 1
practice of cuitur
perience in idioms Jden
works which, thouza r
compared with thelr Luro
/j;] Lobos"; eclectic musical eu
But it was in architecture that
L an impact abroad. The constru
Costa and Oscar Niemever, made a
twenty years Brazilian architects ha
way beyond the “international style .
In literature, it was throuch the work of thyf”
poems in the unusual exhibit of 1956 that, i
influential voice in the international avantgar
[D spiration in foreion models: in Mallarme's
]C Apollinaire’s ealligrammes, in e. e. cummings later

=~ Wake. ¥From Ezra Pound thev had derived their name. ¢
of the poem as ideogram. and their goal of being "inventq
had been the thinkinz and practice of non-kterary artists
poetamenos poems which Augusto de Campos wrote in 1Y
Webern’s concept of Alangfarbenmelodie into the structure of at

arrangement relies larzeiv on a visual syntax. The employment ot tie 1arv and
secondary colors made possible not only multi-vacal, but also polvphoie® 4 'V ulti- .
directional readines. In one of the texts, “lygia’™, he drew ais word m&erYf from | |

five different lancuazes and exploited fragmentation. word analysis by c#or, and
; visual syntax for the creation of multi-lingual Joyeean portmanteau words. The |
) erotic ‘“‘eis os amantes ' less complex and clearer 1n its desian, already represents | ¢

a full-fledeed ideozram. While it is only in this text that the visual structure provides

as much information as the semantic (and surely more than the auditory) elements,

it dictates the oral performance in all six poems and ultimately also controls the

o poets wno showed their poster-
nrst time, Brazil assumed an
ev. too. had found their in-

i~ aés’’. in the ldea of
in Jovce's Finnegans
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Lx multi-colored
posed Anton
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verbal context.
As the Noizandres peets, Décio Pignatari and the brothers Haroldo and Augusto

de Campos, simpiiied and clarified their materials and structures over the following
years, offective visnal orcanization became an even more pressing concetit. It 1s 1n
this phase that the models offered by Russtan Suprematism and by de Stil and
Bauhaus concepts had their strongest unpact on their thinking. No wonder, theretore,
that the young poets should associate with a group of painters and designers who, |
mostly their seniors by a tew ycears, had begun in the late Torties and early 'htties
., ' In nnn-rvprvwntatum;ll worle, Thetr models. too, had

l}' (ho sane { hitt. illtl'l{“\tt‘tl Ihﬂ pnt"li. .:\llulhvl" sLroig
impulma had been received from Argentina. [t was the Swiss Max Bill, however,
whose precepts and examplo gave tho rreatest enconrazement, fa 190, @ retrospeciive
of Bill's work was shown m dao Paulo; in the tollowing year, his aculpture Undade
Tripartita [ Dreiteiioge Einhert) received the livst prizo at that city'a st Inter.

to explore constructivist udeas
been largely European and large
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That exhibition, for which Antonio Maluf designed the poster, had already in-
cluded contributions by Brazilian constructivists: by Maluf, Almir Mavignier, and
Ivan Serpa, whose Formas won a first prize. In 1952, as the Noizandres poets
publisheclr;}}eir first macazine, likeminded artists in Sio Psulo formed the croup
“Ruptura. ', while in Rio de Janeiro a counterpart was founded which called itself
“Frente’|., Members of both groups, aitogether twenty artists, participated in the
exhibition of 1956/57, along with the Noigandres group and two poets from Kio*,
and concretismo was the label by which the work of these poets and visual artists’
was subsequently to be known.

