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Exit and Impasse

Ferreira Gullar and the ‘New History’ of
the Last Avant-Garde

Irene V Small

Vanguardism is dead. All that’s left is to bury it.

Ferreira Gullar!

On 22 March 1959 the Brazilian poet and critic Ferreira Gullar published
the ‘Manifesto Neoconcreto’ in the pages of the Sunday Supplement of
the Jornal do Brasil on the occasion of the the ‘First Exhibition of Neo-
concrete Art’ at the Museum of Modern Art in Rio de Janeiro. In an
immediate sense Gullar’s manifesto was a polemic against Brazilian Con-
cretism, a set of practices and theoretical positions concerning geometric
abstraction and visual poetry that developed in Sdo Paulo and Rio in the
mid-1950s. On a broader level the document was a manifesto about
interpretation and the generative function of historical re-evaluation for
the creative process of artistic production. Like Concretism, Neoconcret-
ism situated itself in relation to a legacy of formal innovation associated
with the non-representational practices of pre-war European art. Neo-
concretism did not simply claim elective affinities with such movements,
however. As Gullar made clear, it posited itself as a nothing short of a his-
toriographic intervention — a ‘taking of position’ in relation to previous
avant-gardes.

The same week as the publication of the ‘Manifesto Neoconcreto’,
Gullar began a series of articles in the art pages of the Sunday Supplement
under the title ‘Stages of Contemporary Art’. This series, which continued
in weekly instalments until October 1960, was intended to provide what
Gullar called a new ‘orientation’ and ‘general vision of contemporary
art’.> As he wrote:

Starting today, we will attempt a retrospective of the most important inno-
vative movements, since Cubism. .. in the field of visual arts. We do not
intend. .. an exhaustive survey, but a... modest introduction which will
facilitate comprehension of what is being done today in the world, and
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Ferreira Gullar (to the right, at typewriter) in the editorial offices of the Jornal do Brasil, undated black and white photograph,
photographer unknown, courtesy CPDocJB

3. Ibid
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in particular in Brazil. This endeavour can also be seen as a necessity dic-
tated by the attitude that we assume in the face of Concrete art — and its
roots — with the Manifesto Neoconcreto.’

In the absence of any substantial Portuguese-language textbook of
modern art, the Stages had a distinct pedagogic function.* As Gullar
noted, when they were first collected as a book in 1985, the articles
were not intended as an objective history of modern art but rather an
explicit ‘revision’ — a ‘new reading’ of the avant-garde.” Movements
like Surrealism and Expressionism were therefore excluded in favour of
the inexorable march of a particular avant-garde, one that began with
Cubism and Futurism, continued with Russian Movements, Neoplasti-
cism and Concrete art, and finally culminated with Neoconcrete art in
the present day. Each chapter of the story was told in a series of episodes
that unfolded weekly within the newspaper pages, followed by an
‘Attempt at Comprehension’, in which Gullar summarised and syn-
thesised each movement’s general trends. This summary also functioned
as a vehicle of historiography in which theoretical arguments about a
given movement were evaluated according to their contemporary rel-
evance to Neoconcrete art. Gullar’s ‘new’ history of the avant-garde
was thus one of explicit linear development, its destination, rather than
its starting point, determining its path.®

In Gullar’s ‘new’ history of the avant-garde, the arrival at the present
was a logical result of decisions made at the forks of various aesthetic
roads that, taken together, forged a singular legacy of radical formal inno-
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Artes Plasticas

Ferreire Gullar

Etopas da pintura contempardnea. O Cubismo — XI

Tentativa

de

compreensao-|

Ferreira Gullar, ‘Attempt at Comprehension’ in Suplemento Dominical do Jornal do Brasil,
27 June 1959, p 3, courtesy CPDoc]B

