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BRAZILIAN CONCRETE: P..INTING, POETRY, TIME. AND SPACE

Claus Cluver (Bloomington)

Il. 44 —4¢

The “Nationa! Ixhibition of Concrete Art” which was shown in December 1956
in Sdo Paulo and two months later in Rio de Janeiro was the first exhibition of its
kind not oniy in Brazil, but apparentlv anvwhere, for the term “Concrete Art’
covered both the paintings and sculptures on dispiay and a number of visual poems
shown side by side with them. The event caused a heated debate 1 newspapers and
magazines, which was to continue for months and leave an indelible imprint. ¢ 1 the
country’s cultural scene: ultimately. its echoes were heard in Europe, in the United
States, and even as far away as Japan’.

For Brazil, the show and its aftermath may have been of similar significance as
the “Semans da Arte Moderna™ of 1922, when artists used the centennial celebratior
of national independence to proclaim, finally, Brazil’s cultural emancipation as well
Breaking with the academic European models of the past, they called for the creation
of a truly Brazilian art by the total assimilation of the languages of the European
avant-garde: of Futurism, Cubism, and Expressionism. Evoking the customs of
his indigenous forefathers, Oswald de Andrade successfully recon mended the
practice of cultural anthropophagy. The expression of a genuinelv Srazihan ex-
pgpience 1n idioms derived from these new models resulted in lhiterarv and plastic
@ which, though remaining little known abroad, could hold their own whern

affnaiied with their European and North American counterparts. Heitor Vills
octic musical ceuvre even achieved a place in the international repertoire
Ye@Vas 10 architecture that Brazil was first to develop models which would have
an impact ad. The construction of Brasilia (1956—60). designed by Lucic
Costa and ilemeyer, made a world-wide publie aware that over the preceding
twenty yea g architects had developed a vocabulary which pomnted the
way beyond tiie ‘pftérnational style”.
ough the work of the young poets who showed their posier.
poems In the unus hibit of 1956 that, for the first time, Brazil assumed
influential voice In the inigmgational avantgarde. They, too, had found their 1.
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erotic “‘els os amantes’’, less complex and ciearer n 1ts design. already represont.
a full-fledged 1deogram. While 1t 1s only 1n this text that the visual structure provides
as much information as the semantic (and sureiy more than the auditory) elements
it dictates the oral performance m all six poems and ultimately also controls the
verbal context.

As the Noigandres poe's, Décio Pignatari and the brothers Haroldo and Avgusic
de Campos, simplified and clarified their materials and structures over the following
vears, effective visual organization became an even more pressing COncern. It 1810
this phase that the models offered by Russian Suprematism and by de Stijl and
Bauhaus concepts had their strongest impact on their thinking. No wonder, thereiore.
that the voung poets should associate with a group of painters and designers who.
mostly their seniors by a few vears, had begun in the late forties and early nities
to explore consiructivist ideas in non-representational work. Their models, too, had
been largely Ew opean and largely the same that interested the poets. Another strong
impulse had been received from Argentina. 1t was the Swiss Max Bill, however.
whose precepts and ¢ -ample gave the greatest encouragement. In 1850, a retrospective
of Bill's work was shown in Sdo Paulo; m the following year, his sculpture Unidade
Tripariita (Dreiteilige Einheit) received the first prize at that city’s First Inter-
national Biennial.

That exhibition, for which Antonic Maluf designed the poster, had already in-
cluded contributions bv Brazihan constructivists: by Maluf, Almir Mavignier, and
lvan Serpa, whose Formas won a first prize. In 1952, as the Noilgandres poets
lished their first magazine, likeminded artists in S8o Paulo formed the group
PMRuptura’’, while in Rio de Janewro a counterpart was founded which called itself
te””. Members of both groups, altogether twenty artists, participated i the
ion of 1656/57, along with the Noigandres group and two poets from Rio®
ant® concreftsmo was the label by which the work of these poets and visual artists

LR

was su r@ gfitly to be known.

For Naigfliae and sculpture. that label had already been established — frst.
apparent eo van Doesburg. It is now known that the term “concrete poetry™
had also b ed ea:lier. But it received international currency in consequence of

a visit which Déc onatari made to the Hochschule fiir Gestaltung mn Ulm 1o

1955, where he le t Max Bill’s secretary, Eugen Gomringer, had been writin
poems which were Wy conception to the Noigandres ideograms. Gomringe
called his texts “‘cor€tellgi®ns”’, but agreed in 1956 to use the term “Concrete
Poetry” which the Braz d begun to employ. Since then, it has appeared
the titles of numerous inteRgaM¥nal anthologies.

