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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION  
 
 
 

Neoconcretism and the Making of Brazilian National Culture, 1954-1961 
 
 
 

by 
 
 
 

Mariola V. Alvarez 
 
 

Doctor of Philosophy in Art History, Theory, and Criticism 
 
 

University of California, San Diego, 2012 
 
 

Professor W. Norman Bryson, Chair 
 
 

In the 1950s Brazil experienced transformative changes including the nascent 

emergence of democratic elections after 15 years of repressive dictatorship, the suicide 

of its President and the construction of a new federal capital city in Brasília. Optimism 

and a forward-looking spirit, summarized in the 1956 Presidential motto, “50 years of 

progress in 5,” suffused all spheres of the national experience. The modernization of 

Brazil would translate into the end of underdevelopment and a structure of 

dependency put in place with colonialism. My dissertation explores this historical 

moment through the Rio de Janeiro-based geometric abstract art movement, 

Neoconcretism. I study how this group of artists intersected with and contributed to 

the growing network of modernizing institutions that held the promise of a Brazil 
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finally “catching up.” Influenced by early twentieth century European avant-garde art 

styles, Neoconcrete art brought together an art practice and theory based in 

expressiveness, intersubjectivity and sensorial experience, which continues to 

influence contemporary Latin American art production today.  

 In this project I argue that Neoconcretism was a transformative cultural force 

that shaped Brazilian modernism and national culture. Neoconcrete artists and 

aesthetic ideals contributed to many areas of national production including literature, 

the newspaper industry, education, and architecture and urbanism. Departing from 

scholarship that examines Neoconcretism within the internationalization of Latin 

American art, I am especially attentive to the influence of local discourses on its 

stylistic and intellectual formation. Given the group’s collaborative nature, I use an 

interdisciplinary and cultural studies methodology to examine the artworks and 

writings of the group members in relationship to the national project of modernization 

and nation-building developed by the governmental sectors, private institutions and 

the intellectual and cultural classes. My dissertation underscores the way culture 

operated as an essential political tool, distinct from traditional genres such as 

propaganda, in the production of the “national”.  

The collaborative and interdisciplinary nature of the Neoconcretists structures 

the organization of the dissertation and each chapter is conceived as a dialogical 

relationship between members of the group and Brazilian society. Chapter one 

establishes the broader Brazilian concrete project, and positions the emergence of 

abstract art in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro as directly tied to the developing political 
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and social climate proposing the construction of a “new” Brazil. In chapter two I argue 

for the equally generative roles of word and image in the production of meaning in 

Neoconcretism through an analysis of Neoconcrete poetry and the two main 

theoretical texts that defined Neoconcretism. I demonstrate how the movement was 

marked by positions of anti-progress and anti-rationalism that challenged the dominant 

political ideology. Chapter three turns to the Brazilian newspaper, Jornal do Brasil, 

which served as a place of employment for Neoconcrete artists, as well as a place of 

publication and circulation of Neoconcrete artworks and writings. I argue for the 

paper’s generative role as a site of publicity for the group and its significance as a 

place of translation between high art and popular culture. Chapter four puts 

Neoconcretism and the construction of Brasília into direct engagement to argue for the 

influence of the national architectural boom on the artistic production of the 

Neoconcrete artists, but also to demonstrate how their works performed a critique of 

the state-sponsored project of modernization. In the dissertation I argue that the study 

of Neoconcretism unsettles any single narrative of Brazilian modernism and provides 

a lens to re-evaluate Brazil’s “Years of Confidence” and the making of the nation 

through industrialization. 

 

 



Introduction, “The Affinity of Neoconcretism” 
 
“It has never occurred to me to create a history of modern Brazilian art retrospectively, 
in spite of the fact that, though it has yet to be written, it is nonetheless at risk of being 
blotted and in a mess. In essence, it has been officially woven into the history of 
modern art in the form of a distorted—even distant—reflection of its ideal grounds. It 
is therefore inferred that such a history has already been written by someone else—and 
unwillingly, or so it would appear.” 
Sônia Salzstein1 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Photograph of (left to right) Ferreira Gullar, Lygia Pape, Theon Spanudis, 
Lygia Clark and Reynaldo Jardim, 1959 

 
This photograph taken on the occasion of the first Neoconcrete exhibition in 

Rio de Janeiro in 1959 represents the original members of the Neoconcrete group, 

with the exception of Amilcar de Castro and Franz Weissmann, and captures the 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1 Sônia Salzstein, “Contemporary Trends in Brazil during the 1950s: The Mire of 
Modernization,” in Versions and Inversions: Perspectives on Avant-Garde Art in Latin 
America, ed. Héctor Olea and Mari Carmen Ramírez (Houston and New Haven: 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston and Yale University Press, 2006), 131-157. 
 

1 
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sociability intrinsic to the formation of a movement.2 The exhibition presented for the 

first time the geometric abstract artworks, including engravings, paintings and 

sculpture, and the concrete poetry of the group. Taken in March or during the summer 

months, south of the equator, the image shows the artists and poets dressed in warm-

weather clothing against a backdrop of lush gardens and flora characteristic of the city. 

Pape and Clark wear dresses not only distinct to the time period, but, beautifully suited 

to the topic of this project, abstract in pattern like the artwork produced by both artists. 