vation inherited and ultimately advanced by Brazilian Neoconcretism.”
Essential problematics contained within works of art as mere potential
were therefore realised through subsequent processes of argumentation,
critique and revision, often at a significant chronological divide. In
Gullar’s reading, each formal impasse results in a series of solutions or
interpretations: successful solutions propel the historical development
of geometric abstraction; those that do not are understood as distractions
from its evolutionary path. Gullar unfavourably contrasts Albert Gleizes
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and Jean Metzinger’s ‘rationalist’ explanation of Cubism, for example,
with ‘synthetic’ and ‘phenomenological’ interpretations derived from
the precedent of Paul Cézanne. Similarly, he frames the emphasis on opti-
cality and Gestalt theory in Concrete art as an ‘interruption’ from ‘the
fundamental question of contemporary art: the question of an auton-
omous non-representative visual language’.® The vision of art that
emerges from the Stages is thus at once highly interpretive (as practice)
and emphatically teleological (as narration). Reading through the col-
lected texts, one has a palpable sense of the author’s impatience to
reach the story’s end, that point at which historical destiny dissolves
into the present and Neoconcretism looks to its future rather than its
past. Indeed, it is only this last episode of Gullar’s story that is not
capped with an ‘Attempt at Comprehension’. ‘Neoconcrete art still
doesn’t have a history’, he wrote, ‘as it is just being born’.”

From our twenty-first-century perspective, the evolutionary character
of Gullar’s account seems excessively positivist if not downright trium-
phal, its approach to history too restrictive to account for the decentred
ambitions of a globalised history of art. In the catalogue for her landmark
2004 exhibition ‘Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America’,
for example, Mari Carmen Ramirez argues that Latin American artists
have approached the avant-garde as a series of problems to be taken
up, a strategy with certain affinities to the position elaborated in
Gullar’s account. In Ramirez’s formulation, however, the linear vector
of Gullar’s story is replaced with the idea of the ‘constellation’, a rhetori-
cal figure adopted from T W Adorno which aims to dispense with the
teleological objectives so often imputed to the avant-garde.'® Such a
figure offers an elegant solution to reductive models of delay, derivation
and copy that have plagued the discourse of Latin American art since the
formation of the national academies in the nineteenth century. In favour
of a centre-to-periphery model, it suggests relations that stretch in mul-
tiple directions across time and space.

Yet the concerted directionality of Gullar’s own historical model is
remarkably resistant to the decentring (or regionalist recentring) impulses
of such reconfigured frameworks. If Gullar saw Brazilian Neoconcretism
taking the ‘next step’ in the formal march of non-representational art,
after all, he also saw this problematic unfolding from a determined
point of origin in Europe. Rather than position Gullar’s Stages in relation
to current models of avant-garde historiography, then, I would like to
explore the historical backdrop against which Gullar’s ideas about
history were played out. This backdrop involves not simply the perceived
inheritance of the European avant-garde but the politics of development-
alism and dictatorship that shaped Brazil in the years immediately leading
up to and following Gullar’s Stages of 1959-1960. Such historical
context is all but invisible within the Stages at the level of content. As nar-
rative form, however, the Stages yield remarkable resonances with the
developmentalist mandates of the time.

There is perhaps no place where such resonances are more clear, and
yet unexpected, than in relation to the Superior Institute of Brazilian
Studies (ISEB) and its pedagogic initiative ‘New History of Brazil’
launched in 1963. The ISEB was formed under the auspices of the Minis-
try of Education and Culture (MEC) in 1955 as a think tank whose aim
was the elaboration of an ‘ideology for development’ suitable to Brazil.!!
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ISEB’s integrants believed that Brazil’s development towards a fully mod-
ernised state was inevitable. They differed, however, on how this national
development was to be achieved, some calling for deregulated partici-
pation in the global economy, others advocating an ‘autonomous’
process of national industrialisation with foreign influence closely con-
trolled by the state.'* As part of these discussions, ISEB spearheaded a
number of research and pedagogic initiatives including public symposia
and graduate-level history classes held in the MEC auditorium in Rio,
the same building out of which the Museum of Modern Art operated
from 1952 to 1958, and also where the ‘Second Exhibition of Neocon-
crete Art’ was held in November 1960, one month after Gullar’s Stages
reached their exhilarating end.'? As the titles of these ISEB events indicate
— ‘Introduction to the Problems of Brazil’, ‘Philosophy in Brazil’, and so
on — the institute understood national economic development as inextric-
ably linked both to an overarching social and cultural modernisation and
to a critical reflexivity concerning this project in and of itself. As Roland
Corbisier, philosopher and director of ISEB, proclaimed in 1955:

To discover the Nation, to become conscious of its reality, of its problems,
and to forge an ideology capable of configuring its future, promoting its
development and its emancipation. We have nothing else to do, if not to
invent our destiny, constructing a culture that will be the expression and
adequate form of the new Brazil we must create.'*

As ISEB moved increasingly towards a leftist model of national develop-
ment in the years after 1958, adherents such as Nelson Werneck Sodré,
who headed the institute’s history department, sought ways to extend
these pedagogic initiatives, for example, by bringing history classes directly
to workers’ unions. In 1963, on the invitation of MEC, Sodré assembled a
team of young historians at ISEB to produce a series of alternative history
textbooks for middle-school students titled the ‘New History of Brazil’."?
Collaboratively conceptualised, written and edited, the textbooks offered
a revisionist neo-Marxist narrative counter to official historiography. Start-
ing with The Discovery of Brazil, the series refused the existing division
between ‘General” and ‘Brazilian’ history, insisting instead that the identity
of the nation must be understood in terms of the wider development of
global capitalism and the struggles against it, which together provided
history with its directional force. Only by understanding this integrated
history of dialectical episodes, the authors argued, could Brazil’s depen-
dency and underdevelopment be adequately theorised and overcome.
Roberto Pontual, writing on behalf of MEC in the series’ introduction,
noted that the books aimed at nothing less than ‘accelerating the historic
process of Brazil’.'® The New History’s historiographic intervention thus
provided the interpretive logic upon which an ‘autonomous’ model of Bra-
zilian development could be based.

The first five textbooks in the New History of Brazil series were pub-
lished in February 1964, little more than a month before the coup that
launched Brazil into a repressive military dictatorship that was to last
more than twenty years. Within days of the coup, police forces invaded
ISEB headquarters and confiscated the manuscripts for the remaining
books in the series. By 1965, the majority of the series’ authors had
been imprisoned, tortured or forced into exile. The published editions
of the New History series, meanwhile, were banned and publicly
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denounced for ‘disseminating communism to our youth [through the]
Marxist interpretation of our country’s historical facts’.!” In 1968,
police forces also invaded Ferreira Gullar’s house, confiscating, among
other material, the collected articles of the Stages of Contemporary Art
gathered in a folder marked ‘From Cubism to Neoconcrete Art’.'®
Gullar would later quip that this seizure may have had to do with a con-
fusion between ‘Cubism’ and ‘Cuba’. For the purposes of this article,
however, it illuminates a peculiar moment in which the ‘new’ histories
of art and the ideology of development crossed paths.

By 1961, Neoconcretism had already begun to dissipate as a defined
movement, and lost one of its key discursive venues when the Sunday Sup-
plement stopped publication the same year. Gullar himself felt that Neo-
concretism had reached a theoretical impasse and conceived of
increasingly extreme measures for its termination as a historical episode,
for example, by proposing a museum exhibition in which the works
would detonate within an hour (perhaps the ultimate ‘Attempt at Compre-
hension’). By 1962, Gullar had joined the leadership of the Centre for
Popular Culture (CPC), a leftist cultural organisation linked to the
National Student Union, which sought to bring culture ‘to the ;)eople’,
much in line with the increasingly leftist sympathies of the ISEB.'” In this
capacity, Gullar’s ideas about art continued to undergo radical revision,
culminating in Culture in Question, written in 1964, just before the mili-
tary coup. This series of essays was intended as an explicit, polemical
rupture with Brazilian avant-garde practices and a theoretical justification
of the use of art in the ideological struggle. As Gullar wrote, ‘The Brazilian
intellectual. .. is living at an instant of option. .. to participate or not in the
struggle for the economic liberation of the country.”*”