The Brazilians, always equally aggare of the affinity of their creations to musical
as well as plastic structures. had b¢fn efcouraged to speak of their texts as “Concrete”
just as much by recent developm My usic. But what interests here 1s the basis
of features and concerns they sharec e visual artists with whom they had
joined forces in the exhibition. Both pot inters accompanied thelwr production
with a series of manitestoes and essavs®anggligffould be possibie to examine the
shared basis simply bv reierring to these st : but what ulumatelv counts 1s
the evidence of the works themselves

Fiaminghi's Circles with Alernating Movement
off-white rectangle traversed at regular intervals i
rev and grey arranged in an alternating sequence whi
axis. Superimposed on this structure is a series of half-ci
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Brazitiun Conerote: Painting, Poetry. Tine and Spare s

i the upper half toward the top. Ther presence . however, only suggested
curved contour elimmates the central portion of one band while cutting o
extreme ends ¢ the adjacent one as well as of the Like colored band above or beloy
I'his simple design, more complex in the verbal descripuion than it 18 to the ey
creates a dynamic pattern of visual ambiguimes. There 15 first the guestion of figure
and g: und: if the implied circles are the ngures, then the white appears at times
as part of the figure, at others as part of the ¢ground ; at still others, an undifferentiatec
white seems to divide nevertheless into figure and ground as the eve carries the
implied contour irom one color band to the next. Then there is the interplayv of the
alternating horizontal bands with the rhvthm of the implied circles. And
simultaneously. there is the interaction of red and grey, colors of carefully balanced
value but unequal intensity: since the design treats both of them alike, the grey
tends to recede and the red to come forward, adding to the ambiguity of the spatial
relationships. This 1s made more complex by the problem of connecting concave and
convex contours: the rigidly mamtained system prevents them from combining
into tull circles. Where they meet in the center, the two implied shapes overiap, so
that the psychological effect aroused in the perceiver is the desire to push them
apart 1n order to obtain a perfect circle: but since the affinity of color leads the
viewer to assoclate the upper semicircle in red with either of the two red semicireles
below, he will inevitably want to pull them together to make them meet. A stable
geoinetric design employlng minimai means results in the suggestion of multi-
directional movement and thus not only orgamzes pictorial space but also implies «
temporal dimension.

The use ci straight lines inscribed 1n a square achieves a rotating effect in Swiral
wangle (1956) (Ill. 45) by Mauricio Nogueira Lima. Two sets of straigcht lines
e In red, the other in black, placed so asymmetricallv that they hardly invade the

spokesman for the visual artists of Sdo Paulo who had concluded the
_manifesto with the slogan: ““A work of art does not contain an idea. it
is itseé a.”” Visible Idea (Ill. 46) is consequently the title of this work of 1957
1In whic black lines function as it were in counterpoint to the mechanically
regular progressiompf the identical angular linesin red. Yet the effect on the perception
and visual in@Nggtion is not mechanical at all. Here, too, spatial relationships
become ambiv major characteristic is its rhythmic dynamisn
Kssentially simfler 1s a painting by Luiz Sacilotto owned by Augusto d:
Campos (Ill. 47). M ical where Mondrian was intuitive, reducing his palette
to black and white, 0 has divided a horizontal rectangle into four egua!
columns, creating a perief® symmetry over both axes with a negative-positive effec:
The outer columns are filled b hite field over a black field on the right and in«
reverse on the left. The inner sonsist of a succession of alternating, equali
wide bands, the left one beginnin lack at the top. the right one with white
Simplistic as 1t may appear, the de vertheless (and more emphaticallv tnan

a

any work of Mondrian's) alive with®pu counterpull, and where the mne
columns moetn at the vertical axis, its efli€Ct gl almost dazziing.

The exhibition ws graced by the partic® { Aliredo Volpi, an oider master
who, in the fifties. was drawn onto the path gonstrucuivists. This fine coloris:
never gave up his free-hand technique. While % i and Red Checkers (1956
(1il. 48 ) mmpressed 1n the show, his Composition ol gRH88 11, 49 ) 1s certainiv one .
the boldest works to come out of the Brazilian Concrgft gfayt. But his proposition
based more on Intwition and a carefully tramed sensg atial relationships anda
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coior effect than on mathematical caleulation, 12 ulmately still too persona
thus not trulv representative

.= this brief sampling has shown. 1mpersonalitv 1s one of the characterisuces o
Councrete Art. The work was no longer ¢o - 1ved of as a means for self-communication.
as the expression of a personal vision .. realitv. or as the evocation of an “mne:
sound” : rather. it was presentea as an object in which the pure materials of painting

— line, shape. color — were mad¢ to interact in pictorial space according to strictl

devised and executed patterns. . 'mpilification and reduction of the means are i
keeping with Josef Albers’ definition of the “ratio of effort to effect’ as “the moasure
of art’’3. Associations of the geometric 1mages and mechanical designs with form:
and processes of the technological ag: are intentional: some of these processes and
industrial me .erials are, in fact, used to create the images. 1f there 1s one majos
concern evident in practically everv work, it 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 theiwr program. Augusto de Campos defined
concrete poetry as ‘‘tension of word-things in space-time’’*.

