Neo-concretism,
Apex and Rupture of the
Brazilian Constructive Project

RONALDO BRITO

Introduction to the first edition [1985]

This analysis, written by a young and inexperienced critic a little less than a
decade ago, could not undergo revision without becoming another text altogeth-
er, or an internal argument with itself. Therefore, it is set forth exactly as it was
produced, with all of its innocence, flaws, and errors. The extracts published else-
where may have conferred upon it a certain objectivity, thereby releasing the
author from new and successive re-elaborations. However, the imperative would be
to continue specifying and deepening the analysis of the works themselves, thus
avoiding the rigid limitations of the actual Neo-concrete movement. Since 1975,
this movement has become increasingly well known (or at least increasingly cited),
acknowledged, and appreciated. Leaving aside opportunism and nostalgia, this
seems a positive thing to me. In the history of Brazilian culture, Neo-concretism
was without doubt one of the few moments in which we took it upon ourselves to
adopt Rimbaud’s challenge to be absolutely modern. Of course, I know well that the
present mood heralds the crisis of the modern. Long before this, however, came
my daily experience of the dreadful ignorance, incomprehension, rejection, resis-
tance, and even panic regarding the modern that still characterizes our artistic cir-
cles. And this almost thirty years after Neo-concretism, eighty after Cubism, and
one hundred and twenty after Cézanne.

R.B.

The Neo-concrete manifesto is clear: It proposes to take a critical position
with regard to the mechanistic derivations of Concrete art. But it also proposes
to defend a language of geometric, nonfigurative art against irrationalist tenden-
cies of any sort. Dada and Surrealism can be nominally mentioned as such retro-
grade movements. Neo-concretism’s core references are Mondrian, Pevsner, and
Malevich. The manifesto defines the Neo-concrete battleground from the outset:
constructive ideologies with their evolutionary interpretations of the history of
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“Neo-concrete Manifesto.” Jornal do Brasil, Sunday supplement,
March 22, 1959. Counrtesy of Centro de Pesquisa e Documentacdo do Jornal do Brasil.

art, proposals for social integration, and theories of production.! Neo-con-
cretism upholds a commitment to a type of positive attitude found at the core of
the constructive tradition: art as an instrument of social construction.

The Neo-concrete program is defined, at least in principle, at the outer limits
of this positive attitude. Therefore, it is within this setting that we can analyze its
intervention: the validity and interest of its proposals, its effectiveness, and, finally,
the negative or critical element that it was able to articulate by means of contact
with the constructive tradition. There can be no doubt about the constructive ori-
gins of the movement. The question is how it arose and how it evolved. A deter-
mining characteristic of Neo-concretism can therefore be found in its contradicto-
ry nature. Although circumscribed within the general lines of constructive ideolo-
gies, the Neo-concrete rationale is at the same time a more or less explicit denun-
ciation of the crisis of these ideologies. Constrained by these broader delimita-
tions, Neo-concretism polemicizes (even by means of the artists’ own practices) its

1. Throughout this text Brito uses the adjective construtivo, which we have translated as “con-
structive” rather than “Constructivist,” except when he refers to Russian Constructivism.—7rans. (All
explanatory notes by translators.)
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own postulates and acts to violate them, at least in part. This is the Neo-concrete
reality: It is the apex of the Brazilian constructive consciousness—generating per-
haps its most sophisticated formulations—and, at the same time, the cause of its
crisis, preparing for its own eclipse in the process of producing a localized art.

Let us return to the initial program of the manifesto to analyze the type of
intervention that Neo-concretism attempted to achieve within the constructive tra-
dition. In the outdated environment of Brazilian culture, Neo-concretism targeted
Concretism and brought about a schism that emerged after several years of intense
internal conflict. This conflict had a clear geographical configuration—Rio de
Janeiro vs. Sao Paulo. But, in fact, this was not the real battleground. Mario
Pedrosa’s characterization of theoreticism on the part of the paulista [Sao Paulo]
group and spontaneity from the carioca [Rio de Janeiro] group, rooted in the con-
trasting cityscapes, was merely a circumstantial, even tactical, maneuver to cloud a
crucial issue that at the time had no clear-cut boundaries.2

The Origins of the Constructive Project

Let us briefly trace the first steps of Concretism in Brazil. In the early 1950s,
the Grupo Frente—the breeding ground of many future Neo-concretists—was
formed in Rio de Janeiro. Mario Pedrosa’s presentation of the group’s second
exhibition at the Museu de Arte Moderna in Rio de Janeiro in 1955 did not men-
tion Concretism or even constructive tendencies. Perhaps he could not have, since
the primitivist painter Elisa Martins da Silveira was also included in the group
alongside Lygia Clark, Lygia Pape, Hélio Oiticica, Aluisio Carvao, and Franz
Weissmann. This grouping was typical of an extremely unstructured environment
that was not able to comprehend the work of art as a distinct type of research. And
yet it already represented a nucleus of opposition. The values implicit in Pedrosa’s
words are those of a politicization of art: “These artists are not joined together by
worldliness, comradeship, or chance. Their greatest virtue remains a dread of
eclecticism. They are all men and women of principle, convinced of their revolu-
tionary mission, the regenerative mission of art. One thing unites them which they
will not relinquish, they are ready to defend it against everybody and everything—
the freedom of creation.”

As we can see, the issue was not yet the imposition of a constructive idea
upon artistic production. It was, fundamentally, the freeing of art from banality
and its conscription within partisan programs within which it simply performed
the role of ideological propaganda. Although in a somewhat disarticulated man-
ner, the Grupo Frente marked an affirmation of the specificity of the work of art

2. See Mario Pedrosa, “Paulistas and Cariocas” (1957), in Mario Pedrosa: Primary Documents, ed.
Gloria Ferreira and Paulo Herkenhoff, trans. Stephen Berg (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 2015),
pp. 274-75.
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and an attempt to establish the conditions by which to take it seriously. Perhaps
the absence of a firm stylistic position was essentially tactical, since the explicit
defense of a geometric language (which was dominant in the group) could have
been a risky maneuver leading to even greater isolation.

One need only reflect for a moment on the situation of modern art in Brazil
at that time. As Ferreira Gullar wrote in 1960, [Candido] Portinari was without
doubt the dominant figure, followed perhaps by [Lasar] Segall, [Emlhano] Di
Cavalcanti, and [José] Pancetti, e ——
among others. These artists respond- —
ed to broad ideological demands—
the search for a national identity, the
project of brasilidade [Brazilian-
ness]—and confined themselves to
traditional forms of representation.
For example, Portinari interpreted
the Cubists and Picasso in a merely
anecdotal manner, without under-
standing the processes through
which they broke with the dominant
formal order.

Perhaps it would be an exagger-
ation to affirm that these works were
profoundly anchored in the Brazilian
cultural field. But they became, at
least in part, the ideological instru-
ments of certain political sectors that
had Brazil’s precarious modern-art
machine at their disposal. There was
a heavy intellectual investment Candido Portinani. MCS[iQO. 1934,
(more so than financial) imposed ‘Cf’“msy ”fthgpifwcf’fgm,d"&m_d" de

. Sao Paulo and Joao Candido Portinari.
upon this art. In contrast to the non-
representational language of the con-
structive artists, these works meant a lot. They could be discussed through social
and humanist rhetoric. Despite being “advanced,” they remained within existing
representational systems of reality, which allowed them to be instrumentalized
within broader debates.

The constructive project attacked precisely this type of representational sys-
tem. There is one constant in its diverse tendencies: the search for a nonrepresen-
tational, nonmetaphorical art. From the time it broke with the perspectival space
of the Renaissance, and especially from the moment of Cézanne and the Cubists,
art gained an awareness of its specificity and abandoned empiricism. Art began to
be understood above all as a means of knowledge, as a rigorous formal organiza-
tion irreducible to common sense. It was modern art’s constructive axis that defin-
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itively marked the evolution of this language and sought to rigorously formalize a
progressive vision of a practice traditionally associated with irrational thought. This
axis was a kind of positivism that attempted to rationalize art and bring it into the
heart of social production. Its desire was to provide art with a positive role in the
construction of a new technological society.

Abstract art arose as a means of emancipating the work of art: It was an affir-
mation of the work’s autonomy vis-a-vis empirical reality, and a recognition that its
operations of abstraction and formalization entailed processes implicit in all forms
of knowledge. But while the various abstract informel movements moved ever closer
to sensitivity, myth, and Romantic inspiration, the constructive tendencies radical-
ized their rational, abstract character and attempted to integrate themselves with
science and technology within a larger process of social transformation. Art moved
out of the shadows, where it hid from Logos and history, and came to be integrat-
ed within the realm of practical knowledge and positive apprehension.

In its own time—the 1920s and 1930s—the constructive interpretation of art
represented a decisive step forward. It opened the way to thinking intelligently
about the processes of producing art and helped sweep away some of its opacity. It
made it possible to interrogate the means by which art constituted a language, that
is, a system of meaning. In this, it attacked the entire metaphysical tradition
implicit in Western art production. In the words of one of the most important the-
orists of the constructive, Michel Seuphor, founder (together with the Uruguayan
Torres Garcia) of the magazine Cercle et Carré: “Art will be submitted to our desire
for certitude and precision, to our strivings toward awareness of an order. Like
everything that issues from our brain or from our hands, it will be examined, it will
pass through an intensive control.”

Initially, the constructive tendencies were a response to the rupture that
occurred within artistic production and its social context after Cubism. This entailed
not only a transformation of the procedures, methods, and theories of production
but a rethinking of art as an activity whose
social insertion no longer occurred “naturally.”  [\J*
There was a need to reevaluate art’s wider sig- . ’ d 8
nificance. The development of the capitalist 9 o y. 8 51‘ E mMP
mode of production put the traditional posi- B / o [t ;
tion of art in crisis at the same time that it cre- ! <Nl m =
ated the conditions to establish art as an ) : . i
autonomous activity with its own institutions.
Once the social context of art was shattered, so
was art as we knew it.

The response of the capitalist economy
to this new situation was the organization of P - | &
the market as we know it today. A system with = L ;

1T

particular characteristics designed not only to p
absorb artistic products but also to demand

Joaquin Torres-Garcia. Station. 1932,
© Sucesion Joaquin Torres-Garcia,
Monteuvideo, 2016.
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and direct them. A system with sufficient speed to accompany processes of produc-
tion and to function essentially as an ideological apparatus. A system whose social
function is to register and accumulate a work of art’s meanings so that it can then
put the work back into circulation, duly inscribed with the marks of dominant ide-
ology. The system is a channel through which all works of art are obliged to pass in
order to effectively be considered works of art.

Constructive tendencies arose as possible responses in the realm of produc-
tion and, by extension, the realm of cultural manifestation. The resulting rupture
occurred along two axes: by means of the very concept of the work of art, and by
its social insertion and circulation. The subsequent development of the construc-
tive ideologies followed this double concern. For these ideologies, the issue was
always how to create an art that could serve as a model for social construction. It is
obvious that this does not always happen explicitly or manifestly, but rather con-
cerns an epistemological delimitation.

In contrast to Dada and Surrealism (different responses to the same crisis),
movements of constructive extraction have always aimed at a functional integra-
tion of art within society. Their intervention was didactic in nature. As with all lib-
eral forces, they believed in Education with an upper-case —their most consistent
efforts were to beautify the social environment and aesthetically educate the mass-
es. Soon after their appearance, these movements took on an almost messianic
character, introducing a new visual order appropriate for a new social harmony.
They spoke of the new world, the new man. It is not difficult to imagine them, in
the end, as the aesthetic representatives of a capitalist utopia, the cultural arm of a
solid and liberal social-democratic government.

De Stijl, Suprematism, Cercle et Carré, Bauhaus, and, later, Concrete art were
fully implicated in the ideology of technological development, in a belief in the pro-
gressive rationalization of social relations (having as its horizon a hypothetical society
in which art and life are truly intertwined and liberated from class positions). They
were determined to transform the work of art in order to encompass all of these con-
cerns. Broadly speaking, they dislocated the “Romantic” position of the artist. No
longer was the artist considered an inspired being limited to a mythical sphere of
“creation,” but rather a specialized social producer. The artist became an aesthetic
producer (still aesthetic . . . ), whose authority was conferred by the community.

It was, as noted above, a positivist moment. The desire for construction
(Torres Garcia’s vouloir construire) would eradicate the ghosts that still haunted art.
Reason, now applied to artistic formalization, attempted to eliminate the residues
of prescientific thought. In the fight for dominance over nature and the rational-
ization of social processes, the constructive tendencies resolutely allied themselves
with technological civilization. In terms of artistic production, what was specifically
transformative was the constructive tendencies’ affirmation of the essentially ratio-
nal, rather than metaphysical, character of art, and the lines of research that devel-
oped as a result. It was of little importance that the “ideas” of many constructive
artists (such as Mondrian’s theosophy) existed in a register of religious delirium,
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or that their productions (for example, Tatlin’s Monument to the Third International)
were in fact unfeasible. What mattered was the positive attitude with which they
confronted the production of art and their efforts to formulate methods and sys-
tems that would outlast the product itself as enduring concepts established over
the course of an epistemological process. The principal objective of these concepts
was to establish investigative procedures for art with intelligent, socialized founda-
tions. To a certain point these concepts remain pertinent today in the struggle
against the idea of art as an arcane and socially retrograde product more or less
analogous to religion, wherein guilt provokes subliminal desires, resulting in art’s
regressive and reactionary function.

The constructive tendencies as a whole represented, above all, a drive toward
a renewal of the social function for art. But this function had to be transparent
and practical, no longer opaque, related to dreams and an unconscious, mythical
realm. To accomplish this, they transformed aesthetics into a branch of practical
knowledge that could be applied to everyday reality. This meant they tried their
best to conquer the old position by means of institutions and the state.

Yet we must distinguish the various positions at stake within the so-called con-
structive tendencies. Despite being constrained by similar structures, they had a
certain diversity of experiences that allow us to clarify fundamental theoretical dif-
ferences. We can group such tendencies under the same title with a minimum of
the inevitable reductionism that accompanies any theoretical work. But we must
not forget their most significant differences. For our purposes, political differences
and productive differences are of greatest interest. These can be detected, broadly
speaking, in a comparative analysis between Soviet Constructivism and Western
movements. We will now try to chart these differences.