Gullar’s condemnation of non-engaged art in Culture in Question
came with a new historical alignment between art, nationalism and the
politics of the left. No longer was radical Brazilian art understood as
the culmination of a historical tradition initiated by the European
avant-garde, as he had suggested in the Stages. Instead, it was the
product of autonomous national production fiercely resistant to external
influence. Gullar’s renouncement of the avant-garde thus hinged on a
reversal of historical vectors. History no longer arrived at Brazil but
was to be generated from Brazil through a recasting of the category of
‘the new’. Artists who refused the imperative of national production
would inevitably fall into the trap of delay. As Gullar wrote, they will
continue to ‘paint, at a delay, European painting’, caught in a perpetual
cycle of ‘Paris says, Recife repeats’.?! The ‘new’, aligned during the
time of the Stages exclusively with formal innovation, thus came to
describe by 1964 the political, social and economic order that might
bring about an emancipated Brazil. “The true artistic vanguard in an
underdeveloped country’, Gullar wrote, ‘is one that, searching for the
new, searches for the liberation of men.*?

In 1969, Gullar revisited his arguments in an essay titled ‘Vanguard
and Underdevelopment’, which questioned the very applicability of the
avant-garde to a place like Brazil.*> As Werneck Sodré queried in the
preface to Gullar’s essay, ‘Can there be universality in vanguardism? Is
it the same everywhere, in developed and underdeveloped countries?’**
Criticising precisely the ‘linear development’ of art he had himself
advanced in the Stages, Gullar rejected a formalist definition of the
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avant-garde in favour of one determined by economic structure.** For the
first time in his writings on the subject, Gullar examined the inception of
the avant-garde as an integrated historical phenomenon in Europe, one
dependent on the emergence and consolidation of the bourgeoisie in the
wake of the French Revolution. In an account indebted to his contem-
poraneous readings of Jean-Paul Sartre and Gyorgy Lukacs, Gullar
noted that the avant-garde’s antagonistic relationship to bourgeois
society was a result of its marginalisation from the very class it helped
to install, its claim for aesthetic freedom and formal autonomy an echo
of the demands for political liberty that fuelled the struggle against aris-
tocratic rule. For Gullar, this contradictory relationship with the bour-
geoisie was ultimately reflected in the circular conceptual structures
that infected twentieth-century artistic production and historical sensibil-
ity alike. In works such as James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake, which
famously begins and ends with the same word, for example, Gullar saw
the structural equivalent of a bourgeois historical vision in which
capitalism is the final stage of historical evolution. Such a vision, as he
writes, ‘does not evolve [but] only repeats’, thereby disallowing the possi-
bility of forward movement that Marxist historical materialism holds at
its core.”®

Such a historical analysis begs a series of historical questions. If the
European avant-garde was historically determined by the particularities
of its class formation, how could its structure be translated to the econ-
omic realities of Brazil, a country whose ruling class was built on slave
labour and which in the 1960s was still in the grips of this pre-industrial
past? How could a vanguard art shock the bourgeoisie when it was
‘imported’ as the cultural capital of this same bourgeoisie? How could
a claim for political freedom transform into one for formal autonomy
within a country that still struggled against neocolonial rule?
How could a dynamic vision of history emerge from an avant-garde sub-
merged within the repetition of its own contradictory relation to society?
How indeed, to posit a vanguard in underdevelopment within its own
terms?

If one follows the logic of ‘Vanguard and Underdevelopment’,
Gullar’s earlier Stages is a case for the avant-garde’s last stand. For
Gullar, the historical framework of Brazilian underdevelopment rendered
the notion of a universal avant-garde formed by a singular legacy of
formal innovation inadmissible. The historic inevitability the critic had
previously ascribed to the march of advanced art from Cubism to Neo-
concretism was now a function of an economic order, the march of an
oppressed society towards liberation, its future exhilaratingly close but
just out of reach. Having finally ‘arrived’ in Brazil with Neoconcretism
in 1959, the avant-garde became by 1969 a historical chimera, a smokesc-
reen for the political work at hand.