For painting and sculpture, that label had already been established — first,
apparently, by Theo van Doesburg. It is now known that the term “concrete poetry”’
also been used earlier. But it received international currency in consequence of
which Décio Picnatari made to the Hochschule fiir Gestaltung in Ulm 1n
ere he learned that Max Bill's secretary. Eugen Gomrinzer, had been writing
hich were similar in conception to the Noigandres ideograms. Gomringer

Both poets and painters accompanied their production
nd essays, and it would be possible to examine the
o these statements; but what ultimately counts 1s
r

Vovemenis (1953) (Iil. 44) presents an upright
intervals by coupled horizontal bands of
uence which reverses over the honzontal

-

with a series of manizes
shared basis simply by T
the evidence of the works ti

joined forces in the exnibiy

red and grey arranged in an alternag
axis. Superimposed on this structure
the width of the painting. In the lowe
in the upper half toward the top. Thelr
curved contour eliminates the central portfm
extreme ends of the adjacent one as well as of t¥e
This simple design, more complex 1n the verbg
creates a dynamic pattern of visual ambicuities. Ther st the question of figure
and ground: if the implied circles are the figures, the wite appears at times
as part of the figure, at others as part of the growmnd; at stillgthe undiifferentiated
white scems to divide nevertheless into hgure and groun e eve carries the
implied contour trom one color band to the nest. Then there terplayv of the
alternating horizontal bands with the rhythm of the im@circles. And,
simultaneously, there is the interaction of red and grey, colors ot balanced
value but unequal intensity: since the desizn treats both of them U e grey
Patial

tends to recede and the red to come forward, aditing to the ambiguity O
relationships. This is made more complex by tie problem ot connectinZ ¢ e and
convex contours: the rigidly maintained sysiem prevents them from combining
into full circles. Where they meet in the cenwm, the two implied shapes overiap, so
that the psychological eflect arouscd in the perceiver is the desire to push them
apart in order to obtain a perfeet circle; but since the aftinity of color leads the
viewer to associate the upper semicirele in red with either of the two red semicircles
below. he will inevitably want to pull them poether to make them meet. A stable
geometric desiun employing minimal nicans results in the suggestion of mull-
directional movement and thus not only orgmizes pictorial space but also implies a
temporal dimension.

Tho use of straicht lines inscribed 1n a squire achieves a rotating effect in Spiral

Triangle (10506) (lLil. 45) by Maurfeio NozZuana Lima. Two sets of straight lines,
asymmetrically that they hardly invade the

ir curve points toward the bottom,
is, however, only sugzested: a
ane band while cutting oif the
olored band above or below.
iption than it is to the eye,

one 1N I‘t“ml. tho ntht‘[‘ 111 M&u‘k, p\.‘.u_‘t;‘li S0

call s texts ‘constellations’.: but agreed in 1956 to use the term “concrete
ﬂoetry the Brazilians had begun to employ. Since then, it has appeared In -
the titles rous international anthologies. |

The Bra S. avs equally aware of the affinity of their creations to musical
as well as plastic ctures. had been encouraced to speak of their texts as ““concrete”
just as much b} developments in music. But what interests here 1s the basis
of features and c s they shared with the visual artists with whom they had

left half of the white square, deline tho spacein & painting by Waldemar Coraelro, -

the major spokesman for the visual artists aft Sio Paulo who had concluded the
“Ruptura’ manifeato with the slogan: “ A wark of art does not contain an wdea, it
ia itself an idea.” Visible Idea (L. 46) 13 comsaguently the titlo of this work ot 1857
Llnck lines funcetion as it werein counterpomt to the mechanteally
ion of the wWentical angular linsan red. Y et Che effeet on the pereeption
L, :-p;llilll l“l"ltl(il'll“ihlpﬂ

in W hich the

regular progres
and vicuanl imagimation 15 not mechanical att all, Here,

* bocomne ambivalent, and a4 mayor characteritie 3 1ta vhiy thnne dynamism,
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Easentinlly simpler still 198 a painting by l..ni{Hn.rilan awned by Aurundta de [;x
Campos (1. 47) AMiathematieal wheeo Mondvinn was intuitive, roducing his pletie .
to black and white, Sacilotto has divided a horzontnl reetanele mhnl four connl
columnsy, creating a perfect xymmetry over hoth nxes with a negative-postive efteet
The outer columns are hlled by a white tichl over o blnek ticld on the rigzht and rl.ﬁ
raverso on the left. The inner columns consast of a anecession of alternating, cqually
wide bands, the left one begimnming with black at the top, the right one with white, |
Simpliﬂti(‘ as it may appear, the design 1 nevertheless (and more omphntlr'nllv than
any work of Mondran's) alive with pull and counterpull, and where the inner
columns meet at the vertical axis, 1ts effect 12 nlmost dazzhine.