Constructive “Politics”

It is obvious that such differences are the result of social differences between
the two contexts. But this is not just obvious; from a methodological point of view,
it is mandatory. Any analysis of a given constructive tendency must be situated at
the center of the cultural politics of its context. This is because the constructive
tendencies, more than any other, are characterized by their direct relation to the
cultural politics of the state, and the willingness of a given system to admit art as
an agent of aesthetic transformation of the environment. The variant position of
the state in relation to art is the determining factor at the heart of constructive
projects and the way they evolve as proposals. The question is whether they adopt
a clearly reformist and utilitarian perspective, tending toward speculative utopi-
anism, or whether they politicize art and seek to transform it into an ideological
weapon. For the Western constructive artists—from Mondrian and Van Doesburg
to Max Bill and the Concretists—the work of art could only be thought of as a
social insertion in two senses: in a speculative and sublime mode (as in Mondrian’s
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vaguely Platonic ecstasies) and/or in terms of a necessarily acritical integration
into contemporaneous processes of production (as in the Bauhaus and Ulm
School). In other words, either art accepts the alienation prescribed by a statute3
of art operative more or less since the French Revolution (in which case the con-
structive project would be compromised) or it takes its place within industry and
artists run the risk of acting directly for the system as its modernizing agents. Of
course, this schematization does not capture all of the nuances of the positions at
stake. It does, however, offer a basis for opening up a critical investigation of the
constructive tendencies and their social achievements in particular. We must
acknowledge the relevance of recent criticisms of these postulates as impossibly
reformist. In one way or another, Western constructive projects are identified with
one specific political position: social democracy. However, we need to study more
deeply the maneuvers and mechanisms that gave rise to this situation. Among
other things, this essay intends to introduce this issue within our cultural field and
contribute to a deeper study of the political and ideological framework of con-
structive intervention in Brazil.

De Stijl

Let us analyze the program of the group founded in Holland in 1917 around
the magazine De Stijl. Today, this group seems a jewel of idealistic thought. Its
“Platonic” aim was to create a universal plastic language based on a vertical/horizon-
tal structuring from which subjectivity would be banished as much as possible. The
De Stijl artists gathered around a kind of universal harmony and worked toward the
discovery of its laws. It is interesting to note that the architects of this group (Van
Doesburg, Rietveld, Van Esteren) ultimately abandoned the quasi-spiritualist ideal-
ism of its origins in favor of formalist rationalism and even functionalism.

Despite the undeniable advance that it represented as a critique of the deca-
dent metaphysics of Expressionism, it is clear that the De Stijl group did not escape
from metaphysics. It remained within the field of the same expressionistic human-
ism, differing only in the position of its desire. Instead of a comforting, subjectivist art
confined to the realm of private therapy, the group projected a mythically objective
order framed within symmetrical deliriums that represented, above all, a paternalist
intervention in society and the imposition of authoritarian reason. It is here that we
arrive at the apparently mysterious point of contact between spiritualist idealism and
functionalism, with its well-known mechanization of social relations and its positivist
conception of society. It is revealing that all of the postulates of the De Stijl group
were made for a paternalistic and authoritarian society: the denial of subjectivity
(understood purely as a territory of confusion and informel impulses); the emphasis

3. Brito uses the term “statute” (estatulo) over the course of his essay to refer to the disciplinary
apparatus of art as it operates socially, ideologically, and aesthetically.
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TR on the horizontal/vertical
order (the split between Van
Doesburg and Mondrian
occurred as a result of the
former’s decision to intro-
duce the diagonal in his
works . .. ); the search for a
universal language; the great
Form that would lie beyond
the specific, etc.

This is not to deny the
contribution made by artists
such as Mondrian toward
the process of breaking away
from the dominant formal
order and, as a corollary, the
status quo of art in society at
that time. Rather, it is to sit-
uate those areas of function-

Theo van Doesburg (in collaboration with al transformation within

Cornelis van Esteren). Contra-Construction their proper dispositif and

Project (Axonometric). 1923.

Counrtesy of MoMA/ Licensed by SCALA/Art

Resource, NY. © 2016 Anrtists Rights Society . . T

(ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn. remained confined within
previously established struc-

tures. The fact that they only managed to formulate their theories from metaphysi-
cal bases in a magical artistic realm beyond history obliges us to place the resultant
ambiguities in their correct register. As I see it, by rejecting the political and any
dependence on traditional aesthetics, these artists did not think of art as an expe-
rience of knowledge in a political and ideological context, but rather as a search, a
spiritual adventure, ultimately as a formulation of universal absolutes.

L 2

determine the degree to
which their work also

The Bauhaus

The Bauhaus was without doubt the most representative movement in the
development of the constructive tradition during the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury. From its foundation during the Weimar Republic in 1919 to its closure in 1933
with the rise of Nazism, the Bauhaus was the synthesis of constructive ideologies in
post-Cubist art. At the same time, it attempted to establish itself as the vanguardist
penetration of these ideologies into society. It was a far-reaching project that
included the creation of didactic, practical proposals for the social integration of
art. Broadly speaking, it tried to establish an aesthetic for contemporary civilization
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that would eventually shape all of its activi-
ties. Its objective was the rational, humane,
and aesthetically progressive use of the full
range of modern industrial resources. Art
would abandon its traditional speculative
realm and take on the task of organizing
the environment.

Despite being a haven for artists such
as Klee and Kandinsky, the Bauhaus was syn-
onymous with rationalism in the field of arts.
It also adopted a type of “natural,” modern,
and progressive position with regard to the
relation between art and society. As the Ulm
School of the 1950s demonstrates, the basic
principles that directed the activities of the
Bauhaus remained the practical and theoret-
ical reference points for almost all construc-
tive movements, particularly those up until
the early 1960s. The variations in construc-
tive proposals in their respective attempts to
establish a positive function for art within

bauhaus dessau

Herbert Bayer. Cover of Bauhaus
Dessau. 1926. Courtesy of MoMA/

society were still attempts to integrate works Licensed by SCALA/Art Resource, NY.
of art into industrial production, and they © 2016 Artists Rights Society (ARS),
were conditioned by functionalist premises New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.

that determined the artist’s participation in
the construction of a new environment.

This despite the fact that for decades, capitalist societies had demonstrated
beyond a doubt what artistic participation in production really meant: the end of
an interest in form as an aesthetic practice and organizing principle, and the
entry of the work of art into a field of competition and consumer appeal in
which form, submitted to the authoritarian pressures of class, is transformed
into an instrument for the distribution of status. The dream of design, with its
ambition to “spiritualize” the everyday, its desire to create transcendence within
the modern environment, finally revealed itself to be grossly positivist and petit-
bourgeois. Artists were assimilated into the system as mechanical agents for a
consumer logic that divided social space into tangential worlds and manipulated
desires according to the imperative of class ascendancy. This served the contem-
porary capitalist strategy of channeling singularities, even perverse ones, into the
very heart of the consumer apparatus (for example, by producing a simulacrum
of sexual liberation).
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Starting with design, it is possible to analyze constructive ideologies and
their complicity with the very society that they hoped to transform. The critical
process of the Bauhaus was fully in place and concentrated at the very heart of
its cultural politics. Let us observe what Comunicaciéon had to say in its volume
dedicated to the Bauhaus:

Identifying the artist’s actual marginality (per the ideological argument
offered up by official romanticism), the Bauhaus aimed to construct a
rationalist alternative appropriate to the needs of the “humanization”
of industrial technology. A rationalized art was the guarantee of social
commitment and the only way to overcome “the deplorable abyss
between reality and idealism” (Gropius). The contradictions of this
argument begin with the instrumentalist and meta-historical use of
basic concepts: What the Bauhaus proposed as reason and as a require-
ment for social reality was, in fact, only the ideology of the ruling class
and the interests of capitalist production.*

Of course, the Bauhaus was the only historically possible solution for the con-
structive movements of the first half of the century. Its reformism, its mechanical
way of establishing links between artworks and the rest of social production, arose
less from the personal and political convictions of its agents than from the struc-
tural pressures exerted upon them. These structural pressures increased in the
second half of this century (and, of course, with the development of capitalism),
leading to the growth of a schism within the constructive tendencies that neutral-
ized some of their more substantial proposals. It is in the midst of this division that
Neo-concretism appeared and developed.

Soviet Constructivism

Although to a certain extent constrained by the same limits of production
that characterized Western ideologies, it is clear that Russian Constructivism
(1920) operated in a different environment and generated effects of a different
type. Not only was it in the ultimate vanguard as concerns the social dimension of
art—at least as long as there were real possibilities in this regard—but its project
for artistic production also had very specific materialist intentions.

While Seuphor, for example, made his claim on the basis of an innocent, if
not mythical, rationalism, and the De Stijl group speculated about a new universal
harmony vaguely inspired by Shoenmaeker’s theosophical deliriums, the Soviet
Constructivists (including not only Tatlin’s and Rodchenko’s group but also other
tendencies debated at the time, such as Productivism) attempted to incorporate

4. “Bauhaus,” Comunicacion 12 (Madrid: Alberto Corazon, 1971).
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Viadimir Tatlin. Model of the Monument
to the Third International. 1920.
Counrtesy of MoMA/ Licensed by SCALA/
Art Resource, NY.

dialectical materialism into art, a field of human activity that was traditionally clos-
er to religion. The issue was to conceive and produce art in a materialist mode. In
Constructivism, Alexei Gan wrote:

The first declaration of Constructivism is the following: down with
speculative activity in the work of art. We declare total war on art.

Art was never something distinct from the products that arise from
the hands of men, it was neither eternal nor established once and
for all. Its forms, social significance, means, and objectives varied
according to changes in technique and in the economic, social, and
political systems that conditioned the various phases of social devel-
opment.

Art is indissolubly linked to theology, metaphysics, and mysticism.
Marxists should strive to scientifically explain the extinction of art
and formulate new phenomena for artistic work in the new historical
environment of our era.

The theory of historical materialism, which serves as the basis from
which the Constructivists comprehend history in general and the fun-
damental laws of developmental processes in capitalist society, also
serves as a method for studying art history. The latter—like all social
phenomena—is the product of human activity conditioned by the tech-
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nical and economic environment in which it arises and develops. But
when the Constructivists found themselves in direct relation to art—in
their work clothes in the studio—they also created, for the first time, a
science out of the history of the formal development of art.5

As we can see, Soviet Constructivism displaced the central issue of Western
constructive tendencies. It passed from the aesthetic to the political, from the aes-
thetic organization of the environment to the political and ideological construction
of a new society. The positive sense that the Bauhaus tried to give to the teaching of
art and its social integration, for example, remained idealistic (formalistic) in rela-
tion to the constructive project. This was not just because the Western art tendencies
were limited by a mythical autonomy (there were always productive rules such as the
horizontal-vertical scheme that were raised to metaphysical paradigms), but also
because their social projection occurred in the realm of aesthetics. Art did not fulfill,
and was neither expected nor intended to fulfill, any kind of political role. For the
Western constructive tendencies, social classes did not exist; there was only humanity
and its linear progress toward a scientific and technological civilization.

In contrast, Soviet Constructivism evolved in an environment that forced it to
adopt a political attitude toward the work of art. It tried to place art in a field of revo-
lutionary activity. Failing that, it handed art over once and for all to reactionary
forces and fought against it as an instrument of
those same forces. That is why when the artists
spoke of “organizing life,” they were not only
thinking of rationalizing the human presence
within the industrial economy. Guided by polit-
ical and necessarily political-ideological maneu-
vers, these artists were forced to position them-
selves in relation to society in a mode we might
call nonartistic. Art was not only an aesthetic
and humanizing activity; it was also an ideologi-
cal device that belonged to bourgeois society
and required its investment. The objective was
& therefore to break with art’s traditional status
and transform its ideological functions.

Because of the specific conditions under
which it operated, Soviet Constructivism can
thus be analyzed as the peak of a sequence of

El Lissitsky. Of Two Squares: constructive tendencies of the first half of the
A Suprematist Tale in Six century. Its proposals were most fruitful in
Constructions. 1922. terms of the determining issues of the debate:
© 2016 Artists Rights Society (ARS), . . 8 . . .
New York / ProLitteris, Zurich. the manner and direction in which art should

be positioned socially, and the way it should be
produced in opposition to its traditionally intu-
itive and para-religious mechanisms.

5. Brito drew from a Spanish translation of Gan’s 1922 text published in Constructivismo, trans.
F. Fernandes Buey (Madrid: Alberto Corazén, 1973).
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By broadly inscribing art’s participation in the political and ideological strug-
gle in concrete terms (rather than simply as propaganda), the Constructivists pro-
duced a decisive rupture at two levels. The first concerned the position of art in
bourgeois society and cleared the way for an escape from this aesthetic confine-
ment; the second, a corollary to the first, allowed one to think of art within a field
of ideological transformations. This signaled a fundamental attack on the domi-
nant ideology of art for art’s sake (art restricted to a closed social space and con-
demned to repetition). The revolutionary Soviets, by adopting a radical interpreta-
tion of constructive premises—the universal intelligibility of a visual work—fought
for the transformation of art into a social instrument within reach of all and unob-
structed by institutions or class divisions. The Soviet Constructivist project was
broadly collectivist but not authoritarian: Art would continue as a manifestation of
singularities, and no longer of individualities (the result of the humanist concep-
tion of the individual).

A more rigorous comparative study could bring to the surface the specific
operations by which Soviet Constructivism largely avoided the reformist character
of the Western constructive movements. As we are interested in the penetration of
constructive ideology into Brazil and, more specifically, the Neo-concrete position
with regard to this ideology, this is beyond the scope of our study. But it would cer-
tainly be useful: Anything that can elucidate the “politics” of the constructive pro-
ject would help to situate the unconscious of each movement, its unconscious class
positions, in short, the limits that demarcate its practice.

The Limits of the Constructive Project

Having briefly reconstituted the initial constructive trajectory out of which
Concretism and Neo-concretism arose, we can now speak of its limits as a theory of
production and as a proposal for cultural action. The limits of the constructive
tendencies—which originally arose as an affirmation of rationality and a belief in
progress—occurred at the very moment these tendencies lost their grasp on the
situation. These limits are represented historically by Dadaism and Surrealism
(without forgetting the differences between them). Dadaism and Surrealism are
the “other” of the constructive tendencies. We can consider this duo—construc-
tivism (in the most broad sense of the term) on the one hand, and Dadaism and
Surrealism on the other—as divergent cultural responses to the same situation:
the collapse of nineteenth-century values (aesthetic, philosophical, and moral)
and the confrontation with a nonorthodox reality that expanded the boundaries
of thought in the twentieth century.

It would be too simplistic and neat to reduce a cultural antagonism to a duality
that was, at the end of the day, complementary: constructivism representing the tradi-
tional Apollonian tendency and Dadaism and Surrealism, the Dionysian. It seems in
this case that the most fruitful approach is to analyze them as relatively frustrated
attempts to understand and act in response to a situation that in many ways was clear-
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ly beyond either of their programs. It is necessary to think of the margins of these
movements—the void that appeared between them and the reality in which they
operated—just as it is necessary to indicate their positive points and the possibilities
created therein. It is not possible here to extensively analyze the differences between
these movements, so we will examine only their directions.

The functionalist rationality of the constructive artists perceived the Dadaist
and Surrealist proposals as an extension of the metaphysical content of the
Expressionists and their retrograde formal schemes. They detected, correctly, the
links that connected these movements to the roots of Expressionism and their
conceptual boundaries and ideologies. Thus, the constructive artists rejected these
movements as cultural formulations, identifying them as reactions against a pro-
gressive artistic mentality. Obviously, this did not occur in the works of all artists—
it is always possible to interpret any work in diverse ways, depending on the view-
point of the observer. Thus, the Dadaist Kurt Schwitters had clear links with the
constructive project, while Hans Arp was a Dadaist who exhibited alongside the
Surrealists and Constructivists. The distance between these movements should be
established from broader considerations pertaining to cultural politics.