The group stands in the gardens of the Museum of Modern Art, Rio de Janeiro 

(MAM-Rio), recently designed and constructed by Brazilian modernist architect 

Affonso Eduardo Reidy with landscape design by Roberto Burle-Marx. The location is 

especially significant for my dissertation given the interdependence of the artists and 

the museum in their mutual constitution, and the construction of Brazilian visual 

culture at the time. Though other photographs exist of the members working 

individually in their studios or at their desks, I begin with this image to focus on my 

interest in the group collaboration that produced the style called Neoconcretism and its 

intimate relation to the emergent modern culture of Brazil. In this dissertation, I argue 

that the group’s uniqueness within the Latin American modern art context stems from 

their collaborative practice, both interpersonally and across disciplinary fields, and as 

a result, I argue that the Neoconcrete artists are central to the production of Brazilian 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2 In Brazilian Portuguese, Gullar devised the term neoconcreto. In the literature in 
English, the translation of this term and its variants alternates between Neo-concrete 
and Neoconcrete. I have decided within this dissertation to use the latter, 
“Neoconcrete”, as a way to remain faithful to the original Portuguese without the 
hyphen.!
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national culture. I do not limit my study of Neoconcretism only to its artworks, but 

instead consider how its practice of poetry, graphic design and architecture intervened 

profoundly with the making of culture beyond the spaces of fine art display. In this 

way the project contributes to a larger investigation into the uses of visual culture in 

the production of the Brazilian nation at this time, especially via the growth of the 

middle classes. 

This time period, roughly post-1945, and more specifically for my project, 

1954-1961, continues to call for more extensive research given the incredible shifts in 

the political, social, and cultural landscape of the time. Neoconcretism born in 1959 

produced an art and poetry of the senses in which geometric shapes and language 

became expressive means to explore ideas of inter-subjectivity and phenomenological 

space. Within music a new style, literally translated into Portuguese as bossa nova 

combined samba beats with a singing voice that could be described as lazy, but 

perhaps languid or relaxed would be more fitting to the temporality of a city marked 

by its beach culture. Both cultural forms developed from a middle-class youth culture 

in Rio de Janeiro, a city that was also undergoing an architectural renovation with new 

modernist buildings popping up around the natural landscape, including MAM-Rio 

built in 1958. Brazilian modern architecture had already grabbed the attention of the 

international community and became the face of a modernizing nation. The popularly 

elected President Juscelino Kubitschek (1956-1961) employed culture throughout his 

administration to represent the advancement of the Brazilian nation and to promote the 

stabilization of his office after years of turmoil. The construction of Brasília, the new 
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federal capital city in the central plains of the country, founded in 1960, symbolized 

the perfect marriage of a competent and able presidency and the creativity and 

industriousness of the modern arts and sciences.  

Neoconcretism: Not a Group 

Neoconcretism represented a constellation of artists and poets working 

simultaneously in Rio de Janeiro around a shared visual style of geometric abstraction. 

“The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” written by Ferreira Gullar and published to accompany 

the first exhibition, announced the origin of the name of the group and defined their 

main aesthetic and philosophical program, which stemmed from European 

existentialism and phenomenology. I introduce the manifesto though to point to its 

conclusion in which Gullar rejects the protocols of a group, “The participants of the 

First Neoconcrete Exhibition do not comprise a ‘group.’ They are not united by 

dogmatic principles. Their affinity is evident in the investigations each conducts in his 

or her own field and that have brought them together here. The commitment that binds 

them, does so first and foremost to their own experience, and they will stay together 

only as long as that deep affinity lasts.”3 Neoconcretism was not an idea formed a 

priori of its coming into being, made clear by Gullar’s rejection of “dogmatic 

principles.” Instead the group coalesced around independent and multidisciplinary 

creative interests; Neoconcretism was the result of the assemblage of these varied 

experiences. Similar to the formation of short-lived European avant-garde groups, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3 Ferreira Gullar, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” in Ferreira Gullar, Experiência 
neoconcreta: momento-limite da arte (São Paulo: Cosac Naify, 2007), 160. The book 
includes its own translations from Portuguese to English. Unless noted otherwise, all 
other translations are mine. 
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Neoconcretism remains relevant and significant today due to the highly charged and 

collaborative environment of these artist-thinkers who made art and poetry together, 

regularly met at each others’ homes to share their new projects and discuss and debate 

art and philosophy, exhibited their works together in galleries and museums around 

Rio, and revolutionized Brazilian art along the way.4 The conceptual organization of 

my dissertation aims to reflect the “affinity” of Neoconcretism: poetry, fine arts, 

graphic design, art history, architecture, Rio de Janeiro and Brazil, and European 

modern art in order to argue for an understanding of Neoconcrete art through the 

interdisciplinary collaboration of its members and to represent this “affinity” that 

brought them together. To do this, I turn to an analysis of the artworks as a means to 

open a window onto this scene, which transformed Brazilian modern art and continues 