: The exhihitiQn was graced by the participation of Alfredo Volpi, an older master
7 who, in the /fifties, was drawn onto the path of the constirrctivists. This fine colorist +» 4 T
never gave'up his free-hand technique. \While his White and Red Checkers (1956) )
Ali (IU. 48) impressed in the show, his Composition of 1958 (I1l. 49)4certainly one of - .,

the boldest works to come out of the Brazilian e¢oncrete effort. But' his proposition, o “sz 1

based more on intuition and a carefully trained sense of spatial relationships and =

ocolor effect than on mathematical calculation, 1s ultimately stil too personal and

thus not trulv representative. &

- As this brief sampling has shown, impersonality is one of the characteristics of

l'g, 7ﬂ ¢oncrete art. The work was no longer conceived of as a means for self-communication,
Y - the expression of a personal vision of reality, or as the evocation of an “‘inner
sound’’: rather, it was presented as an object in which the pure materals of painting
— line, shape, color — were made to interact in pictorial space according to strictly
devised and executed patterns. Simpiitication and reduction of the means are in
keeping with Josef Albers’ definition of the “ratio of effort to effect” as “the measure
(U of art’?a.f.j Associations of the geometric images and mechanical designs with forms
and processes of the technological age are intentional; some of these processes and
industrial materials are, in fact, used to create the images. if there is one major
concern evident in practically every work, 1t 1s a preoccupation with rhythm, with
movement, with the simultaneous expression of space and time. Here we encounter
one of the closest affinities to the work of the concrete poets at that stage: in the
issue of the magazine ad which served as their program, Augusto de Campos defined ,,7
rete poetry as ‘‘tension of word-things in space-time: 2. | | ’
wave time only for the analysis of one representative example. As a visual object,
jo de Campos § text “nascemorre’’S presents a configuration of two pairs of
¥triangles displaying all the possible positions in which the long side o1 the right

ﬁ morre nasce
/ | morre nasce morre

fenasce remorre renasce

remorre rencscs

ramorre |
re re |

snasc<e
snasie

desmor

desmorre desnasce dgsm

re
gscemorrenascs

frrenasco

ishof the picture plane. The first pair
e richt angles; both formations
ound the vertical axis passing
at and the lowest triangies,
heother over the horizontal
e he strongest visual

angle can run parallel with the horizonta
is joined at the most acute angles, the secor
evoke a sense of movement, an implied revaois
through the point of junction. aloreover,
which are also the smallest, appear as IMIITor IRages
axis, as do the other two, likewlise near-identical 1n siZeg
tie between the two figures which are otherwise contrary |
strictly visual information is here inseparably tied in wit vgrbal nature of the
material. Each triangle is formed of four [ires of words a P in all instances
but the last, in three columns. Consequently, tthe figures will inevy | e read trom
left to right, bezinning at the top. Two semantically antithetical tter words,
both active verbs in the third person singukr, provide the nuci€ A verbal,
material: ‘“nasce” — ‘“‘he, she or 1t is born . and ‘‘morre’”’ = "he, sh dies .

The final syllable of “‘nasce’ 1s a homophoneof “‘se” — “if", which con®itutes the A

first line and is followed in the next by “nasea’’, aligned on the left with “‘se’” and
(U thus pushing out to the richt. The third e states with “morre’” the inevitable