From the outset, the constructive tendencies had a very particular position in
relation to art history. This position was linked, among other things, to a continu-
ous drive within Western thought toward the scientific organization of knowl-
edge—its progressive (epistemological) awareness of the need to rigorously for-
malize the data within a given field. Its desire was above all to regulate, objectify,
clarify, and, finally, apply. But despite forming a self-declared “modern move-
ment” and accompanying modernizing project, despite the value given to experi-
mentation in the manipulation of artistic languages and their attack on their dom-
inant order, the constructive tendencies remained confined to a rationality and
liberal humanism typical of the nineteenth century. The proof is that, even in
their later manifestations in the 1950s, they did not take up the two fundamental
twentieth-century theories that marked a clear break with nineteenth-century para-
digms: the theories of Marx and Freud.

Broadly speaking, the constructive project imagined itself as a continuation of a
nineteenth-century dream transposed onto the realms of culture and art. There was
no real breach with the world of the Cartesian subject, the world of ideological
“objectivity,” and the world of reason. The constructive transformations were local;
they occurred internally within artistic languages yet failed to intervene within the
social rules of these languages as practices. The social desire was either utopian, if not
delirious, or an aspiration to functional integration within the dominant mode of
production. Constructive inscription was not, strictly speaking, critical.

This explains, in part, the structural incapacity of the constructive project to
comprehend aspects of Surrealism and especially Dadaism (in particular
Duchamp) in their correct registers. These were the aspects that without doubt
served as the foundation for the critical tendencies that emerged in the 1960s (for
example, Neo-dadaism). They were related above all to a desire to criticize art as a
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sublimating (and conformist) social practice and a desire to take a belligerent
position against the social order itself. At the root of the Dadaist and Surrealist
projects was a refusal to consider art and literature—or culture itself—outside the
sociopolitical context and thus capable of developing autonomously, each disci-
pline reflecting upon itself. In contrast, these movements refused reduction to
their own body of thought and productions; they aspired to be a transgressive and
violent movement that would eclipse them.

There was something about Dadaism, for example, that was part of the urge to
escape the limits of Western rationality. We could define it as the heterogeneous,
wild, free, and irrational that paradoxically had a clear ideological function: to sig-
nify an overarching critical position with regard to the system. Dadaism called into
question not only the language of art and the function of art but the very statute of
art, the relationship between the work of art and society. The Surrealist and
Dadaist utopia (it is feasible to consider them together on this point) differed radi-
cally from the constructive utopia. The latter respected, generally speaking, the
capitalist utopia, as its prime motive was the rationalization and humanization of
current social relations. The former was confusedly linked to a revolutionary pro-
ject or, at the very least, the fight against certain structures of power.

With the exception of Soviet Constructivism, this element of the constructive
tendencies resulted from their own efforts. They searched for the delimitation of
an operational field and the social recognition of this field’s autonomy. It was
impossible for their agents to position themselves critically in relation to society
within the limits they proposed; as specialized workers, their contact with politics
was distant and remained only an ideal, albeit often a socialist one. For these naive
rationalists, culture was primarily a factor of the progress of civilization and not a
social space in which ideological transformation could occur. The revolutionary
desire at stake in Dadaism and Surrealism that led to the conception of critical
maneuvers (also naive, clearly) aimed at affecting the whole of society was present
only in Soviet Constructivism (and here only in very specific forms). In practice,
the Western constructive tendencies limited themselves to making declarations,
and even then in compliance with existing models.

In general, the constructive agents exorcised the “other” Dadaism and the
“other” Surrealism with a magic word: Romanticism. They reduced their complex
expectations, successes, and failures to mere Romantic residues, to anachronistic
remnants resulting from some essential mistake in perceiving the modern spirit, the
evolution of society and industrialization. The Neo-concrete manifesto itself in
1959 labeled the “accursed pair” as regressive and reactionary. But of course,
things are not so easily resolved.

There is no doubt that in the field of visual production, Surrealism was char-
acterized by the maintenance of an exhausted formal order still linked to tradi-
tional perspectival space. The great achievement of the constructive movement
was to undertake the eradication of this order and thus allow the appearance of
more contemporary interpretations of the specific systems of signification of mod-
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ern society. While Surrealist rhetoric preferred metaphor as its representative
resource, the constructive artists fought to break away from the metaphorical
space in which painting was confined in order to develop a theory of visual pro-
duction entirely disconnected from representation. While Surrealism defended a
mythical conception of the work of art, the constructive artists represented an
attempt to transform art into a methodical production that could be understood
and transmitted as a specific language.

But it is impossible to ignore the Surrealist operation within the broader cultur-
al field. The questions raised by the critical discourses of Breton and Bataille often
make the theorizations of Seuphor and, later, Max Bill seem infantile and
reformist. Today, an obviously academic painter such as Magritte can be consid-
ered as worthwhile an object of study as Mondrian. Only the constructive tenden-
cies could try to destroy the languages of Dada and the Surrealists: They came to
represent scandal, the death of reason, ideological pessimism, and the rejection of
the linear progress that the constructives had tried to build. Far beyond its innocu-
ous underground productions, and obviously far beyond its exploitation by mass
media (be it by Salvador Dali or the North American culture industry), Surrealism
raised decisive issues for the entire practice of art: the question of desire in pro-
duction, the relationship between art and politics, the integration of art as an insti-
tution within the bourgeois order, the Freudian unconscious, etc.

The constructive tendencies rejected Freud’s theories because of Surrealism.
They remained detached from the radical displacement of the Cartesian subject
achieved by psychoanalysis and defended nineteenth-century rationalism. If the
Surrealists misinterpreted Freud by over-romanticizing him, the constructive
artists did not even reach him. They marched on, bound to a mechanical (at times
extraordinarily mechanical) objectivist idea of the process of artistic production.
The subject-artist that one recognizes implicitly in their projects is the same sub-
ject of nineteenth-century science, dominated by the ideology of objective knowl-
edge and ignorant of the implications that arise from an awareness of one’s own
position in the production of this knowledge. We could argue that the construc-
tive tendencies substituted the Romantic and mythical concept of the inspired
artist (classical idealism) for an empiricist one: the idea of the artist as a special-
ized producer, with no transcendence or other implications.

This “positivist” conception of artistic practice hindered the rigorous com-
prehension of its meaning in twentieth-century capitalist societies. It failed from
the start by not appreciating art’s position within the cultural field and its ideologi-
cal implications. It did not even begin to imagine art as something beyond an aes-
thetic exercise or a source of visual information. That is, it was unable to see it as it
really was: an instrument, an institution, a more or less closed circuit with a formal-
ized history (the famous art history) and a specific market.
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Duchamp

Marcel Duchamp, obviously, cannot be considered a constructive artist
(although neither was he Surrealist, despite his connections to Breton). He devel-
oped a critical point of view with regard to art and understood it as a social insti-
tution with its own laws and specific functions. Duchamp understood that the
museum was more than just a repository of works; it was the very frame of the
social appearance of art. Duchamp’s rupture was the result of his own position
toward art, his very act of comprehending art as a system integrated within a
social ideological field. Not only did he never raise the issue of art’s participation
in the creation of a new environment (the core of the constructive project), he
completely rejected the myth of formal research. In order to understand the
functional rules of the institution of art, Duchamp did not investigate the forms
of the art object, but rather directed his research to the forms of producing art,
forms that would transform his ideas into artistic products that could effectively
dialogue with the institution.

Undoubtedly, the subject-artist Marcel Duchamp was not another victim of
the rational ideology of the nineteenth century. He knew that to be an artist
involved taking part in a game with predetermined rules, that art is the result of
social investments directed toward a certain activity, indefinable by technique but
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capable of being individualized (without risk of confusion with the physical sci-
ences or culinary arts, for example). Thus, as Marc le Bot points out, Duchamp
can be compared with Marcel Mauss: “His initiative in inventing the ‘ready-made’
and introducing it into the museum was in a certain way derived from experimen-
tal sociology or ethnology. His démarche seemed to support what Marcel Mauss stat-
ed at the same moment: that the object of art was what was recognized as such
within the value system of the social group.”®

The position of the subject-artist Marcel Duchamp, and possibly the position
toward the art-mechanism that one can extract from Dadaism, represent a step for-
ward in relation to the constructive understanding of the practice of art, its limits,
and its possible ideological effects in contemporary society. Among other things,
Dadaism introduced a new experimental velocity, a mobility attuned to the cre-
ation of new schemes. This soon became an obligation for contemporary artists,
who were forced to move faster than the market, developing their work in such a
way that would put them ahead of the inevitable process of absorbing and ideolog-
ically transforming their product.

Duchamp introduced a strategic intelligence at the very heart of the process
of artistic production, previously confined to idealistic inclination and an impervi-
ous relationship between producer and product. This relationship obeyed the fol-
lowing logic: Contact with all external factors surrounding production was experi-
enced phantasmagorically through the properties of the object itself. Art as a social
institution, as history, imposed itself authoritatively upon its servant, masking the
real relations that it maintained through it. The subject-artist was placed in such a
position that all he could do was aspire to admission into an institution that did
not even reveal itself as such. From the point of view of institutional structure,
even the ruptures that haphazardly occurred in representational schemas could be
seen as simple continuities. In summary, the artist fulfilled his social role through
a system of opaque mediation—the art institution—that denied him any political
understanding of his practice. For the producer, the art object was turned into an
occasion for the chaotic and imaginative projection of questions raised by his own
practice that could only emerge in this way—as unconscious projections, meta-
physical speculations, etc.

The constructive tendencies did not appear to take on the institutional and
systemic character of art in contemporary society. In fighting against the existing
social statute of art—its “unreality”—and postulating an active participation in life
and the environment, the constructive tendencies appeared to have forgotten
about the market. They anticipated the dissolution of art into various sectors of
industrial production that barely gained outline in reality. There is no doubt that
their production had a decisive influence on architecture and design, but we need
to focus our attention on the degree to which this occurred. The overall project to
“organize life” did not become the practical program of any government and in
general did not even affect industry (unless we focus on the design industry itself).

6. Marc le Bot, “Marcel Duchamp,” L’Arc 59 (1974).
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Thus it became an ideal, a distant horizon for the artists’ working process. The
result of this was that their practice remained out of touch and confined to the
same social register as, for example, Expressionist practice. The artistic object con-
tinued as before, establishing the same phantasmagorical relationship with its pro-
ducer: a paradigm of something unfulfilled, futurist, speculative, a whisper full of
distorted, imaginary, and even regressive meaning.

Clearly, neither Duchamp nor the Dadaists escaped from this situation.
Neither did they believe that they could have escaped, nor did they base their
actions on this belief. They did, however, invent a new distance, a new combat
strategy, that has proved to be increasingly productive since the 1960s. This strate-
gy allows, if not for the transformative, positive attitude advocated by the construc-
tives, then at least for a critical negation, an insertion of the work of art into the
field of ideological conflicts. Our interest in the positions held by Duchamp,
Dadaism, and Surrealism is vindicated by the development of artistic production
in the second half of the century; these positions determined transformations in
the languages and objectives of even the constructive tendencies. We will try to
demonstrate how this occurred with Neo-concretism.

The Constructive Avanit-Garde in Brazil

To theorize the effects of Concretism and Neo-concretism in Brazil in the
1950s and 1960s is a task that can only be done partially and imperfectly. In this
case, the key issue is to develop a historical study of the penetration of the con-
structive ideology and its influence in the country from the 1930s (with the forma-
tion of Brazilian modern architecture) up to the Neo-concrete explosion of the
1960s. This type of study will substantially inform the analysis of the emergence of
specific phenomena that occurred within this context. It will also clearly deter-
mine the effects of these phenomena in the Brazilian cultural environment and
uncover the socioeconomic factors that motivated its insertion.

Germany exhibition room, IV Bienal de Sao Paulo. 1957.

Courtesy of Fundagdo Bienal de Sdo Paulo, Arquivo Historico Wanda
Svevo. © 2016 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/ ProLitteris
Zurich/ VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn/ The Josef and Anni Albers Foundation.
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At this point, we find ourselves close to ground zero, since no theoretical work
has been done. It is therefore only possible to analyze the basic concepts at play in the
Concretism/Neo-concretism debate, to try to situate them in a broader frame of ref-
erence, and to begin to question critically their influence in the history of art produc-
tion in Brazil. And, of course, to indicate and discuss the significance of the Neo-con-
crete rupture with regards to some of the postulates of Concretism.

The more or less simultaneous formation in the field of the so-called visual
arts of a vanguard of geometric abstraction in Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo in the
early 1950s responded to much more complex issues than a mere enthusiasm for
recent exhibitions by Max Bill, Calder, or Mondrian. What counted were the struc-
tural pressures that Brazilian artists and intellectuals, as members of the middle
class, felt in this respect. Any avant-garde project is always an attempt to under-
stand a situation and evolve with it. Why, then, a constructive avant-garde? This is
the basic question behind any historical discussion of that period.

To begin, there was a limited response to the development of art as a language
and producer of formal schemas related to the interpretive process and to percep-
tion of reality. One can say that the interest of Brazilian artists in constructive formu-
lations marked, to a certain extent, the first articulate and intelligent contact with
the transformations modern art had provoked within artistic traditions. To a certain
degree, Brazil did not have any modern art: It had not yet understood the transfor-
mations of Cubism and subsequent movements. Tarsila do Amaral, Di Cavalcanti,
Cicero Dias, [Alberto] Guignard, and Portinari were pre-Cubist painters, even
though some of them incorporated Cubist elements intelligently into their work.
They fell short of the radical transformation proposed by Cubism and remained
confined, despite the quality and interest of their work, to traditional schemas of
representation. A non-anecdotal interpretation of art history should work at the level
of concepts and ruptures produced in systems of representation and not at the level
of chronological sequence or superficial transformations.

Modern art begins with the rupture of space organized by perspective and
continues as a persistent inquiry into the nature of the relationship between paint-
ing and reality. In the eyes of the Cubists, it was Cézanne who questioned this rela-
tionship and established a new position for the artist with regard to painting. The
bonds established in the triangulation of artist-art-reality were dissolved, and it
became necessary to rethink them. By breaking away from the established Western
representational system, modern art displaced the axis of observation traditionally
established by the subject-artist. This axis no longer revolved around a simple rela-
tionship between artist and reality, per convention, but around the relationship
between artist and art understood as a specific process of knowledge. This process
is comparable to that which occurred in science when it abandoned empiricism.

Of course, not everything that is called modern art fits within these terms.
Tatlin, for example, correctly understood that twentieth-century works broke with
the metaphoric character of the work of art, and constructed his corner-reliefs
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free of interior, metaphoric space so that they functioned as elements of the envi-
ronment into which they were inserted. Yet respected painters such as Rouault
and Chagall did nothing more than return to a representational conceit, to a man-
ifestly conservative idea of art as expressed in subjective content. This certainly did
not prevent them, however, from being called modern.