to influence contemporary art across the world.5  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4 Here I am following the lead of Nancy Troy and her work on the De Stijl group (who 
had an enormous influence on the Neoconcretists) in her book The De Stijl 
Environment (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1983). She writes in the introduction, 
“In fact, De Stijl can be understood as a movement only insofar as it was loosely based 
upon the working together of architects, painters, sculptors, and other artists who 
shared a common set of ethical and aesthetic principles at one time or another between 
1917 and 1932, when the last issue of De Stijl was published. The dynamic character 
of De Stijl is most clearly reflected in the products of collaborative relationships, 
especially those between painters and architects, rather than in the pioneering abstract 
paintings or the architecture done.” Troy, The De Stijl Environment, 3. 
5 Ferreira Gullar in his series on the history of modern art published in Suplemento 
Dominical Jornal do Brasil in 1959 writes the following about the Cubists, which I 
use as a model for my own thinking about the Neoconcretists. I do not think it is a 
stretch to see their correspondences, and to assume Gullar was thinking about his own 
affiliations when writing the history of the Cubists. “É um preconceito tolo supor que 
a arte é toda ela fundada em altos princípios teóricos e que só dentro desses princípios 
se podem establecer diferenças entre correntes, grupos e tendências. Na verdade, uma 
tal attitude esnobe decorre de quem tem da arte uma noção intelectualizada e, por isso, 
se esquece de que a origem das teorias e das interpretações filosóficas é a obra. A 
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Monographs and multiple group exhibition catalogs abound, but they 

communicate little of the creative act as an artistic and theoretical collaboration.6 Little 

has been written about the textures of the group dynamic or about the interdisciplinary 

character of the moment, therefore, my project fills this gap by representing the 

interactions of the Neoconcretists and the ways in which ideas were shared and 

translated across affinities and from high art to popular culture. The dissertation aims 

to show Neoconcretism as a network rather than as a result of individual efforts. I 

chose to focus on the group and its interactions also as a way to contrast the growing 

body of literature on individual Neoconcrete artists, especially Lygia Clark and Hélio 

Oiticica (recently cited as Latin America’s new “power couple”), which disregards the 

way art and intellectual work in the Brazilian context emerged from and within a 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
história da arte nos ensina que, dentro de um mesmo movimento, as tendências variam 
de cidade para cidade e até mesmo de bairro para bairro—de grupo para grupo.” 
Gullar, Etapas da arte contemporânea: Do cubismo à arte neoconcreta (Rio de 
Janeiro: Editora Revan, 1998), 37. 
6 Please find first a sampling of monographs on the artists and then the title of catalog 
essays on Neoconcretism or Rio de Janeiro. Hélio Oiticica, Hélio Oiticica (Rotterdam 
and Minneapolis: Witte de Witte and Walker Art Center, 1992), Mari Carmen 
Ramírez, Helio Oiticica: The Body of Color (London and Houston, TX: Tate Museum 
and Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, 2007); 
Lygia Clark, Lygia Clark (Barcelona, Spain: Fundació Antoni Tàpies, 1997); Lygia 
Pape, Lygia Pape: Gávea de tocaia (São Paulo: Cosac & Naify, 2000), Lygia Pape, 
Lygia Pape (New York: The Americas Society, 2001); Amilcar de Castro, Amilcar de 
Castro (São Paulo: Kolams Galeria de Arte, 2001), Amilcar de Castro, Amilcar de 
Castro: Corte e dobra (São Paulo: Cosac & Naify, 2003), Amilcar de Castro, Amilcar 
de Castro: Uma retrospectiva (Porto Alegre, Brazil: Fundação Bienal de Artes Visuais 
do Mercosul, 2005); Mari Carmen Ramírez, ed. Dimensions of Constructive Art in 
Brazil: the Adolpho Leirner Collection (Houston, TX: The Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston, 2007).  
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social scene.7 As Amelia Jones writes in another context, art history as a discipline 

overwhelmingly favors the production of the individual artist, and through that 

intellectual investment guarantees his and the system’s financial success. She writes, 

“Art history, in its academic and museological, institutional and discursive forms, still 

writes its history via the individual artist, and it is the divinity of the artist that secures 

both the identity of the interpreter and the literal economic value of the object of art.”8 

The increasing success of Clark and Oiticica in the contemporary moment is supported 

by the attention given them by curators, museums, and collectors, which occludes how 

Neoconcretism, or the work and theories produced by these artists during this period, 

emerged via the affinity of the group and their collaborations.9 For the most part, their 

careers were just beginning, and developed as a result of the social nature of the 

group—a shared project. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
7 According to a recent and controversial article on curator of Latin American art Mari 
Carmen Ramírez in The New York Times Magazine Latin American scholar Edward J. 
Sullivan states: “Oiticica and Clark have replaced Diego and Frida—they are a power 
couple in the public imagination the way Diego and Frida were 10 years ago.” Edward 
J. Sullivan quoted in Arthur Lubow, “After Frida,” The New York Times Magazine, 
March 23, 2008. 
8 Amelia Jones, Postmodernism and the En-gendering of Marcel Duchamp 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 10. 
9 At a recent auction in 2010 by Phillips de Pury & Co. in London at the Saatchi 
Gallery, a Neoconcrete work (Bicho) by Lygia Clark sold for 367, 250 pounds, which 
was six times higher that a piece sold just four years ago. Scott Reyburn, “Russian 
Painting Tops $6.3 Million Sale of Emerging-Market Art,” Bloomberg, April 23, 
2010, accessed March 09, 2012, http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2010-04-
23/russian-painting-tops-6-3-million-saatchi-auction-of-emerging-market-art.html. 
Oiticica’s work was recently the focus of the exhibition Hélio Oiticia: The Body of 
Color at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston, December 10, 2006 to April 1, 2007, and 
Tate Modern, June 6 to September 23, 2007. MoMA is currently planning a 
retrospective of the work of Lygia Clark due to open in May 2013. 
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Neoconcretism and the “Nation” 