Gullar ends ‘Vanguard and Underdevelopment’ by bracketing the
question of a Brazilian avant-garde and offering up in its place the
notion of the ‘open work’. Although the Brazilian Concrete poet
Haroldo de Campos first theorised the open work in a short essay of
1955, Gullar’s reference is to Umberto Eco’s lengthier text of 1962,
which articulates ‘openness’ in terms of works whose structural organis-
ation generates new interpretations as a precondition of their realis-
ation.”” By foregrounding process rather than product, Eco’s
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formulation provided Gullar with a foundation upon which to map a
Marxist schema of dialectical forces. In his revised model, the open
work’s dynamic oscillation between the particular and the universal rup-
tures the hermetic structure of works like Finnegans Wake which, in
Gullar’s reading, simply repeat bourgeois society’s circular historical
conception but refuse contact with society itself. Drawing from a 1968
translation of Lucaks’s writings on Marxist aesthetics, Gullar argues
that is only through the particular — Brazil’s actual conditions of
historical underdevelopment, for example — that one might access the
universal.?® Essence, in other words, is revealed through the concreteness
of phenomena, but not the other way around. The open work therefore
incorporates historical contradiction as the very condition of the particu-
lar, rather than eliding it in order to operate as universal and abstract. As
a form, then, the open work does not substitute for history, but rather
functions as an actualised model of its hermeneutic demands.

Gullar’s own role in the Brazilian avant-garde is curiously absent for
the great majority of ‘Vanguard and Underdevelopment’. When he
notes that the formalist position of the Concrete poets became unsustain-
able circa 1961-1962, for example, he writes of the urgency of the
struggle for reform and the rise of the working class, but never touches
on the theoretical impasse he himself appears to have faced.?” Yet, as
Gullar’s last article for the Sunday Supplement, ‘Time and the Work’
(1961) indicates, this impasse was the representational degree zero of
the formalist narrative he himself had set forth in the Stages. As his
1961 text argues, the Neoconcrete work of art, having successfully elimi-
nated all figuration and external reference and becoming what Gullar
called a ‘non-object’, gains significance solely by virtue of the inner
tension produced in its self-reflection as art. In so doing, however, it ‘con-
sumes’ itself and is ‘exhausted’ of all meaning, resulting, finally, in a situ-
ation in which ‘the work will not speak of anything prior to itself’.>° This
position, as Gullar recounted in a 2006 interview, ultimately ‘offered no
path forward, no way out’.>!

Gullar did find an exit, of course, to politics and a profoundly recon-
figured approach to vanguard art. Considering the evacuated present of
his point of departure, however — one seemingly stripped of history
and immersed in the pure autonomy of reflexivity — it is significant that
in ‘Vanguard and Underdevelopment’ Gullar briefly mentions Neocon-
crete art and its outgrowths — specifically, his own spatial poems, Lygia
Clark’s ‘Bichos’ and Hélio Oiticica’s ‘Parangolés’ — as examples of
open works which, by requiring viewer participation, ‘return to reality’
and the ‘concrete facts of life’.>* How is it that works once seen as fore-
closing all reference to the world could be recuperated as dialectical
models for historical materialist thought? To draw this discussion to con-
clusion, I want to suggest that the distance between these positions
describes the outer limits of the developmental model of history that
underlies both Gullar’s Stages and the ISEB’s New History and, further,
that these limits correspond to the conflict between two guiding concepts
of ideology at work in the philosophy of the ISEB.

In ‘Time and the Work’, Gullar argues that the Neoconcrete non-
object, having thrown off all relations to the world, becomes nothing
less than ‘an authentic manifestation of the interior reality of the
artist’.>> Rather than operate as a dialogue between the work and
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viewer, as Gullar had previously suggested, the work and artist (who is, of
course, the work’s first viewer) now coincided as a single reflective con-
sciousness. As Gullar elaborated in a key 1987 interview, however, this
coincidence did not result in the affirmation of the subject within an
embodied, historical reality; on the contrary, ‘the non-object absorbs
the action of the person within itself’.>* The result, paradoxically, is the
aestheticisation of action as pure reflexivity rather than its orientation
outwards towards what Gullar called in his 1969 article ‘the concrete’.
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It is precisely this dynamic of auto-reflection that is redirected in Gullar’s
1969 re-reading of the Neoconcrete object as an ‘open work’. Rather than
absorb the subject’s participation, the work returns its viewer to the con-
tingent conditions of the encounter and the viewer’s own capacity to act.
The viewer does not coincide with the work, in other words, but reas-
sumes a central role as its interpreter.