In Brazil, the fundamental con-

cepts of modern art only came to be JV
understood and practiced from the IABI ENA[S'&] FAU“]
time of the “constructive avant-garde.” B R A S I I.

Tarsila, Di Cavalcanti, Guignard, and
Portinari, among others, followed the
processes and acted in a manner com-
parable to the groups that preceded the
appearance of Suprematism and
Constructivism in Russia, as laid out by
Camilla Gray. The Brazilian art context [I[]
only began to deal critically or produc-
tively with modern art and its subse-
quent implications in the 1950s.
Following contact with these concepts, MUSEU'DE ARTE MODE
the Concretist and Neo-concrete dis-
courses were elaborated with the explic-
it aim of bringing them to fruition.
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can be considered the leader of the Antonio Maluf.
Concretist painters in Sao Paulo, put it
this way: “On the one hand, the partiality of the romanticists who attempt to turn
art into mystery and miracle discredits the social potential of formal creation. On
the other hand, the intellectualism of the ideologues charges art with tasks that it
cannot fulfill, as they are contrary to its very nature.”

The interest, then, was to continue the work of Malevich, Mondrian, and
Max Bill and the Swiss Concretists. One indication of the local enthusiasm for the
rationalistic postulates of Swiss Concrete art was the prize awarded to a sculpture
by Max Bill, Tripartite Unity, at the 1951 Sao Paulo Bienal. This enthusiasm prompt-
ed two young artists, Mary Vieira and Almir Mavignier, to move to Europe, where
they decided to stay. Among those who remained in Brazil, this enthusiasm caused
the spread of an unmistakably geometrical tendency and the constructive concepts

Antonio Maluf. Poster design for Sdo Paulo
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implicit within it. While Europe and the United States began to explore informel,
Latin America, especially Brazil and Argentina, took on the constructive tradition
and transformed it into its own avant-garde project.

The greatest international representative of this constructive tradition was
Max Bill’s Concrete art, the last important constructive formulation of the first
half of this century. Concrete art (1936) intended to accomplish two basic trans-
formations/continuations within this tradition: one, the radical incorporation of
mathematical processes within artistic production, the consequences of which can
be seen in Vantongerloo’s work; two, the establishment of more vigorous bases
from which the constructive project might integrate art into industrial society,
which resulted in the opening of the Ulm School (Hochschule fiir Gestaltung) in
1951. Concrete art claimed to be the adult consciousness of the constructive ten-
dencies. It was a progression of a modern movement considerably shaken by the
Second World War and represented a typical escape route for such tendencies in
contemporary capitalist society. From a theoretical point of view, Bill’s formula-
tions are little more than an anthology and synthesis of developments in this direc-
tion, re-adopting the term “Concrete,” coined by Van Doesburg, in an attempt to
consolidate the autonomy of processes of artistic production and emphasize their
constructive, systematic character. For Van Doesburg, the term simply meant a
redefinition of the concept of abstraction, a search for a better adjustment to the
truth contained in an artwork. He stated (quoted by Gullar in his article “Concrete
Art”): “Concrete and not abstract painting, because we have already surpassed the
period of speculative research and experiments. The artists, in search of purity,
were forced to abstract the natural forms that conceal the plastic elements. . . .
Concrete and nonabstract painting, because there is nothing more Concrete than
a line, a color, a surface.””

With time, however, the term Concrete came to increasingly indicate a con-
structive direction within the nonfigurative tendencies and a formal opposition to
informel. While the latter often recovered a Romantic ideology—subjectivist and
intuitive—Concrete art in the 1940s and early 1950s became synonymous with
rationalist, objectivist work that privileged mathematical procedures and positive
integration into society. It took a stance so that the artist—transformed into a kind
of superior designer, a researcher of forms for industrial use—could participate in
various sectors of urban life within a complex industrial society. The Hochschule
far Gestaltung in Ulm was in many ways a continuation of the Bauhaus, adapted to
the historical circumstances of the 1950s.

In a certain manner the school is a crystallization of one of the main currents
dominant in the Bauhaus: formalist rationalism. There are no signs of negation in
the practice of the Ulm School—it represented an effort to use aesthetic values to
shape the production of social forms with values implicitly originating in function-
alist ideology. Its desire was to rationalize the production of forms, submitting them

7. Ferreira Gullar, “Arte Concreto,” Suplemento Dominical do Jornal do Brasil, June 25, 1960, p. 3.
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to the technical control of aesthetic operations. Its unspoken premises, in short, its
ideology, lay in aesthetic and functional control. At the core of its justification was
the traditional reformist project of rationalizing the relations of production within
the capitalist system.

The idea of cultural politics implicit in Ulm and Swiss Concretism was general-
ly based on a programmatic rationality that could be defined more or less as follows:
Culture is a specific activity with its own autonomous development (understood to
be nonideological), which demands specialized work and requires a centralized pro-
gram bolstered by the state. There is always an institutional aspect involved in such
cultural practices. The operative field of signification they produce is the collec-
tive—society as a whole—and not social classes in conflict. There is a predetermined
idea of the social—perhaps from Weber—implicit in Concrete art that claims the
social as a pure fact, with the collective only vaguely conceived within it. There is no
postulation, for example, of an ideological field in which certain social interests
would enter into contact with other interests derived from distinct experiences. The
cultural struggle is a linear struggle focused exclusively on its own past and the realm
of pure ideas and formal orders. The contradiction is obvious: Where in all of this is
ideological struggle, which one can observe daily in the mass media, in so-called
habits, in sexuality, and in the production of art as well?

Choosing Concrete art in the early 1950s meant choosing a universalist and
evolutionist cultural strategy. Let us consider for a moment the visual production
of the movement and try to analyze the effects it generated for the work of art. We
must begin by analyzing the movement’s theory of production. Undoubtedly,
Brazilian Concretism was conscious of its position in the development of art histo-
ry—it openly claimed to be a new stage in the sequence of a search for the true
foundations of artistic research. In this way, it was a theoretically informed propos-
al. Moreover, since Swiss Concretism was to a certain extent “scientific,” not only
did Gestalt theory and its laws shape the movement’s idea of visual perception and
the optical field, its production process metaphorically approximated the practical
procedures of science and technology.

With reference to art, one was no longer in the field of creation but rather in
the field of invention. The game consisted of ingeniously manipulating forms, of
producing a maximum degree of visual information, of establishing semiotic
processes that would force the spectator to break away from conventional systems
of perception and integrate them into the proposed new order. There was a reval-
uation of the effects of research and of the invention of forms, along with faith “in
the social potential of formal creation.” In comparison to the traditional system,
Concrete art positioned itself in a manner analogous to that of Concrete poetry in
the face of the “old formal and syllogistic discursive basis” of conventional and dis-
cursive poetry. In both cases, the issue was to break away from the dominant for-
mal order and its system of meanings.

The operation consisted of restructuring languages in such a way that would
allow them to capture, “without wear or regression,” the dynamics of contempo-



Neo-concretism 113

rary signification in a world in which
conventional formal systems were
decrepit and inoperative. Concrete
art attempted to act upon the syntax
of language itself, to incite a rupture
in the dominant mode of articulation
and its sclerotic syntax. In the case of
poetry and literature, unity of verse y \
represented the conventional and { J
linear rationale for logical-discursive &//
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of art within this epistemological

order was to illustrate the real, to re-exhibit it. The rupture with this representative
order signified, clearly, the recognition of and a demand for a new specificity for
the work of art.

Departing from this newly conquered autonomy, the Concretists projected a
method of artistic production that brought together the inventive manipulation of
forms and a rigorous balancing of data (as in science). Influenced by Norbert
Wiener’s book The Human Use of Human Beings, the Concretists were not far from
thinking of art in terms of cybernetics. In other words, art would be a kind of engi-
neering of the visual communication process. A brief analysis of Concrete visual
production immediately reveals its poles of interest and therefore, to a certain
extent, its truth. This production was characterized by the systematic exploration of
serial forms and time as mechanical movement. It defined itself through strictly
optical-sensorial aims. In opposition to representational content, Concretism pro-
posed a perceptual game: a program of optical exercises that were in themselves
“beautiful” and significant, and the development and invention of new visual syn-
tagms concerned with renewing the possibility of communication. In their capacity
to act as feedback (to use the terminology of information theory), the works
fought against entropy. Concrete art is an aesthetic repertory of the optical and
sensorial possibilities prescribed by Gestalt theory.

A Gestalt (and not simply intuitive) apprehension of space was at the heart of
Concrete visual art. Concrete art tried to avoid an appreciation of content in favor
of a reading that would extract what was the core of the artist’s work: informational
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processes and messages. The main inter-
est was the work’s organization as
message. As an example, the Sao
Paulo Concretist group refused to
use color expressively (in this aspect,
as we will see, there was always a dif-
ference with regard to the Rio de
Janeiro group). Color should not
constitute an autonomous, nonrela-
tional value in itself but instead func-
tion as a divisive element of space,
part of the informational dynamic of
the work.

Concretist color supported the
overall sense of the work-message as
an essentially rhythmic structure.

The autonomy of color was intolera-

ble to Concretist orthodoxy for good Waldemar Cordeiro. Visible Idea. 1957.
reason: Research into color itself was Courtesy of the Pinacoteca do Estado de Sao
a subjectivist residue within a project Paulo and the Waldemar Cordeiro Estate.
of objective message production that

could not assimilate ineffable elements within its economy (to draw from the logic
of industrial reproduction). (According to orthodox Concretism, Vasarely himself
would be considered an inconsequential decorative artist.) Moreover, color would
invite the spectator to approach the work in terms of immersive introspection, ren-
dering its content little more than a quasi-psychological investigation.

The use of serial form and the temporal character of mechanical movement
must likewise be understood as more than mere elements of the Concretist reper-
toire. These were procedures that directly informed the systems used by the artists.
In the Neo-concretists’ unanimous accusation, they came to function as a kind of
compositional rule that substituted for deeper investigative processes. To begin,
we need to explain why the Concretist program chose these procedures. It is prob-
ably quite simple: Serial forms, repeated in such a manner as to configure an
abstract visual organization, were necessary so that discrete elements could be
materially manipulated within the mathematical formalizations to which the
Concretists aspired. It was no longer a matter of a formal art (form as means by
which the work becomes the object of research for artistic intuition) but a formal-
ized art constructed according to an objective model and reproducible by a techni-
cal process that would allow its creator’s participation to disappear.

As we have seen, Concrete art emerged as a proposal for the radicalization of
the constructive method at the heart of geometric languages, one more step in the
effort to remove art from the realm of pure intuition. While it is incorrect to imag-
ine a mechanical relation between Concrete art and mathematics, the constant
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interest of the former in the latter is
undeniable, not only as a model for
resolving questions but also as the
“ideology” at the foundation of the
artists’ work. The same characteris-
tic influence of Neoplasticism and
the Cercle et Carré group and the
same movement toward modernity
through science and technology are
found in Brazilian Concretism. The
problem was how to adopt a positive
and modern point of view that would
participate in confronting the con-
temporary “progress” of “civiliza-
tion.” The artist became the inven-
tor of prototypes, a technician who

could competently manipulate the
Hermelindo Fiaminghi. Alternating 1. 1957. data of visual information.
Courtesy of the Pinacoteca do Estado de Sdo

N . e The desire to exclude any
Paulo and Collection Hermelindo Fiaminghi.

form of transcendence from the
realm of the work of art defines
Brazilian Concrete art. An artwork is the result of a strict manipulation of its dis-
tinct elements organized according to a combinatory program. Even the Concrete
attempt to introduce sensorial participation on the part of the spectator, which
broke with the monopoly of the eye in art appreciation, was above all an informa-
tional demand. It did not possess the existential character of comparable experi-
ments in Neo-concretism. Rather, it remained within the realm of communication
processes and the limits of semiotic operations. It did not postulate phenomeno-
logical participation, neither did it appeal to a sensitivity that would be able to
check aesthetic rationalism.

Concretist work remained an aesthetic message. It found fulfillment within
aesthetics as historically constituted in the West, and its desire was to remain with-
in these limits. The strength of this desire was such that it politically ignored the
social insertion of art and limited itself to a common attempt within the construc-
tive tradition to extend artistic practice to various sectors of industrial production.
Against the despised Surrealism and Dadaism, against politically engaged artists,
Concretism proposed the artist as visual informant, a superior designer submissive
to the structures that governed aesthetic practice in bourgeois society. The actual
results of Concretist production—its paintings, sculptures, and objects—were des-
tined to produce effects within the strict limits of formal creation. Any potential
impact from its insertion could only occur on this plane: the struggle for good
form, for the democratization and rationalization of the environment. Of course,
in some ways this represents a political insertion to the degree that all social acts
are political. But what kind of politics? This is the question.
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In Brazilian Concretist production we can easily perceive an anxiety about
overcoming technological backwardness and the irrationalism caused by underde-
velopment. This is why it reacted against regionalist realism, which was supported
by the country’s official Left in particular. This art consisted of a hodgepodge of
archaic and folkloric references, extraordinarily diverse from a formal point of
view, which were put to ideological use (recall, for example, the mixture of rustic
and Renaissance traditions that characterized Mexican Muralism). Until the 1960s,
the Brazilian constructive avant-garde was the most important alternative to the
dominance of this regionalist tendency, which managed to seduce even a middle
class little attuned to leftist politics.

An example of Concrete art’s reductive schematization can be found in an
analysis of its use of Gestalt theory. The laws of complementarity and the dynamics
of figure and ground appear in most Concrete production in the form of exercises
and optical games. There is a manipulation of Gestalt knowledge, but not transfor-
mation of that knowledge into a practice through which it might be surpassed. In
this sense, it became an academic practice guided by rules and primarily con-
cerned with the performance or simple demonstration of postulates. The relation-
ship of the Concretist artists to Gestalt theory was didactic in character, an almost
bookish apprenticeship.

The experiences and type of research developed by Concrete art ended in so-
called op art, a detour to the Right within the Western constructive tradition. A
more detailed analysis supports this argument and, to a point, signals the necessarily
decorative and infantile direction that Concretist production would take were it to
continue (Brazilian Concrete art ended up dissolving into several inconsistent move-
ments, such as Waldemar Cordeiro’s pop-creto and his experiments with computers).

Let us now consider what the sculptor Franz Weissmann made of these
same theories. There is no doubt that he worked from an understanding of
space intimately related to Gestalt. But what type of relationship was this?
Perhaps one could call it libidinal, or at least experiential. Certainly, his work is
far from illustrating a priori knowledge and draws its force of actualization
(which produces the subject-spectator) from the experience of approaching
space. In this sense, his work encompasses a wide range of possibilities. The
interpretation of Weissmann’s work—his “theorization of space,” to use Clarival
do Prado Valladares’s term—occurs on various levels and requires the subject’s
participation, not only as a repository of knowledge but in terms of how desire
engages a process of knowledge. It is not that we cannot conceptualize the work,
but rather that it obliges us to a certain kind of formalization irreducible to sci-
entific thought and common sense. Weissmann’s system welcomes singularity,
rather than merely tolerating it as a residue. Constructive tendencies typically
considered singularity in art only in terms of idealist transcendence (just as
Socialist Realism typically considered the specificity of a work of art to be a
maneuver of bourgeois ideology). Even so, the project of Brazilian Concrete art
tried to avoid the dangers of arid rationalism and the danger of what we might
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call a solipsistic art that exhausts itself through aesthetic valuing of the sensitive
and existential. This was what Waldemar Cordeiro called the turn to a “sensitive
geometry,” the desire to aestheticize and impregnate reason and order with life.
Perhaps this is not so far from the Neoplasticist desire to attain universal harmo-
ny by means of the comprehension of its laws.