My dissertation directly responds to Ronaldo Brito’s book Neoconcretismo: 

Vértice e ruptura do projeto construtivo brasileiro (Neoconcretism: Apex and Rupture 

in the Brazilian Constructivist Project, 1985), an expanded version of an article 

originally written in 1975.10 Brito’s text remains the definitive work of scholarship on 

Neoconcretism as a movement and I am especially attentive to his call for more 

comprehensive research on the relationship between Neoconcretism and the history of 

Brazilian politics and culture, a topic beyond the scope of his short introduction to the 

group. The book, at an economical 95 pages, offers more of a primer on Brazilian 

Concrete art, though, simultaneously, remains a dense read for a non-scholar with little 

background on Brazil or detailed information on its history of art. The text argues for 

Neoconcretism as a rupture within the Constructivist project, both the European and 

Brazilian version, and in turn, its revitalization. Brito outlined the history of European 

Constructivism, situated Brazil as its natural successor, and described the subsequent 

split of the Rio school from São Paulo Concretism. Deft at quickly setting the cultural 

scene of mid-century Brazil as an ideological struggle, Brito boldly wrote the story of 

the Constructivist project with the Neoconcretists as victors. The paulista artists are 

often maligned and made to function only as the constitutive opposite of the 

cariocas.11 Instead I try to re-imagine the local context out of which the Neoconcrete 

artists and poets and their practice emerged including the political and cultural 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
10 Ronaldo Brito, Neoconcretismo: vertice e ruptura do projeto construtivo brasileiro 
(São Paulo: Cosac & Naify Edicões, 1999).  
11 Paulista refers to residents of São Paulo and carioca to those from Rio de Janeiro.!
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transformations of this exciting historical period. Functioning as part art history and 

part cultural study, my dissertation positions Neoconcrete art as central to the 

understanding of these sweeping changes and moreover as representative of the 

direction Brazil as a nation hoped to take.  

Primarily then I take issue with Brito’s claim that marginality was “one of its 

[Neoconcretism’s] main characteristics.”12 In this case marginality means for Brito the 

autonomy of art and the artist from a project of social transformation, from the arena 

of politics and from the demands of the market. My dissertation aims to demonstrate 

how in fact the Neoconcrete artists forced their practices into the center of the social 

and the political via their contradictory positionality as critics of the dominant national 

plan of modernization and industrialization and its mechanicity while simultaneously 

arguing for the growth of a culto middle class and its values. I want to emphasize here 

in regards to Brito’s study the historical significance of the term “marginal” not to the 

moment of Neoconcretism but to Brito’s own time. I bring this up because it is 

important to contextualize Brito’s own stakes in writing this history of Brazilian art 

and the ways in which his own position at the time of writing informed his retelling of 

the history of Neoconcretism.13 Writing in 1975 and under the repressive regime of the 

military dictatorship, marginality came to be something heroized and necessary if one 

wanted to escape imprisonment and torture.14 Brito’s point of view was informed by 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
12 Brito, Neoconcretismo, 62. 
13 I would like to thank Camila Maroja for discussing these ideas with me.  
14 On March 31, 1964 the Brazilian military overthrew the sitting President João 
Goulart and for the next 20 years ruled the country under a military dictatorship, 
which included restrictions on civil liberties, eradication of political parties, and 
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the manipulation of culture by the state both in the case of Vargas government in the 

1930s and then in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s by the military dictators 

and their repression of counter-culture. Moreover as Claudia Calirman discusses in her 

book, Brazilian Art under Dictatorship, artists like Hélio Oiticica and Artur Barrio 

represented, performed and celebrated figures from the margins like the criminal and 

the insane as a form of protest and a way to make visible their experience of alienation 

and fear during extreme repression.15 Brito folds Neoconcretism within this approach 

as a political maneuver on his part. Given the place and time of my own writing, and 

the many afterlives of Neoconcretism, my project takes a different turn. 

Almost twenty years after the First National Concrete Art Exhibition of 1956, 

Brito’s 1975 essay commenced the second life of Brazilian Concrete Art and 

transformed the history of Brazilian contemporary art, which continues to claim a debt 

to Concretism and Neoconcretism. Brito’s essay motivated Lygia Pape to curate the 

exhibition Projeto Construtivo Brasileiro na Arte (1950-1962) at the Museum of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
pervasive repression and torture of the Brazilian people. See Thomas Skidmore, 
Politics in Brazil 1930-1964: An Experiment in Democracy (New York and Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1967, 2007) for a discussion of the events leading to the 
coup. For a history of Brazil during the dictatorship, see Maria Helena Moreira Alves, 
State and Opposition in Military Brazil (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1985), 
Thomas E. Skidmore, The Politics of Military Rule in Brazil, 1964-1985 (New York 
and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), and Torture in Brazil: A Shocking Report 
on the Pervasive Use of Torture by Brazilian Military Governments, 1964-1979, 
prepared by Archdiocese of São Paulo and trans. Jaime Wright (Austin: University of 
Texas Press, 1998). 
15 Claudia Calirman, Brazilian Art under Dictatorship: Antonio Manuel, Artur Barrio, 
and Cildo Meireles (Durham: Duke University Press, 2012). For example in 1968 
Oiticica famously produced his banner seja marginal, seja herói (Be Marginal, Be a 
Hero) with a photo of the bandit Alcir Figueira da Silva lying dead in a Christ-like 
pose. He would also use the same phrasing for his Parangolé.  
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Modern Art, Rio de Janeiro and Pinacoteca do Estado de São Paulo in 1977. To 