f-

final conclusion, “if it is born, 1t dies”’ | but tie force of the nascent triangular shape
requires & continuation of the process of gmeration. Only in the fourth line does
the completion of the triangular shape coinede with the completion of the verbal
statement. But the last syllable of “morre’’ i& a homophone of the prenx sionifyving
& repetition or return, and the “renasce’ whoh has bheen heard since line three takes
on individual shape and initiates the constrniion of a new triangie according to the |
system established In the first. but in reverse It must end with “‘re’". This rcnewed & | ..
call for reversal is taken both “literally” md “fieuratively”’. A new pretix turns
‘“‘nasce’ 1Into It opposlte. with a nu‘alupism, ‘tlesmorre ("1t uudies"), as its counter-
part. The direction of Lirth and rebirtin haung been “naturally’ to the rght, it 18
appropriate that the trianvle of unbirth, jjesitioned precisely under the nuclear
column, pushics to the lort. Thus, the develgpment of the Hvure runs couunter 1o tho
direction of the reading. Conscquently, the linal reversal, which returns us ro the
(\\ normal cyclo of “stirb und werda' ' scems torceclerate the process, which 13 visually
(and therelore aurally as well) cccontuateti by running tho words together. The
system requires that in the vertical columms ol each trinnele no word appear more
than twice. The “se’" wiich accordingly waclhudes the text refers us back to 1ts
Tons well as the visual system: the noxt

bepinning, as Goes tho shape of its trne
statement of the trinngle must tako the postici ol tho hist.
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Instead of merely telling about
embodies in its very structure the reagt]
forms a true ideocram. Its real interest,
in the structure itseif: in the manner in w
:nherent in the ‘‘nasce-morre”’ nucleus nave
visual’’® system for a seemingly seli-generat
visual arrancement permits us to see the verpa®se
in space; the verbal nature of the visual sions gives
configuration and makes us perceive each trangic as
circularitv, finally, cstablished both visually aad semanti®ally
of a linear time flow inherent in traditional descursive lang

e of birth, death and rebirth, the text
ified by its verbal material and thus
_lies not in its verbal messagze but
semantic and phonic possibilities
@ loited to set up a verbi-voco-

ion to our reading oi the
osed in time; the
teracts the sense
bich had already

been challenzed by the positional change of the triangles. 1 eypoem achieves
the new coal which its author proclaimed 1n a programmatic he time ot

the exhibition: ""to create a form, to create with 1ts own materia % ld pamllel

_—

to the world ot thiu-_r.{"‘.fu world which was now concelived 1n terms o
geometry and Einsteinian physiesi./

It is here that the endeavors of the paimters and poets exhibiting t
together in 195657 most fully coincide. Haroldb de Campos’ text 1s, like the paintings
we have seen, an impersonal object constructzd of mintmal materials according to a
rigid system employing ceometric shapes. The most sieniticant parallel, however, Is
the creation of structures involving both temporal and spatial dimensions. While
the painters strove to arrange their materials in pictorial space in such a way as to
suggest some form of development in time, tie pocts created a spatial syntax often
necessitating multi-directional readings whiti abolished the linear progression of
COHV(‘lltiL)lml 1eX S, Netther !‘::1inf(‘l'.‘~i nov pnttr& were pri:n;u'il}* concerned with the
direct representation of external reality; mstead, the spatio-temporal structures ol
their works soucht to ofler isomorphic paralels to the space-time continuum con-
ccived by post-Newtonian seience.

The experience communicated e these works 18 both essentially sllprup(‘rsonal
and supranational: only a carclul Aol snubtle anadysis would show that they, too,
POSSCSS cortaim quihit es w hich refleet Lhewr evalion hackeround and thus dillerentiate
them from ¢onerete work done ('lm*\\]u‘l‘\‘. LR iy he one nl' the reasons \\'h}- tho
Nui;_:mnil't“« '}-.m-l v WEre sootld I‘('t'u;_:llll.!‘li Th Db ill'lhbll!: {ho lv.ulin'_: li*.{lll‘t‘ﬁ of an
I portant |m~.l-NI~ dermst Literary  movenunt. Ve gonerete paanters ol Brazil,
however, whose work often antedates conparahle lKivopean and. North Amerncan
crcations, have saared (he lot of many visadoarbeds from the Thivd World : unless
they niwde thew caresy - Iturope, ke Mang Vicira or Almie Mavignier, they have

rFenn i ‘-l IIHL SRR L ;t'lll'\hlllt
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NOTES

the bibliography of the Noigandres poets and the chronological synopsis of the
te poetry movement in Augusto de Campos, Décio Fignatari, and Haroldo de

pos, Eeom'a da Foesia Concreta, 2nd eni. ed. (Sao Paulo: Livraria Duas Cidades,

n

19735). oW xhibition was shown in the Museu de Arte Moderna de Sdo Paulo (Dee.