4

Franz Weissmann. Bridge. 1958.
Courtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts,
Houston, and Waltred Weissmann.

This desire to aestheticize the rational order was also the basis of Swiss
Concretism, which understandably managed to realize itself more successfully than
the Brazilian version. Not, of course, in the social terms it proposed but in the works
themselves. The reason for this is simple. For example, the type of rationalist lyricism
that characterizes Max Bill’s works (which are singular, although entirely Concrete)
resulted from a day-to-day, almost natural familiarity with mathematical formaliza-
tion and the constructive tradition. To a certain degree, in the case of Brazilian
artists, adhesion to constructive tendencies was a messianic project that involved a
series of efforts to overcome underdevelopment. It is in this respect that Mario
Pedrosa spoke of the attempt to surmount the chaotic tendencies inherent to a trop-
ical climate by turning to the strict and stabilizing rationalism of planning.

In this sense, there is nothing strange about the fact that Concretist production
was marked by reductive schematization. To a certain degree, it was inevitable for a
project of the constructive avant-garde in 1950s Brazil, at least in the initial stages of
its affirmation within the cultural context. In the opinion of the Neo-concrete painter
Aluisio Carvao, Concretism represented the orthodox phase of constructive penetra-
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tion in the country, surpassed shortly afterwards by the open experimentalism of Neo-
concretism. We should not forget that the Brazilian cultural environment was still
dominated by traces of Romantic ideologies that superficially labeled Concretist work
as rationalistic, cold, and uninspired.

To a certain extent, this reading of the visual production of Brazilian
Concretism is poor and uninformative. Not simply because the movement failed to
produce an artist of exceptional interest (Volpi, obviously, was not Concretist, or
at least not merely a Concretist) but because of the very characteristics of its sys-
tem. The experiments of Mauricio Nogueira Lima, Luis Sacilloto, and Waldemar
Cordeiro, among others, are limited by a dogmatic schematization. Clearly, this
dogmatism does not correspond to the traditionalists’ condemnation of it from
their quasi-Romantic point of view. It is not “sterility,” lack of lyricism, or rational
methods of artistic production that render the Concretist work of little impor-
tance. There is nothing wrong in searching for a higher level of objectivity either
in the processes of artistic production or in a rejection of prefabricated lyricism.

Perhaps it would be more correct to speak of reductionism. Leaving aside
classical idealism, the practice of Concrete art was caught within the limits of a cer-
tain empiricism. By rejecting unconscious urges, for example, it ended up victim-
ized by the rationality of the ego and a belief in the Cartesian subject. This was,
without doubt, the root of the Neo-concretists’ accusation that the Concretists
destroyed subjectivity in the realm of art. The truth is that in its productive calcula-
tions, “singularities” occurred only as residues: This was probably what Gullar
referred to when he accused the Concretists of Sao Paulo of being too far
“removed” from the process of making art. The relation was “objectivist” and dealt,
above all, with organizing data and objectifying it as a product.

The subject-artist in Concretism was shaped according to operational para-
digms. Through the work, he searched for efficiency at a level that was also opera-
tional within the social environment at large. But the Concretist dilemma—and to
a certain extent the dilemma of the entire constructive project—was that its efforts
to break from the existing statute of art (based on the artwork’s uselessness and
sublimating effects) occurred within the very boundaries prescribed by those same
rules: those of the aesthetic domain and the realm of rationality of the dominant
production system itself. In this way, the propagation of Concretist dogmatism was
a double-edged sword. At the same time that it projected the work of art outside
the mythical limits to which it was confined, it situated the work far from critique
and negation and inhibited the artist’s desire to intervene in social discourse.

But it is equally easy to perceive that, despite its affirmation of modern values
and its progressive refusal to adopt nationalist myths, Concretist production
neglected the cultural discrepancies typical of underdevelopment. It appeared to
ignore the true social conditions from which it emerged, and spoke less to broader
Brazilian cultural reality than to the affectations and pretensions of an avant-garde
group of the middle class. Despite the important re-adoption of Oswald de
Andrade and his theory of anthropophagy,® and despite the proposal to create an

8. Brito refers here to the modernist poet Oswald de Andrade’s famous “Manifesto Antropofago”
of 1928, which articulated Brazilian identity in terms of its cannibalization of outside influences.
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“industrial baroque” that would respond to the specific conditions of Brazilian
reality, Concretism was unable to systematically examine the political reason for its
practice and justify its insertion within the Brazilian cultural environment.
Repeating, to a certain degree, all the other national cultural and artistic move-
ments before it, Concretism was only interested in importing a model and adapt-
ing it to local conditions, not questioning it in a properly critical mode. Once
again, an avant-garde within artistic development did not signify a break from the
circle of ignorance and depoliticization in which class positions paralyze cultural
agents. Once again, dominant idealism prevailed over materialist cultural action.

If we accept that the common characteristic of the constructive tendencies
was their idealism (reformism) and rejection of class struggles, then Brazilian
(and Argentinean) Concretism took these tendencies to their furthest limits.
Seen through contemporary eyes, these movements seem ridiculous in their
grotesque submission to dominant social standards, the fetishization of technolo-
gy, and the naive project of overcoming underdevelopment. There is something
“colonial” in their mimicry of Swiss formalist rationalism. It was not by accident,
of course, that they chose as their paradigm a rarefied and paradoxically delirious
Germanic rationalism. We can note here a desire to ascend to the social reality of
developed capitalism in such countries, and to the very theories that were
designed to preserve that situation at all costs. The constructive vanguards in
Latin America respond to this ambiguous desire: to join the developed world in
order to emancipate themselves from that same world. There is a certain infantil-
ism in this position, a neurotic desire for revenge: to attain the power of the
father in order to immediately reject him.

The visual production of Brazilian Concretism suffered from the consequences
of a didacticism that restricted the artist’s ability to maneuver within anything but a
predetermined plan. One might say that the work was a result, not a process. This, of
course, does not detract from interest in a more detailed analysis of this production
as part of the efforts by middle-class Brazilian intellectuals to modernize culturally.
What is more, it illustrates how Brazilian cultural movements revolved around a cer-
tain European positivist rationalism and its dream of social organization.

An analysis of the Brazilian Concrete movement (and not only of its visual
production, as we have suggested above) can only be accomplished productively
when situated in a broader field. Within this field, the penetration and develop-
ment of constructive ideologies in Brazil was perhaps the only organized cultural
strategy, especially through the 1950s, to oppose the nationalist, intuitive, and
populist currents that culminated in the C.P.C. (Centro Popular de Cultura).? In
this broader sense, Concretism and Neo-concretism form a pair, inseparable in
their responses to certain sectors pertaining to the social and cultural develop-
ment of the country. It is not possible to dismiss them by labeling them an “aristo-
cratic avant-garde” nor, obviously, to accuse them of being politically alienated.

9. The C.P.C., or Centers for Popular Culture, was a network of leftist cultural organizations
that sought to use popular art to politicize the working class in the early 1960s. After his split with Neo-
concretism, Ferreira Gullar became affiliated with the C.P.C. and renounced avant-garde art.



120 OCTOBER

As a cultural response, the Brazilian constructive avant-garde brought togeth-
er not only educated liberals and cosmopolitans but also dissidents of the dominant
leftist cultural project, such as Mario Pedrosa. If Concretism had a naive and capi-
talist belief in technology and tended toward a technocratic view of culture, and if
Neo-concretism was politically opaque and operated within the established limits of
artistic practice in society without a critical view of its social insertion, it would still
be incorrect to consider either of them reactionary. Of course, both were politically
inscribed within the Brazilian cultural environment, an analysis of which would be
very complex. This study is only a small part of a broader theoretical investigation.

The constructive ideologies are organically connected to Latin America’s cul-
tural development during the period from 1940 to 1960. They fit perfectly within
the continent’s project of reform and acceleration and, to a certain extent, served
as agents for national liberation in the face of European cultural dominance (even
as they simultaneously signified an inevitable dependence upon it). The obvious
question is this: In what way could the constructive ideologies serve to culturally
emancipate such countries in the face of their colonial traditions? One possible
answer relates to how the typical constructive aspiration to plan a social environ-
ment along the lines of modernizing rationality entered into systemic conflict with
the colonized mentality of the time. Even if this modernization was basically capi-
talist in nature, it implicated the formation of a national intelligentsia able to for-
mulate appropriate solutions to local realities.

The relative anti-colonialism promoted by the agents of the constructive ten-
dencies occurred at the level of cultural and technical know-how, outside the field
of politics proper. Faced with the obvious limitations of the nationalist proposal,
the constructive agents were only able to act by abdicating from politics and plac-
ing it, in the Concretist case, in the neutral realms of culture and economy or, in the
Neo-concrete case, in the neutral realms of culture and philosophy.

A study of the effects of the penetration of the constructive ideology in the
Brazilian cultural environment, the residues that even today influence this envi-
ronment, its practical accomplishments, and the theoretical issues it raised, is
beyond the limits of this essay. However, an analysis of the visual work of the Neo-
concrete movement is an integral part of this study, and it is our belief that it is
only this field of practice that merits theoretical and historical attention.

Neo-concrete Rupture

Our thesis is that Neo-concretism simultaneously represented the apex of the
constructive consciousness in Brazil and its explosion. It is a complex object of
study for the following reasons: Within Neo-concretism lie the most sophisticated
elements imputed to the constructive tradition, as well as a critique and implicit
recognition of the impossibility of this tradition’s validation as a project of the
Brazilian cultural vanguard. It is a historical fact that Neo-concretism was the last
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Third Neo-concrete Exhibition. Museu de Arte Moderna de Sao Paulo. 1961.
Courtesy of Fundagdo Bienal de Sdo Paulo, Arquivo Historico Wanda Svevo.
© 2016 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ProLitteris Zurich.

movement of the constructive tendency in Brazilian visual arts, and inevitably
closed the cycle. With it, the Brazilian “constructive dream” as an organized cultur-
al strategy was terminated.

As a sequential development of the Concretist movement and the penetra-
tion of constructive aesthetics more generally, Neo-concretism moved with ease in
its field of action. Formed by upper-middle-class artists generally detached from
market pressures and, to a certain extent, isolated by operating within a culturally
disadvantaged environment, Neo-concretism was above all a series of laboratory
experiments. The local history of the constructive experience provided them with
sufficient confidence to raise the most advanced and productive issues of rupture
of the time. It is clearly the second movement of a synchrony; this perhaps
accounts for its greater freedom in relation to its origins (Swiss Concretism and
the Ulm School, for example) and its search for a more specific national produc-
tion. Writ large: Concretism would be the dogmatic phase and Neo-concretism the
phase of rupture; Concretism the phase of implementation and Neo-concretism
the shock of local adaptation.

The central points of the Concretism—Neo-concretism controversy revolved
around language (visual and literary). In a certain way, Neo-concretism displaced
the axis of Concretist concerns from Anglo-Saxon semiotics (Pierce) and informa-
tion theory (Norbert Wiener) to more speculative philosophy (Merleau-Ponty and
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Susanne Langer). Without completely abandoning Concretist postulates, it went
beyond the rigorous manipulation of discrete elements in order to once again
place ontological questions at the center of the theorizing of language. As
Frederico Morais noted, Neo-concretism recovered humanism in the face of
Concretist scientism.

In terms of visual language, the Neo-concrete critique of Concrete production
was analogous to that formulated by Merleau-Ponty against Gestalt theory in the
realm of philosophy. Given its extreme philosophical limitations, Concretism did
not succeed in extracting all of its conceptual consequences from its own scientific
discoveries. It made poor, limited, anecdotal, and even dogmatic use of them.

One can situate some of the main theoretical differences (and perhaps more
as concerns intellectual formation) between Concretist and Neo-concrete agents
through Merleau-Ponty’s critiques of realism and causalism in discussions on behav-
ioral psychology and Gestalt theory. In this sense, a passage from La structure du
comportement is extremely enlightening:

It is the soul which sees and not the brain; it is by means of the per-
ceived world and its proper structures that one can explain the spatial
value assigned to a point of the visual field in each particular case. The
coordinate axes of the phenomenal field, the direction which at each
moment receives the value of “vertical” or “horizontal” and “frontal”
or “lateral,” the ensembles to which are assigned the index “immobile”
and with respect to which the remainder of the field appears “in move-
ment,” the colored stimuli which are seen as “neutral” and determine
the distribution of the apparent colors in the rest of the field, and the
contexts of our spatial and chromatic perception—none of these
result as effects from an intersection of mechanical actions; they are
not a function of certain physical variables. Gestalt theory believed
that a causal explanation, and even a physical one, remained possible
on the condition that one recognized processes of structuration in
physics in addition to mechanical actions.

But, as we have seen, physical laws do not furnish an expla-
nation of the structures, they represent an explanation within the
structures. They express the least integrated structures, those in
which the simple relations of function to variable can be established.
They are already becoming inadequate in the “acausal” domain of
modern physics. In the functioning of the organism, the structura-
tion is constituted according to new dimensions—the typical activity
of the species or the individual—and the preferred forms of action
and perception can be treated even less as the summative effect of
partial interactions.10

10. Brito cited this passage in the original French. Here we have used the translation by Alden
Fisher in Merleau-Ponty, The Structure of Behavior (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963), pp. 192-93.
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Neo-concretism makes a similar critique of mechanistic thought in art and
likewise exhibits a concern with “open” procedures of contemporary science (for
example, its speculations about non-Euclidean geometries and, more precisely,
Lygia Clark’s and Lygia Pape’s attraction to the Mobius strip). Within the Neo-con-
crete approach to the field of perception and the type of fruition that it prescribed
for the work of art, the pure data of Gestalt was risible. To a certain extent, it
returned to that imponderable element of expression, something that could not
be determined by the strict manipulation of visual information.

For Gullar, as for Merleau-Ponty, the theoretical principles that guided anti-
Concrete maneuvers were derived not only from phenomenology but from a cer-
tain existentialism. While the Concrete episteme treated mankind above all as a
social and economic agent (despite the proclaimed autonomy of culture), Neo-
concretism restored man to his place as a being in the world and proposed to
think of art in the context of this totality. This signified a return of expressive
intentions to the center of the work of art. It salvaged the traditional notion of
subjectivity against the Concrete privileging of objectivity.