accompany the exhibition, Aracy Amaral edited an anthology/catalog (with the same 

title), which has become the essential collection of primary documents of this national 

movement.16 Significantly, Amaral also decided to include, alongside the major texts 

of the São Paulo and Rio groups, several historical texts written by the European 

avant-garde, linking from the beginning the shift of modern art from Europe to Brazil. 

The anthology/catalog also includes the presence of the poets within the movements, 

an aspect excluded by Brito in his study of Neoconcretism.  

The exhibition and anthology/catalog though did not go by without 

controversy, and ultimately deepened the original break between the two Brazilian 

Concretist schools. São Paulo Concrete poet Décio Pignatari attacked Pape and 

Amaral’s revisionist organization of the history of the Brazilian Concrete movement. 

Pignatari in an essay written in 1977 argued that “D. Aracy Pape” (as he called them) 

structured the exhibition and book to favor Neoconcretism over Concretism, Rio de 

Janeiro over São Paulo, and especially the role of Gullar as the main theoretical voice 

of the time. Pignatari noted the unequal number of texts written by Gullar in the 

anthology/catalog and the way in which the texts were located throughout the book, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
16 Aracy Amaral, ed., Projeto Construtivo Brasileiro na Arte (1950-1962) (Rio de 
Janeiro and São Paulo: Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro and Pinacoteca do 
Estado de São Paulo, 1977). I am using Amaral’s own nomenclature of 
“anthology/catalog.” Let me make clear the anthology/catalog does not stipulate that 
Pape curated the exhibition. Amaral wrote the introduction to the book and does not 
mention Pape’s involvement. Pape discussed her role in the exhibition in an interview 
where she clarified her role as curator and the complex and tense negotiations with 
artists and poets from São Paulo. The interview can be found in the book, Fernando 
Cocchiarale and Anna Bella Geiger, ed., Abstractionismo: Geométrico e Informal, 
(Rio de Janeiro: Funarte, 1987), 156. 
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whether as primary documents from the historical period or from the contemporary 

moment looking back at the history of the movements. Pignatari as a member of the 

São Paulo Noigandres Concrete poetry group (of which Pignatari along with Augusto 

and Haroldo de Campos were founding members) contested the faulty chronology 

proposed by Gullar, such as when he positioned himself as the inventor of Concrete 

poetry, when in fact the Noigandres group had been working since the early 1950s. 

The rage-filled essay by Pignatari proved both the significance of the history of 

the Brazilian Concrete art and poetry project to its makers and how that history has yet 

to be fully written, recalling the words of Sônia Salzstein in the epigraph. Though my 

project does not attempt a full survey of the period, I put the Neoconcrete movement 

within a larger context of Brazilian art, culture and politics. I am not concerned to fan 

the flames of the (still ongoing) rivalry between Brazil’s largest and most 

cosmopolitan cities. Rather a close examination of the carioca works enables 

comparisons, antagonistic and analogous, with the Concrete works of São Paulo. In 

addition, the rhetoric surrounding the role of the artist in both Rio and São Paulo—one 

of the main contentions between the two groups—can be drawn into a larger 

conversation about the shifting role of the ‘author’ in post-war art. Though the 

Neoconcrete turn to a form of participatory art, which invites the viewer to complete 

the work, could be interpreted as the “death of the author,” I argue that it did not 

foreclose the central role of the artist as the one who established the condition for the 

experience, and an experience constructed for a single individual, rather than a public 

as a collective. Furthermore, I use the competing production of art and poetry in the 
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two cities to argue for vying proposals of Brazilian modernisms as a response to the 

enormously transformative period of mid-century in Brazil, including a change in the 

political guard, rapid modernization and industrialization and the construction of a 

new federal capital city. The rhetoric of the Neoconcretists often articulates a fear and 

aversion to the machines of development.  

Methods 

Within the “West,” the years I engage bridge the defining changes after World 

War II and before the emergence of the revolutions and failures of the sixties, 

postmodernism and the reorganization of the geopolitical economic map under the 

concept of globalization. Yet I attempt with my research to re-think, specifically 

within Brazil, its own timeline, marked less by World War II and more so by the end 

of the Getúlio Vargas years in 1945, and before the military coup of 1964. Through 

Neoconcrete art I animate this period, called by Thomas Skidmore, “the Years of 

Confidence,” with the election of Juscelino Kubitschek in 1956. To me, this is the 

benefit of nation-specific scholarship: the deep research into a specific place and time, 

not un-tethered from the rest of the world, but also not predetermined by the clock of 

the “West” or the homogenous tendencies of nascent globalism. Yet my project does 

not naively define the concept of the nation, but rather interrogates the intersection of 

nation-building and modernity in Latin America. Here then I subscribe to Walter 

Mignolo’s claim that the Americas are the co-signers of the project of modernity since 

it depended on colonialism, and as result positioned the Americas within the unique 
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duality of West/not-West.17 So I ask how Neoconcretism fit within Brazilian 

modernity, but also how it contested it and failed at it as well. I argue that the 

Neoconcrete artists resisted a modernity too easily folded into the notion of 

modernization or the rapid industrialization and mechanistic future pushed by 

Kubitschek in his federal plans.  