1 have time only for the analysis of one representative example. As a visual object,
Haroldo de Campos’ text ‘“‘nascernorre”® presents a configuration of two pairs of
rigcht triangles displaying all the possible positions in which the long side o1 Lhe right

se
nasce

remorre renoasce
remorre

re re
desnasce
desmorre desnasce

d orrs cesnasce desmorre
nascemorranasce
morrengsce

ﬁ morre
se

e horizontal axis of the picture plane. The first pan
ngles, the second at the right angles: both formations
pmplied revolution around the vertical axis passing
over, the uppermost and the lowest triangies
ysrror 1mages of each other over the honzonta.
igentical In size: this 1s the strongest visua

angle can run parall
18 joined at the most a
evoke a sense of movement, a
through t e point of junctio
which are also the smallest, app
axis, as do the other two, likewise
tie between the two figures which are
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words arranged, 1n all mstance:
ires will inevitablv be read tron
ntithetical five-letter words
the nucleus of all verba!
'o— “‘he, she, or 1t dies’

left to right, beginning at the top. Two sema
both active verbs In the third person singular.
material: ‘“nasce’’ — “he, she or it 1s born’’, and °
The final syllable of “nasce’” 1s a homophone of “'se’”
first line and is followed 1n the next by "'nasce’ . alig

left wath “‘se’ and
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Ul toe personal and thus pushing out vo the right. The third hne states witn torre  the mevitable
final conclusion “if 1t 1s born, it dies”. but the force of tne nascent triangular shape
1e characteristics of requires a continuation of the process of generanlon. Univ an the fourth line does
self-communication. the completion of the triangular shape coincide with the completion of the verba)
cation of an "mner statement. But the last svllable of “morre’ is g homophone of the prefix signifying
naterials of painting & repetition or return, and the “renasce’” which has been heard since line three takes
according to strictly on mdividual shape and initiates the consiruction of & new triangle according to the
f the means are in system established in the first, but in reverse. 1t must end with “re’’. This renewed
:et’” as “‘the measure call for reversal is taken both “literally’” and “figuratively”. A new prefix turns
designs with forms “nasce’’ into its opposite, with a neologism, “‘desmorre’ (“it undies’’), as its counter-
these processes and part. The direction of birth and rebirth having been “naturally’ to the right, it is
there is one major appropriate that the triangle of unbirth. positioned preciselv under the nuclear
t with rhythm, with column, pushes to the left. Thus, the development of the figure runs counter to the
. Here we encounter direction of the reading. Consequently, the final reversal, which returns us to the

1 that I'f;-&gﬁi 11 e
> de Campos d ‘

normal cycle of “stirb und werde”, seems to accelerate the process, which is visualiv
(and therefore aurally as well) accentuated by running the words together. The
system requires that in the vertical columns of each triangie no word appear more
than twice. The “se” which accordingly concludes the text refers us back to ite
beginning, as does the shape of its triangle as well as the visual system: the next
statement of the triangle must take the position of the first.
Instead of merely telling about the cycle of birth, death and rebirth, the tex
embodies 11 its very structure the reality signified by its verbal material and thus
rms a true ideogram. Its real interest, however. lies not in 1ts verbal message but
n the structure itself: in the manner in which the semantic and phonic possibilities
rent m the “nasce-morre’’ nucleus have been exploited to set up a “‘verbi-voce.

al”® system for a seemingly seli-generating text-object in space-time  The

2. As a visual oB)ec
ion of two pairs®
ong side of the right

7,

orres renasce
orre renasce

remorre ual grrangement permits us to see the verbal sequence as existing simultaneousi~
re | 1D SP; kS verbal nature of the visual signs gives direction to our reading of ths
config nd makes us perceive each triangle as being composed in time: the
circularit lly, established both visually and sem antically, counteracts the sense
of a linea e flow inherent in traditional discursive language, which had alread+
been challenged e positional change of the triangles. Thus the poem achieve:
the new goal w sgauthor proclaimed in a programmatic essay at the time o
the exhibition: “t o torm, to create with its own materials a world paralle!
to the world of thinds” 4 d which was now conceived in terms of non-Euclidean