It seems clear today that in the face of technicalist reductionism, the Neo-
concrete group found a “humanist” escape along two broad vectors. For those who
aspired to represent the highest point of the constructive tradition in Brazil
(Willys de Castro, Franz Weissmann, Hércules Barsotti, Aluisio Carvao, and, to a
certain extent, Amilcar de Castro), humanism took the form of a sensitization of
the work of art and signified an effort to conserve its specificity (even its “aura”),
and to provide qualitative information for industrial production. For the other
group, which consciously or not tried to break away from the constructive postu-
lates (Oiticica, Clark, Lygia Pape), there was, above all, a dramatization of the work
of art, an actualization in the sense of transforming its functions and reason for
being, thereby challenging the existing rules of art. Of course, both were critical of
Concretist empiricism (manifest in the movement’s theoreticism and inability to
give up a mechanical idea of art production) and especially resisted the loss of the
work’s specificity (and “aura”).

Yet if the Neo-concretists tried to escape Concretist reductionism through
sensitization and dramatization, thereby fighting the sterilization of geometric lan-
guage, these concepts are insufficient to explain the Neo-concrete dissidence with-
in the Brazilian context. In some way, we can assume that there was a difference in
the way these two movements inscribed themselves in the environment and pro-
jected their ideas into reality. We need to study to what degree the “politics” of
these two movements, restrained as they were to the same repertoire of initial ref-
erences in the constructive tradition, differ. To what degree did their productions
have distinct effects, raise distinct issues, and follow distinct new paths?

The close ties between the Brazilian developmentalist project and the pene-
tration of the constructive tendencies are beyond question. In this sense,
Concretism and Neo-concretism were part of the same cultural strategy. And yet
they did not form a cohesive unit, and the fact that they formally opposed each
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other reveals the differing possibili-
ties toward which each was directed.

Concretism, for example,
attempted to intervene directly in
the center of industrial production
and strove explicitly to continue the
“Swiss dream” of transforming the
contemporary social environment. It
was eagerly receptive to the cultural
transformations of mass media. As
already mentioned, Concretism
joined the effort to overcome under-
development and directly attacked
the archaisms of traditional human-
ist power within the Brazilian cultur-
al sphere. It was entirely mobilized
by the project of establishing a pro-
gressive dynamism within the coun-
try’s cultural field. Concretism’s
notion of culture was diametrically :
opposed to that of the dominant aca- Surface No. 5. 1957. Courtesy of the

: . . . Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and
demic mentality and its conception Associacdo Cultural “O Mundo de
of the cultural field as a realm of Lygia Clark.”
immutable spiritual truths.

But we must note that although the Concretists quoted Marx and Engels,
there is no doubt that they were far from Walter Benjamin’s insistence on politiciz-
ing art. Their actual theory of production, as well as the conceptual limits of their
approach to reality, can be found in positivist rationalism, in the progressive prag-
matism of Wiener and his cybernetic conceptions of social relations, in the formal-
ism of Bill and Maldonado and their ideas on contemporary civilization. The
Concretists were much closer to an aestheticization of politics. Their art searched for
efficiency, especially in terms of mass information (as the creative matrix and
method for investigating semiotic processes), and they believed in the antiquated
value of this plan. The well-known manipulation of the mass media by the system,
the necessary correlation between the ideologies of the dominant classes and the
mass media, was not among the Concretists’ priorities.

Neo-concretism, by contrast, obeyed the system’s indications concerning cul-
tural activity. It was practically apolitical; it maintained the protected status of art,
and was timid and distrustful with regard to the participation of art in industrial
production. Compared to agents of Concrete art, who were responsible for practi-
cal functions in their roles as advertisers and designers, the Neo-concrete artists
were veritable amateurs. No matter how much they projected social transforma-
tions through art, they remained within a speculative realm of art as an

Lygia Clark. Planes in Modulated
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autonomous experimental practice. If we limit ourselves to the issue of artists’ par-
ticipation in social production, the Neo-concrete insertion occurred in a far nar-
rower and more traditional space than that of Concretism.

In reality, this Neo-concrete difference, although circumstantial, was signifi-
cant. At the very least, it indicated that for a group of constructive avant-garde artists
working predominantly in Rio de Janeiro, there were no solid possibilities for exer-
cising constructive postulates in a broader social arena. Given the level of aesthetics
required by the movement, it simply ignored any project of the sort. Put this way, the
process was more or less inverted: The very emergence of Neo-concretism within the
contours through which it took shape resulted in this situation. Hence, a very
Brazilian paradox characteristic of underdevelopment unfolded: a constructive
avant-garde operating in the margins without any plan for social transformation.

This marginality or, better, this Neo-concrete laterality, is one of the move-
ment’s main characteristics. It was this that allowed for the explosion of the con-
structive postulates and led to a critique of the social statute of art itself, a critique
that was systematically absent from the constructive movements. This marginality
was also what hybridized the movement by “existentializing,” and to a certain
extent “de-rationalizing,” geometric languages. That is why Max Bense defined the
movement as “a group that distinguished itself from Noigandres because its
Constructivism admits irrational elements alongside rational elements, as well as
taking into consideration the country’s folklore.”11

Neo-concretism acted in a historical setting in which knowledge was isolated
from its political relations with the rest of society. Its exclusive reference points were
art, science, and philosophy, and it called for a program consistent with this orienta-
tion. From the work of the Neo-concrete artists it is possible to extract an explicit
position with regard to art history and philosophy and an implicit position with
regard to science, but never to society as an arena of political confrontation. But the
nonpolitical character of Neo-concretism’s insertion has to be analyzed in the cor-
rect register, as it rigorously followed the apolitical stance common to the construc-
tive tendencies more broadly. It was its necessarily lateral relation to a backward con-
text that made Neo-concretism’s cultural insertion so markedly aristocratic.

On the one hand, Neo-concretism benefited from the absence of market
pressures, permitting artists to concentrate on the elaboration of works of art
rather than the production of pieces. Let me make a distinction: By pieces, I mean
a series of physical objects that strictly result from the same process, from the same
infinitely repeatable mechanism. The dynamic of Neo-concretism was that of a lab-
oratory, and this was only possible because of the absence of any confrontation
with the market.

On the other hand, perhaps it is reasonable to speculate that Neo-con-
cretism’s apoliticism and even its idealism in the actions it took as a movement are
partially related to its lack of systematic contact with the market. To the degree
that it operated out of the market’s reach, it did not suffer the market’s alienating

11. Brito cites an undated text by Bense titled “Arte concreta semantica,” translated by Haroldo
de Campos.
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action. It was not required to mechanically reproduce works, nor pressured to
adapt its discoveries to existing formal schemas. There is no doubt, however, that
the relationship with the market (which represents “the real” in artistic matters) is
ultimately a politicizing one. It reveals the true position of the artist in society—
the contradiction between the time and quality of his work as cultural production
and the commercial circuit into which the resulting work is inserted. By escaping
unscathed from the harsh reality of this contradiction, perhaps Neo-concretism
was able to preserve a residue of idealism concerning the statute of art.

More or less free to continue their work without economic interferences,
Neo-concrete agents related to each other more like “men of culture” than profes-
sionals submitting to a regime of competition. The exchange of information was
fluid and occurred in an intimate context—some Neo-concrete artists felt (and
still feel) proud of their marginality, of the idea of the artist as society’s “antennae”
(Ezra Pound), a vanguard of processes of social transformation. The beginning of
these processes of social transformation was the beginning of a process of rupture
from the constructive tradition, a moment of crisis for this tradition in Brazil. Neo-
concretism took up elements of the Romantic ideology of art (the increasing
approximation of some of the movement’s artists to Dadaism is proof of this). The
cult of marginality that is a component of this ideology is, by definition, alien to
the constructive project.

The Neo-concrete case was the result of a local crisis: the inability of
Brazilian cultural agents to continue thinking exclusively within the constructive
frame of reference. By the late 1950s and early 1960s, Neo-concretism was at the
center of this crisis and represented the totality of operations that tried to either
renew or surpass its frame of reference. From this point of view, we can establish
two working hypotheses to guide our discussion of Neo-concretism:

1. As a continuation of the constructive penetration in Brazil, Neo-con-
cretism was an attempt to renew geometric language in the face of its
prevailing rationalistic and mechanistic character. More specifically, it
was an attempt to revitalize constructive proposals in the strict sense of
the word, placing emphasis on the experimental aspects of artistic prac-
tice. A unique feature of Neo-concretism, as a constructive movement,
is that it favored the moment of the work’s conception to the detriment
of its social insertion.

2. In spite of its well-known apolitical manifesto (and its liberal and at
times latent anarchic-utopianism), Neo-concretism effected an impor-
tant maneuver in relation to Brazilian art production in the sense that
it wrested a broader autonomy from dominant cultural models. As the
apex of a movement that began nearly ten years before, it acquired the
awareness necessary to attempt to establish a distinct dynamic of artistic
production. Neo-concretism determined—and this can be confirmed
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by the current practice of contemporary artists in Rio de Janeiro—sev-
eral decisive concepts regarding the significance of the art process in
Brazil, and it provided an arsenal of critical operations by which art
might be understood as an institution. In this, it oriented itself toward a
contemporary local production distant from the constructive principles
from which it was born.

Neo-concretism comprised the apex and rupture of the Brazilian constructive
tradition (allow me to use this debatable expression). Its two basic impulses constitut-
ed a single common project: to reorganize the constructive postulates within the
Brazilian cultural environment. The project was to renew the constructive avant-
garde. As such, the Neo-concrete position would appear to be the most advanced and
“freest” point of artistic research in Brazil. It is clear that it represented a local con-
quest with respect to the specificity of the work of art. The Neo-concrete work was nei-
ther submissive to the immediate political order nor a plan directly connected to the
country’s developmentalist process. In this way, the Neo-concrete agents themselves
determined the limits of their practice and resolved to analyze its elements in an
autonomous manner. Instead of being instrumentalized, art could be understood as a
comprehensive cultural activity that encompassed the whole of the human relation-
ship to the environment.

Perhaps the Neo-con-
crete desire went beyond
that at play in the construc-
tive tendencies. Its human-
ist and idealistic retreat in
the face of the Concretists’
more rigorous theoretical
postulates can be analyzed
as a refusal of empiricism
and a dissatisfaction with
the model of work implicit
in them. The Concrete per-
ceptive consciousness was
too reductive for the Neo-
concrete desire for an art
with broader phenomeno-
logical intentions. Its Gestalt
causality seemed too mech -
anical, almost Pavlovian, for
artists who sought to work
with complex articulations

Lygia Pape. Untitled (from the
) . “Weavings” series). 1959.
of hi gh er behavior and Counrtesy of Projeto Lygia Pape.
speculated about a philoso-

phy of form.
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The difference in perspective between Concretism and Neo-concretism
resulted from the clash between the empiricist notion of the work of art and its
social and human meanings, and another connected to speculative idealism. In
other words, between a type of positivism and a variation of classical idealism. It is
obvious that these differences did not manifest themselves in this precise philo-
sophical form but rather through an artistic controversy that rendered this general
difference transparently clear. Let us take, for example, the debate central to these
divergences: the question of whether the work of art was a production or a means of
expression. A study of the maneuvers around this question is instructive.

There is no doubt that Concretism (and not self-proclaimed Marxist tenden-
cies) deserves historical merit for comprehending the need to attack the strong-
hold of idealism at the center of art: the so-called creative process. The ideology of
art widely accepted at the time was built around the mystification of this process. It
maintained that it was impossible to reduce the work of art to rational data and
veiled its capacity to function as intellectual work. The survival of the art market
depends on the maintenance of this belief: “Creation,” and “creation” alone, can
justify the commercial speculation undertaken by the market, guarantee its func-
tion to dispense status, and ensure the validity of a financial game capable of offer-
ing extraordinary returns. In the attempt to transform art into a more effective
social instrument, Concretism seems to have understood that the displacement of
its social function necessarily overcame the expressionistic conception of art.
Against the notion of art as a means of expression, Concretism proposed it as a dis-
tinct production informed by objective knowledge and manipulated through
inventive (and of course non-inspirational) methods.

However, Concretism did not radicalize its proposal. Instead of following a
materialist theorization of art in order to approach art as a specific process of
knowledge embedded in the ideological field, it stopped at a determined
moment—the moment in which art was merely one of many means of information
within a network of informational processes characteristic of the contemporary
“environment.” At most, the social efficiency of art would be located in semiotic
operations that catalyzed, particularly through the mass media, a mode of generat-
ing innovative effects and constituting something that might approximate a new
collective aesthetic. Concretism conformed exactly to the constructive tradition
within which it took shape, and remained confined to a naive belief in progress.
This led it to consider the mass media as an instrument of cultural penetration
consistent with the “spiritual needs” of modern man. The cost, evidently, was to
ignore its character as an ideological device of the capitalist state.

The idea of an autonomous cultural field is at the heart of Concretist activity,
practice, and theory, and this can only inhibit the development of a materialist
perspective on art. Although the Concretists were interested in a different way of
inserting the work of art into society, they could not completely escape from a typi-
cally bourgeois (idealistic) position with regard to the cultural field. Divorced
from processes of ideological transformation, cultural activity can only be canon-
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ized: It will always result in a sequence of individual inspirations, which in turn are
transformed into contributions to the cultural heritage of mankind. Note the
Concretist narrative of progression: Modern literature is the history of semiotic
advances since Mallarmé, passing through Joyce and Pound and culminating in
Concrete poetry. The so-called visual arts obey the same schema, only the names
would be those of Mondrian and Max Bill.

It is therefore easy to perceive, in all its historical lucidity, that the “produc-
tion” suggested by the theory of Concrete art is only production to a certain
degree. On the one hand, it is too mechanistic in its project of social insertion,
becoming confused with the inventive manipulation of advertising and aspiring to
a suspicious functionality within the social whole. On the other hand, it reveals a
prevailing idealism with respect to the mythical autonomy of an art history con-
structed in strokes of genius.

The Concretist interpretation of art and poetry is technicist. It arises from
syntagmatic transformations within languages, but excludes the relations of these
languages as institutionalized forms to the social field in which they operate (they
always occur within recognized practices: Art, literature, and music are obviously
not “natural” expressions). To the extent that Concretism ignored the local mater-
ial of its insertion, its technicism ended up becoming a kind of idealism. This gen-
erated an apparent paradox: At the same time that the artists attempted to eradi-
cate any semblance of the work of art’s ontological transcendence—substituting
what Max Bense calls the old interpretative aesthetics linked to the “theme of
being” for an “abstract and exact” aesthetics concerned with the material structur-
ing of “information”—Concretism confined itself to the humanist contract
between art and culture and the very circle that Western metaphysics had drawn
around their manifestations.

Neo-concretism attacked production for other reasons. What it dreaded most
was the danger of reductionism, of emptying art of its traditional humanist con-
notations while also neutralizing it as a distinct practice irreducible to common
sense. Neo-concretism was born of the need by certain artists to remobilize geo-
metric languages toward a more effective and “complete” engagement with the
subject. Against what they presumed as the sterility of Concrete art (its limitation
to a rigid exploration of serial forms and mechanical time and, ultimately, retinal
experience), the Neo-concretists strove to transform the work into a range of
complex relations in which the observer gradually became a participant. It was
from here, naturally, that their effort to break from traditional categories of fine
arts was born.