In the contemporary moment though, scholarship has shifted away from the 

internal debates of Brazil to a transnational study of abstraction in the Americas. 

Dominated especially by the curatorial projects of the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros 

Collection, which aim to unite the abstract turn in South America, the historical 

narrative of artistic production in Montevideo, Buenos Aires, São Paulo, Rio de 

Janeiro and Caracas has become the canon.18 Museum of Fine Arts, Houston Curator 

Mari Carmen Ramírez has also contributed to the production of Latin American art as 

a transnational field through the hermeneutic strategy of the “constellation” inspired 

by the writing of Michel Foucault and Theodor Adorno, which allows for a diachronic 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
17 Walter D. Mignolo, Local Histories/Global Designs: Coloniality, Subaltern 
Knowledges, and Border Thinking (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000). !
18 These exhibitions include: Geometric Abstraction: Latin American Art from the 
Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection at the Fogg Museum of Art, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, March 3 to November 4, 2001; Geometrías. Abstracción 
Geométrica Latinoamericana en la Colección Cisneros at Museo de Arte 
Latinoamericano (MALBA), Buenos Aires, March 14 to May 19, 2003 and Museo 
Nacional de Artes Visuales, Montevideo, July 3 to October 25, 2003; The Geometry of 
Hope: Latin American Abstract Art from the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection at 
Blanton Museum of Art, The University of Texas at Austin, February 20 to April 22, 
2007 and Grey Art Gallery, New York University, September 12 to December 8, 
2007. 
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reading rather than an over-reliance on chronology or geography.19 Given then the 

dominance of museums and collectors as the origin of knowledge production on art 

from Latin America, scholarship today is often found in catalogue essays. These 

essays focus on the movements and historical periods but naturally remain dispersed 

in different volumes or limited in scope due to the brevity of catalogue entries, or 

often times are associated specifically with monographic catalogs, which meant that I 

found lacking a sense of the collaborative act of creativity, and also a more profound 

questioning of the role of culture within Latin American society. Moreover, in the case 

of writings on Neoconcrete art, the editors of these catalogs have more often than not 

depended on the Brazilian curator Paulo Herkenhoff.20 

In contrast to these curatorial programs and organizational motifs, I argue that 

the study of Neoconcrete art shows how culture during this period cannot be separated 

from the larger project of national development, and that in fact Neoconcrete art 

proposed its own version of how modernity should be experienced within Brazil at a 

time when the nation was re-negotiating its way out of underdevelopment. I do not 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
19 See Mari Carmen Ramírez and Héctor Olea’s catalog Inverted Utopias: Avant-
Garde Art in Latin America (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2004), 
especially the essays “A Highly Topical Utopia: Some Outstanding Features of the 
Avant-Garde in Latin America” and “Versions, Inversions, Subversions: The Artist as 
Theoretician,” 1-15, 443-453. The catalogue accompanied an exhibition of the same 
name at the Museum of Fine Arts Houston from June 20 to September 12, 2004. 
20 For examples of Paulo Herkenhoff’s writings on Neoconcretism see “Divergent 
Parallels: Toward a Comparative Study of Neo-Concretism and Minimalism” in 
Geometric Abstraction: Latin American Art from the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros 
Collection (Cambridge: Harvard University Art Museums, 2001), 105-131; “Rio de 
Janeiro: A Necessary City” in The Geometry of Hope: Latin American Abstract Art 
from the Patricia Phelps de Cisneros Collection, ed. Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro (Austin, 
TX: Blanton Museum of Art, 2007), 50-61; “The Hand and the Glove” in Inverted 
Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America, 327-337.!
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assume an idea of “nation” a priori, but rather deploy the discussion of Neoconcretism 

to demonstrate how Brazil at this time was a site of contestation.21 The theories of 

Neoconcretism penned by Gullar often critiqued the dominant ideology of 

developmentalism espoused by the federal government and made visible a fear of the 

increasing commodification of the art object, and culture more broadly. In this way 

then I directly engage their theory and practice with issues central to the making of the 

Brazilian nation-state at that time, while I closely analyze the artists’ works as formal 

objects and their theoretical texts as interpretive devices. Through a cultural studies 

approach, I challenge the notion of Neoconcrete art as simply a fine art category in 

order to demonstrate how the erosion between high and low within cultural production 

resulted in the transformation of class divisions.  