It is this foundational role of interpretation that returns us to Stages of
Contemporary Art and the New History of Brazil. As explicitly revisionist
projects, both histories foreground the interpretive potential of narrative
as a corrective to, in the first instance, an excessively rationalist theory of
artistic innovation, and, in the second, the colonial and neocolonial biases
of official history. Rejecting the neutrality of historical narration, these
revisions foreground history’s uses for the present and speak self-con-
sciously from an embedded, even polemical point of view. Yet, in both
cases, this corrective is ultimately channelled towards a teleology with
‘autonomy’ located elusively at its end. If in Gullar’s Stages this autonomy
consisted of freedom from representation and external reference, culmi-
nating in the work as pure reflective consciousness, with the New
History it involved eradicating the mystifying vapour of false conscious-
ness so that Brazil might realise its potential as a fully independent, mod-
ernised state. To the extent that Werneck Sodré and his team imagined the
demystified conscious of the reader as coincident with this liberated
nation and its economic development, the New History’s model of auton-
omy also opens up to Gullar’s reservations about the Neoconcrete non-
object wherein, in this case, the subject’s participatory action would be
fully absorbed by the state.

As Caio Navarro de Toledo has noted in his key study, ISEB: Fdbrica
de Ideologias, Werneck Sodré was the only integrant within the ISEB who
believed that the developmental nationalism promoted by the New
History and the institute as a whole was not in itself an ideology, but
rather a natural and historical truth.>> For Werneck Sodré, it was ideol-
ogy that produced false consciousness and was thus an instrument of
the interests of the ruling class. For other ISEB thinkers, by contrast,
ideology was a necessary component of any developmental platform.
For Hélio Jaguaribe, for example, ideologies could be ‘representative’
or ‘authentic’, the first corresponding to the situational interests of an
individual class, the second to the interests of a community in total.*®
As Alvaro Viera Pinto further argued, authentic ideologies proceed
from the masses, rather than being imposed upon them.>” Roland
Corbisier, giving ISEB’s dominant approach to ideology its most
emphatic formulation in the mould of Lenin’s famous phrase, put it
this way:

... if it is true. .. that there is no revolutionary movement without a theory
of revolution, then there will be no development without the planned for-
mulation of an ideology for national development.*®

For the majority of ISEB thinkers, then, ideology was not a restrictive
term for false consciousness but the means by which knowledge
becomes active through reflection on the concrete conditions of underde-
velopment. Like Gullar’s open work, it moves dialectically from the par-
ticular to the general, forming the critical consciousness required to
generate material, historical change.
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If the non-object and the open work describe the outer limits of a ‘van-
guard conscious of its development’, as Corbisier described ISEB’s func-
tion in 1956, they also indicate the potential for two of its greatest
flaws — first, the capacity for self-reflection to collapse inwards, and
second, a prescriptive, mechanical dialecticism — both of which were
present in the teleological vision of development to which ISEB ultimately
subscribed. The inner limits of such concepts, however, suggest a different
story, one in which Brazil, like a historically considered work of art, is an
interpretive construct open to change. In his 1959 ‘Manifesto Neocon-
creto’, Gullar argued that despite the theoretical contradictions posed
by Piet Mondrian’s texts, the earlier artist’s paintings were ‘alive and
fecund’, and opened up a field of possibility for contemporary artists
who approached the historical works not as dogma, but as organic
expressions to be experienced and reconsidered in the present. A few
paragraphs later, Gullar put forward perhaps the defining description
of Neoconcrete art:

We approach the work of art neither as a ‘machine’ nor as an ‘object’, but

as a ‘quasi-corpus’, that is. .. a being that analysis can deconstruct into its

various parts, but which can only be fully understood phenomenologi-
39

cally.

Durational, holistic, and historically dynamic, Gullar’s Neoconcrete
work is curiously anticipated by Corbisier, who, writing in a 1956 state-
ment on Brazilian national identity, put it this way:

Brazil is not, therefore, a thing, an object, a ‘substance’. It is a function, a
process that occurs over time, a reality ‘in fieri’, a totality in movement,
whose dialectical structure can only be understood and explained as a
function of history.*°
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