plane. The frst pai geometry and Einsteini¥ Rics”.
les; botn formations It is here that the endga¥rs of the painters and poets exhibiting their works
vertical axis passing together in 1956/57 most fully coiggme. Haroldo de Campos’ text is, like the pamntings
she lowest triang es. we have seen, an impersonal objffct c®nstructed of minimal materials according to &
r over the horizontal - Tigid system employing geometrit @ The most significant parallel, however. is
the strongest visual the creation of structures involvino®boi poral and spatial dimensions. While
.cture. But even the the painters strove to arrange their mat n gictorial space in such a way as to
verbal nature of the suggest some form of development in time 'el8 created a spatial syntax often
red, In all 1nstances necessitating multi-directional readings whi |shed the linear progression of
vitably be read from conventional texts. Neither painters nor poe imarilly concerned with the
-al five-letter words, direct representation of external reality ; instead™tngPsMutio-temporal structures of
acle - of all verbal their works sought to offer isomorphic parallels t6®th p§ce-time continuum con-

‘he, sne, or it dies’. ceived by post-Newtonian science.

‘hieh constitutves the The experience communicated in these works is bof ially suprapersonal
a left with “‘se” and and supranational; only & careful and subtle analysis P that they, too,

14"
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possess certain gualit:es which retiect th . Bruzihan background and thus difiercnr
them from Concrete work done elsewher . This mav be one of the reasons wht th
Noigandres poets were soon recogmzed as belongime among the leading tgures of w
important post-Modernmist hiterarv movement. “he Concrete pamnters of  Bris,
however. whose work often antedates compara e European and North American
creations, have sharec the lot of many visual artists from the Third World . unies-
they made their carcor in kurope, like Marv Vieira or Almir Mavignier. they nave
remained unknown abroad.

NOTES

' See the bibliography of the Noigandres poets and the chronologiciai synopsi= oi
concrete poetry movement in Augusto de Campos, Décio Pignatari. and Haroldo d
Campos, Teoria da FPoesia Concreta. 2nd enl. ed. (SRo Paulo: Lavramna Duas Cidades.
1975). The exhibition was shown in the Museu de Arte Moderna de Sio Paulo (Dec.
1956) and in the Ministéric da Educacdo « Cultura in Rio de Janeiro (Feb. 1957). 1u
commemoration of the “Exposicio Nacional do Arte Conereta’ of 1956/57 the director
of the Pinacoteca do Estado de Sio Paulo, Aracy A. Amaral, organized an exhibition
1977 which was subsequently shown in the Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro.
itled “Projeto Uonstrutivo Brasileiro na \rte (1950—1962)”, 1t again included concrete
s time also m taped aural versiors) and was accompanied by a volume of do-
Rited by Professor Amaral and by a catalogue prepared by Lygia Pape. Both
are valuable sources, although they are not wholly reliable and have been

by the painters and poets of Sdao Faulo as unbalanced and partial to the

2 The
from Rio

group had meanwhile been enlarged by Ronaldo Azeredo; the poets
gy mir Dias Pino and Ferreira Gullar (who was soon to break awar

Dje Proportion von Aufwand und Wirkung.” J. Alber..
omrmnger, Josef Albers (Starnberg: Josef Keller. 1968,

3 “Das Mall der
“Was 1st Kunst?”’, 1n

NSAO DE PALAVRAS-COISAS NO ESPACG
concreta’’, ad — arquitetura e decoracao (Sio Paulo).
. 44 —45.

owgandres 4 (1958), a portfolio edition; a tvpe
a, p. [57].

¢« “POESI 1+ CONCR
TEMPO.” A de Campos, *
20 (Nov.—Dec. 1956); repr. in Teor:
* First published as a poster-po
graphically cor =cted version appea
¢ Borrowed ‘rom Joyce, the term

the authors of their “Pilot Plan for Concrete Poetry”’ gmgs published in Artes Hispanicas,
igial text; the volume, which
also contains & number of Brazihan concreie poerX Mg ‘‘nascernorre’’, was re-
published as Concrete Foeiry: A World View, ed. Mary bolt, Bloomington: Indiana
Umnversity Press, 1970

? Haroldo de Campos, “Poesia Conereta — Linguagem " acao’’, in Teoria.
pp. 70—85; originally published m the Suplemento Domanical gl nal ao Brasd (Ris
de Janeiro), 28 April and 5 May 1957, and reprinted twice that yedr erent locavions .
the whole sentence quoted in the original: “Entao uma hinguagem @i 4 comumecar o©
mais rapida, clara e eficazmente o mundo das coisas, trocando-o p SAPTTRLS (e SINals
estruturalmente isomorficos, coloca, por uma sabita mudanc¢a de eca
seu arsenal de virtualidades em fungao de uma nova empresa: Criar um
com seus proprios materiais, um mundo paralelo ao mundo das cowsas
(T'eoria, p. 72).
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