As one might guess, the term production seemed extremely impoverished for
these artists. In a way, the term repressed the residual metaphysical whispers of art
and indicated a type of rationalistic operation that appeared to exclude the libidi-
nal involvement of the subject-artist. For the Neo-concretists, to speak of produc-
tion, at least in the context of Concretism, was to limit the reach of the work of
art’s realization to a narrow programmatic rationality. The preservation of the
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term expression, reminiscent
of traditional aesthetics, signi-
fied that the difference of the
artistic process would be
maintained. It was to safe-
guard the specificity of this
process; in contrast to
mechanical forms, the point
was to manipulate expressive
Jorms and transcend their
physical properties.

As one can see, Neo-
concretism flirted with the
theory of perception (the
Merleau-Ponty of La structure
du comportement and Susanne
Langer) and did so in a man-
ner largely contaminated by idealism. It did so not only by deploying concepts
such as expression or organicity as counterparts to Concretist rationalism and its
scientific privileging of objectivity, but also in overt statements. In his article “From
Concrete to Neo-concrete Art,” Gullar states: “The Neo-concretists reaffirm the
artist’s creative possibilities independent of science and ideologies.”!2 If we think
briefly of the 1950s in Brazil, we will note that there were practically no other
routes: All the university debates were between the various schools of positivism
and classical speculative philosophy, including existentialism. Marxism, the alter-
native to this debate, found itself in a peculiar situation. It was doubly fenced in:
from the outside, by bourgeois ideologies; from the inside, by partisan agents who
considered culture merely an aspect of party strategy, thereby simplifying or
repressing issues that did not directly fit within it.

A self-proclaimed Marxist position rooted in the Brazilian cultural environ-
ment was hardly attractive to an aristocratic avant-garde such as Neo-concretism.
Its range of questions was limited and its bases narrow. Art’s function was to llus-
trate the development of political and ideological conflicts, and color the so-called
artistic values of the Brazilian people (values, of course, determined by the bour-
geois consciousness of the elite that directed its organization). As we noted above,
Neo-concretism was not interested in politicizing culture. Its desire was for an
advanced position within the process of knowledge; its revolution was within the
limits of art and “mankind.”

The use of the concept of expression indicates the degree to which classical ideal-
ism permeated the ideology of the Neo-concrete movement. But throughout its
debate with Concretism, it was a positive factor—it signified that an open experimen-
tal space could be maintained against rationalist reductionism. It is from here that

Heélio Oiticica. Bilateral Equali. 1960.
Counrtesy of Projeto Hélio Otlticica.

12. Ferreira Gullar, “Da arte concreta a arte neoconcreta,” Suplemento Dominical do Jornal do
Brasil, July 18, 1959, p. 3.
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Neo-concretism established the limits of the constructive tendencies, insofar as it
achieved a critical distance from these tendencies as they had reached Brazilian
Concretism through the Ulm School. We will now briefly examine the effects of
maintaining the traditional category of expression in Neo-concrete practice.

As I see it, this category affected decisively the type of relationship these
artists had with constructive languages, languages that had by then already formal-
ized into a tradition. It enabled a relative negation of these tendencies, principally
their overwhelming concern with the positivist character of the work of art. By opt-
ing for expression, the Neo-concretists displaced themselves from the functionalist
axis around which the constructive tendencies revolved. Yet by remaining within
them, they maintained a certain laterality. This is evident in the group’s very pro-
ductions: in the “utopian” reliefs of Hélio Oiticica (speculative topological studies
with no immediate practical application), in the schemas of tension and rupture
produced by Amilcar de Castro, in the phenomenological organic and anti-posi-
tivist nature of Lygia Clark’s “bichos,” in the surgical exploration of an object’s
parts in Willys de Castro’s “active objects,” in the libidinal impregnation of spaces
by Franz Weissmann. It is also evident in the research on color—a taboo element
in Concrete work likely due to the impossibility its objective formalization—in
works by Aluisio Carvao, Hélio Oiticica, and Hércules Barsotti.

Aluisio Carvao.
Chromatic. 1960.
Counrtesy of Colegdo
Joao Sattamini/
MAC-Niterdi.
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In all of these works, there is some-
thing that refuses reduction to the simple
scheme of a formal matrix. There is some-
thing that arises from what one could call a
speculative process that refuses to tolerate
the formulation of “superior design” pro-
posed by Concretism. They are produc-
tions by “artists” engendered from singular
formalizations irreducible to the objectivity
of formulas and mathematical series. The
critical question for Neo-concretism was to
experientially impregnate geometric lan-
guages, re-propose them as expressive
manifestations, put them forward once
again as objects of phenomenological com-
plexity, and transform even their ontologi-
cal significance. According to Gullar: “The
Neo-concrete attitude does not begin from
the a priori existence of the constitutive
elements of expression, but implies a
plunge into the very source of experience
from whence the work of art will spring,
impregnated with nonethical, emotive, and
existential meaning.”13

At this point it is important to situate
and study the problems that Neo-concretism
raised and, more directly, the problems
that oriented its practice within the visual
field. One of the most relevant—the ques-
tion of production vs. expression—has already
been discussed. However, it was not the
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Heércules Barsotti.

White /Black. 1959.
Courtesy of the Museum of
Fine Arts, Houston, and
Renata Secchi and Paula
Marques da Costa.

only one. The Neo-concrete project explicitly investigated other basic concepts.

Let us examine them in turn.

The idea of time. The question of time was decisive for various constructive ten-
dencies from the 1960s onwards. We can note the distinct perspectives of Op, kinetic,
and Minimal art, for example. The first two insisted on a close connection between
art and science by analogizing their dual processes of apprehension and, moreover,
the terms of art’s participation within the contemporary technological environment.
To this end, they invented productions that formalized data in a scientific manner.
Traditionally, time was understood within art as a mere residue of metaphysical
thought. The alternative was to think of time as movement, a real perceptive stimulus, a

13. Gaullar, “Da arte concreta a arte neoconcreta,” p. 3.
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concrete element in the visual repertory. As a counter-proposal to the traditional
notion of time as “interior,” immobile, and aspiring to eternity, the scientific wing of
the constructive tendencies (Concretism, Op, and kinetic) favored mechanical move-
ment. As such, they opened the door to directly engaging electronic technology with-
in the production of works of art. Concrete art since Max Bill marked a pronounced
turn to technology within several of these 1960s tendencies and the point of depar-
ture for their scientific and developmentalist ideology.

It is in this sense that Neo-concretism (and, later, Minimal art) effected a
rupture within the sequence of constructive development. Its lack of interest in
technology as an intrinsic factor of production, its insistence on the idea of virtual
time, its refusal to constrain form within purely optical-perceptive limits, ques-
tioned several fundamental principles of this tradition. It is no accident that Neo-
concretism, Minimalism, and certain independent Latin American artists such as
[Jesus Rafael] Soto and Sérgio Camargo not only were the last significant protago-
nists of constructive theories but acted on the margins of this tradition.

In Neo-concretism, time takes a quite unorthodox constructive form. Against
the Concretist idea of time as mechanical movement, it offered up time as duration
and virtuality. Speaking of the differences between Concrete poetry and Neo-con-
crete poetry, Gullar put it this way: “For the Sao Paulo poets, the time expressed by
the poem must be relational, mechanical. In this manner, the page becomes an
objective graphic space within which visual vibrations have a predominant role.
The poem is an object, a special body that simply feeds on the automatic patterns
that its forms force the eye to see. It should be clear that when the Concrete-ratio-
nalist poets speak of space-time, they are not referring to the organic, nonobjec-
tive space-time that occurs in phenomenological perception: they are referring to
objective concepts, to science, where this synthesis occurs a posteriori. So much so
that the paulista Concrete poems contain time as a function, as an exterior relation
of the poem’s parts. It is a time that imitates mechanical movements.”14

Theon Spanudis declared that the Neo-concrete poem “is the actual time of
poetic experience materializing in living space” (quoted by Gullar in the above-men-
tioned article). As we can clearly see, we have returned to the controversy between
positivist rationalism and phenomenological idealism around which the Concrete
and Neo-concrete positions were constructed. It is important to remember, however,
that it was almost scandalous to introduce Bergson—with his intuitive doctrine and
idea of time as duration—into the field of a movement committed to a constructive
interpretation of post-Cubist art. Yet in some crucial way, it was pertinent to the Neo-
concrete project: It facilitated the proposal to “activate” the relationship between the
subject and the work, and permitted multiple possibilities for interpreting the “open-
ness” of time. Lygia Pape’s prints and Amilcar de Castro’s sculptures, for example,
worked with time as virtuality. They approached it as a means of suspending the
“time” of production so as to allow for the intervention of the spectator, in the sense

14. Gullar, “Da arte concreta a arte neoconcreta,” p. 3.
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of completing works, recreating them, interpreting them each time in a distinct way,
and in this manner experiencing the various moments of its production. It was, with-
out a doubt, the beginning of a process that led some Neo-concrete artists to radical-
ize the participation of the other, toward what Oiticica called “vivéncias.”15

As an attack on the “eternity” implicit in the traditional work of art, the time
activated by Neo-concretism was fundamentally different from that activated by
Concretism. Neo-concretism did not attempt to establish a real dynamic between the
movements of the work itself and the perceptual maneuvers of interpretation. It situ-
ated itself on a far more abstract and mediated plane (in a sense, Concrete art is an
empiricism of form). Neo-concretism attempted to mobilize a discontinuous process
of interpretation that would provoke an integral involvement on the part of the
observer. It prescribed a dramatic, existential reading, hence its desire to sensitize and
even polemicize geometry. Here once again is proof that Neo-concretism did not
think of the work as an informational process, but rather as a proposition for “experi-
ences.” Concrete time is operational; it has an objective dimension. Neo-concrete
time is phenomenological, a recuperation and recharging of lived experiences. It is
in this sense that Neo-concretism was a precursor to the dominant tendencies in the
1960s, which represented an effort to abolish the distance between art and life.

Neo-concrete space. Perhaps it would be more correct to use the term field, given its
active, radiating character. With regard to space, the Neo-concrete agents were
emphatic; they vehemently criticized the continuation of a figure-ground scheme—the
basis of pre-Cubist representational space—and threw themselves into the task of its
total, nonmetaphoric mobilization. There are several approaches to active space with-
in Neo-concretism, but they essentially revolve around a phenomenological concep-
tion and, as a result of this, the unanimous refusal of a strictly Gestalt-driven percep-
tion. These approaches include speculations on non-Euclidean geometries (Pape,
Clark, Amilcar de Castro), the discontinuous treatment of surface (Willys de Castro,
Carvao), and the attempt to breach the distance between the space of the work
(Clark’s “bichos” and her theories of the organic line). The Neo-concrete artist did not
approach space, properly speaking; he or she experimented with it. Neo-concrete
artists gave themselves over to living it, acting against the traditional relationship
between the subject-observer and the work. They had a noninstrumental notion of
space, a wish to magnetize it, to render it a field of projection and engagement within
an almost erotic register. The Neo-concrete desire was opposed to the existing mode
of relation between art and the process of its reception. Against passivity, convention-
alism, and the Platonism of “normal” enjoyment, Neo-concretism pressurized this
relation, exploding its traditional limits. Perhaps it would not be ridiculous to detect a
Nietzschean orientation in Neo-concretism (after all, both Gullar in A Luta Corporal
and Oiticica’s well-known familial origins are close to Nietzsche),!6 one that would
certainly be quite exotic to constructive rationalism.

15. Vivéncias can be loosely translated as “experiences” or “life experiences.”

16. A Luta Corporal, Gullar’s 1954 book of poems, was premised on the disintegration of words
and conventional syntax. Oiticica’s grandfather was José Oiticica, a philologist, anarchist, and author of
A doutrina anarquista ao alcance de todos (1925).
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The rupture with representational (metaphorical, allusive) space meant a
break with the established rules of art, freeing the artist, to a certain extent, to act
more directly within the social field. In other words, this was an act of rupture that
was cognizant of its implications in social discourse and no longer respected the
mythical circle within which dominant ideology tried to confine the work of art.
This was Neo-concretism’s radicalism: to oppose the established system of art and
its dominant conventions through experimentalism. This was achieved practically
and not only theoretically. It was anchored in the reality of the Brazilian cultural
environment and it was there that its actions had effects. In a certain manner, the
movement liquidated the pretensions of any constructive cultural project organized
for Brazil, at the same time that it left traces of a systemically critical and libertari-
an attitude within the narrow limits in which artistic practice had been carried out
in the country.

In this sense, Neo-concretism generated critical and material effects incom-
parably more important than those of Concretism, which ultimately submitted to
the orthodox constructive model. This was Neo-concretism’s materialism: It intro-
duced the concept of critical intervention in the circuit of Brazilian art through a
practice that always pushed at the limits of the constructive project, ultimately
revealing the inability of that project to insert itself within Brazilian reality. What
the Concretists and Max Bense considered to be Neo-concrete irrationalism was, in
fact, simply the margin that escaped their rationalism and held it in check. There
was an implicit refusal in this Concretist attitude to functionally integrate art with-
in the collective or to think of art-function, to discuss its effects beyond a closed art
history. This is why Neo-concretism inaugurated the foundations of contemporary
art in Brazil. In broad strokes, it is possible to define contemporary art as that
which refuses to believe in its mythical autonomy within the broader social field

Décio Vieira. Untitled. 1950s.
Counrtesy of Colegdo Jodo Sattamini
and Monica Holzheister Pinho.



136 OCTOBER

and decides to investigate the actual location where it emerges and functions.
Although apolitical, Neo-concretism contributed more than any other movement
in the field of visual production to politicize art in Brazil by virtue of the mecha-
nisms it activated and by the effects of its undogmatic, critical practice.

Neo-concrete space surpassed the limits of constructive space and ended up
establishing itself as a polemical field within the circuit of Brazilian art in the late
1950s and early 1960s.

The issue of subjectivity in art. This is one of the most persistent points of con-
troversy between Concretism and Neo-concretism. The latter insisted on the sub-
jective character of the work of art, contradicting the Concretist project to objecti-
fy production to its maximum, to separate art from the category of expression. We
have already seen the way artists navigated between the idea of art as production
and as expression. Let us now analyze the question of subjectivity and objectivity in
another register.

We should recognize from the outset that the Neo-concrete defense of sub-
jectivity was not immune to idealistic commitments, or, more precisely, to residues
of the humanist existentialism that permeated French phenomenology. We recall
once again how Concretism’s cult of the mechanical and consequent reductionism
led its artists to think of art as inventive technical manipulation, the activity of a
centered subject of knowledge dealing with informational flows. With this in mind,
it is possible to situate the debate.