My methodological approach contrasts strategies within Latin American art 

history that structure this history simply via the traditional debate between figuration 

and abstraction with the former credited as the political mouthpiece of the region 

exemplified by the Mexican Muralists, or the Generation of 1930 in Brazil, which I 

discuss in chapter one. The rising tide of studies in and around Latin American 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
21 For texts on the nation, modernism and Brazil, see Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism (London and 
New York: Verso, 1983, revised edition 1991), Brian Owensby, Intimate Ironies: 
Modernity and the Making of Middle-Class Lives in Brazil (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1999), Neil Larsen, Determinations: Essays on Theory, Narrative 
and Nation in the Americas (London and New York: Verso, 2001), Raymond 
Williams, “When was Modernism?” and “Metropolitan Perceptions and the 
Emergence of Modernism,” Politics of Modernism: Against the New Conformists 
(London and New York: Verso, 2007), 31-35, 37-48, Joel Wolfe, Autos and Progress: 
The Brazilian Search for Modernity (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 
2010). 
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conceptual art extends this argument by positioning conceptual art as the recuperation 

of the Leftist project in art after the interruption of the “international” fifties. The 

political economy and regional specificity of abstract art as a result has been ignored 

and debased. Take for example Oriana Baddeley and Valerie Fraser’s remarks on the 

absence of abstract art from their study of art and cultural identity in Latin America, 

“Because our interests are concentrated around the Latin American features of Latin 

American art, or the essentially Latin American issues which it raises, we have tended 

to exclude works which, for example, take the processes of composition and 

construction as their only subject matter. Since such purely reflexive abstract art 

deliberately avoids specificity it cannot be illuminated by being considered within a 

Latin American context.”22 My project argues defiantly against this position and the 

possibility of political autonomy because it enables a group of people to transcend the 

history of colonialism and the current pressures of neocolonialism. And yet the 

provocative argument of Benjamin Buchloh must also be taken into account since it 

locates the “international” not in the protocols of modernism per say but the post-

nation-state circuits of globalization, “Their [American and Latin American countries] 

‘international style,’ by contrast, seems to have shifted (perhaps already starting with 

Abstract Expressionism) toward a model of cultural production that is ultimately 

grounded in the economic structures of advanced global corporate capitalism that have 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
22 Oriana Baddeley and Valerie Fraser, Drawing the Line: Art and Cultural Identity in 
Contemporary Latin America (London and New York: Verso, 1989), 3. 
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definitively left those conditions of traditional identity formation behind.”23 Brito also 

asserts the apolitical inclinations of Neoconcretism, and while I do not dispute the 

“purification” of the works of politics, especially in reaction to the use of art by the 

state in the previous generation, I refuse to pretend art escapes the ideological realm. 

And I also believe the questions I ask in this project contribute to a more rigorous 

understanding of the history of Brazil and how modernity was experienced by these 

individuals. I want to know: why did the industrial tendencies of the São Paulo school 

disturb the carioca aesthetic program, and to such a degree that lead to a rift in the 

movement? How was modern visual culture deployed by nation-building in Brazil? 

How do Neoconcrete artworks and poems model a form of inwardness via the 

production of the individual experience, and what are the implications of this model? 

In opposition to Baddeley and Fraser, the answers to these questions and many more 

must be sought in the specificity of the national context. My dissertation allows for the 

national to co-exist (in difference) with the international. 

I want to note that I pay especially close attention to the writings of group 

member, Ferreira Gullar, who became the main theoretician of Neoconcretism, and 

more largely operates as a poet, sculptor, cultural critic, activist, and hybrid 

intellectual. I try to understand the relationship between his texts and the works that 

influenced his ideas and that also became constitutive of the name Neoconcretism. 

Frequently, Gullar’s writings, such as “The Neoconcrete Manifesto” and “Theory of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
23 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, Neo-Avant Garde and Culture Industry: Essays on 
European and American Art from 1955 to 1975 (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2000), xx-
xxi.!
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the Non-Object,” both from 1959, are just used as descriptive guides to label the 

artworks. Instead I perform close readings of the texts because I want to question how 

his ideas, words, and “affinities” came to have meaning within the historical and 

cultural context, and in turn, how he produced the idea of Neoconcretism in concert 

with the other Neoconcretists. Gullar’s writings reflect an anxiety about the changing 

role of the artist and artwork within a newly modernizing Brazil and the specter of the 

commodity as the governing logic that would overtake art. Gullar argued for the 

autonomy of the artwork from the rapid transactions of the market economy.  

Chapters 

The collaborative and interdisciplinary nature of the Neoconcretists structures 

the organization of the dissertation, and each chapter is conceived as a dialogical 

relationship between members of the group and Brazilian society. Chapter one 

establishes the broader Brazilian Concrete project, and positions the emergence of 

abstract art in São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro as directly tied to the developing political 

and social climate proposing the construction of a “new” Brazil. In chapter two I argue 

for the equally generative roles of word and image in the production of meaning in 

Neoconcretism through an analysis of Neoconcrete poetry and the two main 

theoretical texts, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto” and “Theory of the Non-Object” that 

defined Neoconcretism. I demonstrate how the movement was marked by positions of 

anti-progress and anti-rationalism that challenged the dominant political ideology. 

Chapter three turns to the Brazilian newspaper, Jornal do Brasil, which served as a 

place of employment for Neoconcrete artists and poets, as well as a place of 
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publication and circulation of Neoconcrete artworks and writings. I argue for the paper 

as a site of publicity for the group and its significance as a place for the Neoconcretists 

to experiment with the translation of high art into popular culture. Chapter four puts 

Neoconcretism and the construction of Brasília into direct engagement to argue for the 

influence of the national architectural boom on the creative production and process of 

the Neoconcrete artists, pushing their work into the radical terrains of interactivity and 

environmental installation, but I also demonstrate how their works performed a 

critique of the state-sponsored project of modernization. In the dissertation I argue that 

the study of Neoconcretism unsettles any single narrative of Brazilian modernism and 

provides a lens to re-evaluate Brazil’s “Years of Confidence” and the making of the 

nation through industrialization. 