1956) s Ministério da Educacdo e Cuitura in Rio de Janeiro (feb. 1857). In
commem 5\
cot

the “Exposicao Nacional de Arte Concreta” of 1956/57 the director
of the Pin&cot do Estado de Sio Paulo, Aracy A. Amaral, organized an exnibition
in 1977 whichg sequentlv shown in the Museu de Arte }Moderna do Rio de Janeiro. — -~
- Entitled ““Projet trutivo Brasiieiro na Arte (1950 — 1962), ftit agaln inci'ided concrete ,".? :
-

texts (this tims al¥ 1n taped aura versions) and was accompanied by a volume of da-’
?uments edited by Eroy )\ Amaral and by a catalogue preparea by LyZia rape. Bothi -
publications are valuat es, although they are not wholly rehable and have been
justly attacked by the p a d poets of S3o Paulo as unbalancea and partial to the
artists frcm R1o. |
2 The Noigandres group haa gffearhvhile been enlarced by Ronaldo Azeredo; the poets
F- - Y Ferreira Gullar (who was soon to break away

* _ the first of a number of splinter groups

-

and create an ill-derned ‘‘neo-co!
hostile to the ‘‘foundinz fathers' ).
3 “Das MaB der Kunst: Die Pro
“Was ist Kunst?”’, in Eugen Gomrnger
p. 7] t
¢« “POESIA CONCRETA: TEXNSAO
TEMPO.” A. de Campos, “"poesia concreta’,
20 (Nov.— Dec. 1056); repr. in T'eoria, pp. 43—
& First published as a poster-poem 11 Noigmidres 4
graphically corrected version appcared in Teena, p. (9
¢ Borrowed trom Jovce, the term “verbi-waro-visual
essay by Augusto de Campos, “Pontos — Pexferia — Poesi
in Teoria, pp. 17— 25, and nzures significantlvin the *‘plano-p
issued by Pignatari and the Campos brothersm JNowgandres 4 (a
the authors of their **Pilot Plan for Concrete ¥netry’ was published J
1, 3—4, Winter-Spring 1V083, 71 —72, precedeti by the oricinal text;
also contains a number of Braziiian concreir poeins including ""nas
published as Concrete Foetry.: 1 World View,=l. Mary Ellen Solt, Bioomin
University Press, 1970).
7 Haroldo de Campos, “Poesia Concreta — Linguagem — Comunicacio'l, in Teoria,
pp. 70— 85; orizinally published in the Suptenento Dominical do Jornal do Brastl (R0
de Janeiro), 28 April and 3 May 1907, and reprnted twice that year in difterent locations:
the whole sentence guoted in the original: “intio uma lincuagem afeita a comunicar O
']& mais rapida, clara o eficazmente 0 wundo dascoisas, trocando-o por sistemas do S11a1s
estruturalmento isomorticos, coloca, por amu stbita mudanea de campo de operagao,
sou arsenal de virtualidades em fungdo de un& nNOvVa emMpresa: Criar uma forma, criar,
comn scus proprios materials, um mundo panlclo ao mundo das coisas — 0O poca

(Teoria, p. 12).

n Aufwand und Wirkung.” J. Albers,
lbers (Starnberg: Josef Keller, 1963),

VRAS-COISAS NO ESPACO-

wtetura e decoracgo (Sio Paulo),
| a portfolio edition; a typo-

the first theoretical - |

reta’’, of 1955, repr. |,
3 poesia concreta

h translation by

» H s panaicas,

ame, which .

iy, Was re- ./

naana
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