Of course, Neo-concretism was not interested in returning to traditional sub-
jectivism and the “quasi-romantic” ideology that dominated prevailing conceptions
of art, even as it explicitly accepted the basic postulates of the constructive avant-
garde. Logically, not even Concretism was interested in excluding the individual,
since ultimately the constructive project respected the limits within which contem-
porary capitalist society inscribed the concept of individuality. This respect for the
individual can be demonstrated by Concretism’s didactic concerns, by its belief
that training designers who would efficiently intervene in the complex information-
al network could transform civilization. The differences with regard to objectivity
within the internal debate of Concretism—Neo-concretism are subtler. They occur
as variations in the constructive interpretation of reality; they are symptoms of a
divergence in relation to cultural strategy.

Concretist objectivity was a response to psychologism in art; it was a mode of
entering processes of social communication that were the nucleus of desired
action for the new designer. It aspired to turn art into an objective social factor,
something that could aid in transforming the “environment.” In relation to the
force of this positivity, subjectivity was a residue. In poetry, it was manifested in
nostalgia and sentimental lyricism, and in art through the metaphysics of color
and pure forms. One cannot argue that Concretism approached the work of art
merely through methodical application, or as rigid, quasi-scientific formalization
of perceptual data. As we have seen, there is the question of inventiveness in
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manipulation, even an attempt to “sensitize” geometry. But its program privileged
the objective insertion of the work of art over subjective involvement. It
approached art primarily as a process of social information rather than a means of
research. It simultaneously abolished the speculative and idealistic character of
production and deployed an authoritarian reductionism to the core of art. In this
situation, singularities were rejected as elements that could not be formalized.

Concretist empiricism was only able to objectify artistic practice by way of an
authoritarian maneuver. It was not able to launch a successful artist or theorize
about the objective results of its practice without jeopardizing its own specificity.
Finally, it did not pursue the objectivity of the work of art because it never came
close to clearly conceiving the ideological field in which this work was necessarily
inserted. Hence, its apparent radicalism became a type of sectarianism or, as was
said at the time, dogmatism. It remained embedded in the myth of art, displacing
only its function. Art was no longer concerned with the eschatological, the phan-
tasmagorical, in short, the spiritual; instead, it came to act as an informational
agent, a promoter and objectifier of informational processes, even as it retained all
the privileges of ideological exemption. The condition of the subject’s existence—
its truth as an effect produced by the system—was never raised, even though subjectivity
was questioned from a grossly positivist viewpoint concerning the social perfor-
mance of art (it was a position typical of nineteenth-century rationalism).

Neo-concretism also did not understand subjectivity as an effect produced by
the system. On the contrary, it held on to the ontological values of the subject, val-
ues traditionally emphasized by art. Neo-concretism was more humanist and less
technicalist than Concretism and insisted on considering the work of art as a myth-
ical totality engendered by a privileged subject, the artist. Neo-concretism was
born out of the efforts of a group of constructive artists to reassume repressed sin-
gularities in order to produce an experiential art open to the observer’s active par-
ticipation. It was a reaction to Concretist authoritarianism and reductionism as
well as an affirmation of the value of art.

These artists comprehended that research in art necessarily included singu-
larities. Indeed, the challenge was precisely to formalize them. The great difference
Neo-concretism made in relation to Concrete art resulted from this fact. The cen-
tral problem of the latter was the linear intentionality and rigid objectivism to which
it appealed; it nearly always presented itself as a product to be interpreted and cal-
culated according to the most obvious programmatic rationality. Its weapon
against excessive metaphysical content was the aesthetics of the game (not in the
Nietzschean sense, of course), realized exclusively in more or less complex combi-
nations on the optical plane. In other words, Concretism’s mobilization of the sub-
ject-observer confined itself to the conscious center (or, more simply, the ego) of
the psyche. At the level of desire, to use a jargon dear to the Concretists, the mes-
sage presented a low intensity of information.

The Neo-concrete efforts developed toward a broader and more explosive
mobilization. Not only did production itself (for the artists, the act of expression)
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involve the subject much more dramatically, but its enjoyment was also prescribed
in emotional terms. We can say that the proposal was to activate an intense circula-
tion of the observer’s (or participant’s) desire; this is why it entailed a fight to
break with the conventional relationship between the work and the spectator. As a
constructive tendency (a Brazilian one, it is true, and on the brink of rupture, but
nonetheless constructive), Neo-concretism was an exception in that it escaped
defining the subject in terms of clear rationality. Without doubt, the type of phe-
nomenological participation to which it aspired was far from rational. In the same
way that Merleau-Ponty tried to extract philosophical consequences from Gestalt
theory in a manner that would have contradicted the very ideas of its authors, Neo-
concretism appears to have reoriented constructive postulates in a direction its ini-
tial creators could not have anticipated.

Neo-concretism’s ethical concerns and its attempt to reestablish the problem of
being at the heart of artistic activity diverted it from the positivism characteristic of the
constructive tendencies and their mechanistic conception of the human psyche. But
the subjectivity salvaged by Neo-concretism should not be confused with that of tradi-
tional psychology, of which it remains only a partial heir. It signified, above all, a
polemical position in the midst of a debate and served to emphasize the conceptual
aspects of the work of art—that is, aspects beyond its ethical-perceptual data.

The rupture of traditional categories in the fine arts. It is obvious that, in part, this
rupture began with modern art itself. Here we will speak more precisely about the
Neo-concrete desire to redefine the art-operation in terms of its relationship with
the spectator. This desire appears to exceed the constructive project of environ-
mental planning, with the necessary interpenetration of the categories of painting
and sculpture as part of a larger architectural integration. With few exceptions,
such as Tatlin’s counter-reliefs, constructive productions were not, nor did they try
to be, transformative devices in terms of artistic relationships. The particular
means of accomplishing this transformation was the functional integration of the
work of art into architecture. In this sense, the work itself posed no great chal-
lenge in that it remained to a large degree within a traditional realm of formal
study. In this regard, Duchamp and the Dadaists were much more radical; they
acted more explicitly to transgress art’s norms.

One of Neo-concretism’s principal characteristics was its systematically critical
position toward the contemporary foundations, mechanisms, and ideologies of art.
Herein lies its anti-formalism. An analysis of Neo-concrete production reveals, above
all, the presence of a unified critical intelligence applied to contemporary methods
of formal organization. It is here that one can speak of a Neo-concrete imagination,
perhaps in opposition to a Concrete inventiveness. There is a negational will and, let us
say, a utopian impulse in Lygia Clark’s “bichos,” in Oiticica’s reliefs and “non-
objects,” in Willys de Castro’s “active objects,” in Lygia Pape’s Book of Creation and
Neoconcrete Ballet, in Amilcar de Castro’s sculptures, etc.
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This negational will, inscribed
principally in the task of breaking away
from the dominant formal order and
the contemporary mode of relation-
ship between the work and spectator,
marked Neo-concretism and placed it
in the paradoxical position of a more
or less “accursed” constructive move-
ment. This relatively “accursed” char-
acter derived in part from the blustery
attitude its agents took with regard to
the linear and rational constructive tra-

Clark. Critter (Machine). 1962. dition. Eyen considering that Brazilian
Counrtesy of the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, and Concretism was probably much more
Associagao Cultural “O Mundo de Lygia Clark.” aggressive than its Swiss counterpart, it

was so only to a point. It could not, for
example, tolerate Neo-concretism’s detachment from the programmatic rationalism
of the orthodox constructive tendencies. Nor could it tolerate the Neo-concrete
desire to disrupt the preestablished clarity of construction, the logic of compositional
harmonies, the prudent manipulation of constructive foundations. In Neo-con-
cretism there is violence, a margin for accepting chance, an experimentalist empiri-
cism; in short, an opening to excess that did not fit within constructive canons.
Something there went beyond the limits of the rationality and inventiveness of the
constructive tradition.

This “something” manifested itself in the process the Neo-concretists under-
took in order to break with the traditional categorizations of art. Leaving aside the
fusion of word and image (which is beyond the limits of this study), it is possible to
verify this rupture within visual production.

Let us examine the field of
sculpture, for example. Clark’s con-
cern with the suppression of the
base—the support that isolates the
piece from the space surrounding it,
privileging the work while
Platonizing its relationship with the
spectator—proves the existence of a
critical attitude toward existing
forms. With her “bichos” and reliefs,
she searched for a different means of
Oiticica. Spatial Relief (Red). 1959. inserting the work of art into reality,
Courtesy of Projeto Hélio Oiticica. a positivity doubtless alien to tradi-

tional constructive formulations. The
phenomenological proposal of these
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“bichos” represents an invitation to another kind of participation of artworks in
human space. The mode by which such works insert themselves into reality indi-
cates the type of complex, libidinal relations that they intended to establish with
the observer, who is already transformed into an active entity released from pas-
sive contemplation.

In the same way, the reliefs of Hélio Oiticica work on an interior, virtual
space, questioning the limits of our everyday visual perception, twisting our mod-
els of aesthetic experience. They are certainly constructed works, but they are
born from a non-Cartesian logic and insist on formalization to an extreme. A care-
ful analysis of this production might reveal not only its connection to the postu-
lates of modern science—especially non-Euclidean geometry—but also an implicit
idea about what constitutes the “social” and art’s insertion into this “social.” It is a
“politics,” if we may use this expression. What we want to make clear is that, ulti-
mately, the Neo-concrete wish to break away from the conventions of art has an
ideological basis and is indicative of a critical position within the cultural field. If
Concretism, following the constructive tradition, was characterized by its reformist
social-democratic positions, apolitical Neo-concretism was nearer to a utopian and
anarchic refusal of established reality. The point is not to establish who was further
to the left or right, but to detect the ideological tendencies, the roots of which are
part and parcel of the Brazilian cultural environment.

Even a practice as engaged with the constructive tradition as that of Willys
de Castro is enlightening in this regard. His active objects are constructions, but
“perverse” constructions. Their thematization of surface as a discontinuity impos-
sible to approach as a totality already exceeds a constructive aesthetics that would
aspire to the syntactical organization of visual information. The central point of
interest in the Neo-concrete work is the mobilization of nonrepresentational
space, but its mode of insertion into real space entails a certain negativity, some-
thing that surpasses the limits of function. The Neo-concretists insisted that this
“something” was “expression” itself, the manifestation of subjectivity, a quantita-
tively undeterminable element. This “something” constitutes the Neo-concrete
difference. We need not return to expressiveness to understand this difference in
relation to the ludic rationalism of Concretist productions. The intensity of Neo-
concrete production demonstrates its irreducibility to the simple combinatory
maneuvers of Concrete art.

The intensity of the active objects, the fact that they not only exist but insis,
indicates the type of desire with which they are charged. Their “perversity” lies in
their refusal to be satisfied with relational or so-called objective data. It was not
enough to structure elements into a formalization irreducible to a direct, totaliz-
ing gaze. The works invest an infensity in their structure, putting into play a circula-
tion of desire that the Concretist system could not anticipate. In a general sense,
this is Neo-concretism’s specificity. At the limits of constructive rationality, it not
only “sensitized” geometric languages (as Cordeiro had proposed) but sought to
revitalize them, to pressurize them as the foundation of a relationship that did not
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Willys de Castro. Active Object.
Ca. 1960. Courtesy of the Museuwm
of Fine Arts, Houston, and Walter
de Castro.
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limit itself to informational processes, but
rather involved the subject and questioned
subjectivity itself.

Neo-concretism could only approach this
irrational, unformalizable dimension in terms
of the sublime, that is, in the traditional realm of
idealistic aesthetics. Now, however, it is neces-
sary to theorize the subject and the position of
Neo-concrete desire in relation to art and cul-
ture; we need to go further in this direction to
understand and evaluate their effects on the
Brazilian environment. As mentioned, these
effects had the power to open up a space for
contemporary production at the cost of sur-
passing the constructive project. Neo-con-
cretism’s decisive double operation was to
question the existing categories and orders of
art—which included, in some manner, those
maintained by the constructive tradition
itself—and to establish a political position for
art far from populist and nationalist ideologies,
and even from the constructive project of
which Concretism was the principal vehicle.

In a more explicit manner, Neo-con-
cretism reduced its influence to the Rio-Sao
Paulo axis, especially to Rio de Janeiro. As is
always the case with Brazilian cultural move-
ments, it is nearly impossible to precisely for-
malize the points, extension, and levels at
which these influences occurred. In contrast
to powerful cultures that achieve continuity
and build broad protective mechanisms
around themselves, producing history and
imprinting concepts on all of their manifesta-

tions, cultures with colonial origins are not strong enough to establish a dynamic
of their own. They remain within the same environment from which they
emerged, residual and fragmentary, and their inscription is left behind for future
generations as a mere trace. Even at best, the Brazilian cultural production occurs,
in the precise words of Oiticica, as diarrhea.l?

17. Brito refers here to Oiticica’s 1970 text “Brasil Diarréia,” published in Arte Brasileira Hoje, ed.
Ferreira Gullar (Rio de Janeiro: Paz e Terra, 1973), pp. 147-52.
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It is in this setting that the effects of Neo-concretism necessarily lie. But let
there be no doubt, it is as an intense residual action, decisive for a sector of con-
temporary production. It is even possible to situate it as a cut, a point of rupture
from modern art in Brazil. After this, or rather with this, the foundations were laid
for a production that Mdrio Pedrosa called postmodern art (to distinguish it from
post-Impressionist and post-Cubist modern art).18 From the issues that it raised to
its very manner of institutional insertion to the way it evolved as a group strategy,
Neoconcretism signified a new and different type of research within the Brazilian
cultural field of the late 1950s. The question that follows is whether one can
attribute to these adjectives a substantial or merely circumstantial value. In other
words, does the study of Neo-concretism represent important data for clarifying
the Brazilian constructive project as an autonomous and alternative proposal, or is
it merely an appendix to the confusing moments of its dissolution?

Of course, to a certain degree, Neo-concretism should always be studied as
Concretism’s equal in terms of the impact of constructive ideologies in Brazil. But
it is important not to forget that Neo-concretism was a point of rupture within
these ideologies. It should not be reduced to its aspect of continuity, repressing
what perhaps was its main contribution: producing a crisis in the constructive pro-
ject, a reflection on that crisis and on the impossibility of pursuing the construc-
tive dream of a reformist utopia and an “aestheticization” of contemporary indus-
trial means within the Brazilian cultural environment. Neo-concretism was initially
confined to this scheme, without doubt. However, it manipulated and activated
the very elements that escaped and announced its limitations: its formalism and
aestheticism. More than the postulates of the constructive aesthetic, Neo-con-
cretism broke away from the very statute that this conception established for the
work of art and its social insertion. Implicitly, by surpassing the limits of the con-
structive project, it allowed for art’s insertion into the ideological field, into the
discursive field of culture as social production.

May-November 1975

Translated from the Portuguese by
Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro with Irene V. Small.

18. Brito’s reference is to Mario Pedrosa, “Arte ambiental, arte pés-moderna, Hélio Oiticica,”
Correio da Manha (Rio de Janeiro), June 26, 1966, in which the critic argued that Oiticica embodied a
new, postmodern cycle of art, or, more properly, “anti-art.” Translated in Ferreira and Herkenhoff,
Mario Pedrosa: Primary Documents, pp. 314-17.