The Brazilian Concrete art movement has often been discussed within the 

postcolonial paradigm of belatedness, delay, and as a result, a copy of movements 

already born and dead in Europe. Consequently, Concrete art is used then to re-affirm 

a history already written from a distance. As Françoise Lionnet and Shu-mei remind 

us a postcolonial history constructs a verticality between the colonizer and the 

colonized.24 In my dissertation I hope to disrupt that verticality, and instead examine 

the national roots of the Concrete art movement, specifically the group of artists and 

writers living in Rio de Janeiro and working under the name Neoconcretism. Why is it 

important to study them as a movement? In other words, what is Neoconcretism? 

What does this word represent? What adheres and what falls outside? And perhaps 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
24 Françoise Lionnet and Shu-mei Shih, ed., Minor Transnationalism (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 2005). 
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even more significantly, how can a study of these artists illuminate a history of Brazil, 

and specifically, the construction of modernity within this nation during the 1950s and 

early 1960s. In this way I hope to reincorporate Brazilian abstraction within the 

tensions of its time not as a “flight from reality” but in many ways a last ditch effort to 

constitute a local modernity.25 By this I mean then to take on the concepts of 

modernity, modernism, and the modern, and ask how they can be applied to this 

historical period and this art movement. I look at Neoconcretism as the end of modern 

art in Latin America, rather than considering its influence on contemporary art (or as 

Fredric Jameson writes, “We cannot not periodize.”).26 In this way I embed the 

movement within scholarship on modernity, and in particular the way Brazil imagined 

a different and a local modernity.  

 
 
 
 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
25 Plínio Ribeiro Cardoso quoted in Beverly Adams, “Locating the International: Art 
of Brazil and Argentina in the 1950s and 1960s” (PhD diss., University of Texas at 
Austin, 2000), 55. “Abstraction constitutes a ready field for the development of 
mediocrity. In its flight from reality there are two great advantages: one, to put the 
conflicts of our time to the side; the other, to undo the world, whose complexity and 
dynamism constitute a serious impediment to formal problems.” Cardoso originally 
published in “Do impressionismo ao abstracionismo,” Fundamentos 9/10 
(March/April 1949), 176. 
26 Fredric Jameson, A Singular Modernity: Essay on the Ontology of the Present 
(London and New York: Verso, 2002), 29.  



Chapter 1  
“A Tale of Two Cities:  

Cariocas and Paulistas and the Brazilian Concrete Art Project” 
 
“Concrete poetry changed, has changed, will change. It is not an ism. It is necessary to 
know how to define and select what we are talking about. Which concrete 
poetry?...Concrete poetry 1956; Concrete poetry 1958; Concrete poetry 1962; 
Concrete poetry 1965. It is in this way that we can distinguish individual 
particularities.” 
Décio Pignatari, 196527 
 

 In March 1959 a group of young artists and poets exhibited together in Rio de 

Janeiro under the name Neoconcretism. A nonexistent entity up to this point, the 

Neoconcrete group would attempt for the next two years to define and consolidate 

itself through both its art production and written texts. In an anecdote described in his 

book Ferreira Gullar shared with us the origination of the term Neoconcrete, which did 

not previously exist, by saying, “I argued that, no matter how different we may have 

become to the Concretists, our discoveries and inventions had derived from Concrete 

art, even if as a negation of it.”28 With the coinage of the term, Gullar, a Neoconcrete 

poet, artist and critic, established the artists’ aesthetic lineage, while he also pointed to 

the new direction of the group. The prefix neo- both re-affirmed their Concretist 

                                                
27 Décio Pignatari quoted in João Bandeira, ed., Arte concreta paulista: documentos 
(São Paulo: Cosac&Naify, 2002), 14. Originally from an interview with José Louzeiro 
in 1965 republished in Contra-comunicação (São Paulo: Perspectiva, 1971). “A 
Poesia concreta mudou, tem mudado, vai mudar. Não é um ismo. É preciso saber 
delimitar, selecionar o que estamos falando. Qual Poesia concreta? … Poesia Concreta 
1956; Poesia Concreta 1958; Poesia Concreta 1962; Poesia Conreta 1965. E assim 
mesmo distinguindo peculiaridades individuais.” 
28 Ferreira Gullar, Experiência neoconcreta: momento-limite da arte (São Paulo: 
Cosac Naify, 2007), 124. The book includes its own English translations. 
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practice and their desire to push beyond the traditional interpretation of the artistic 

genre especially as advocated by the São Paulo Concrete artists and poets. Concrete 

and Neoconcrete art employed a geometric abstract art style. Neoconcretism emerged 

as a result of a dispute over the ways to theorize and practice Concrete art with artists 

from the city of São Paulo, therefore the history of Concrete art in Brazil engages with 

the tensions of these two groups and the long-standing rivalry between the two largest 

cities in the nation. In many ways the term Neoconcretism became as much a 

nomenclature for the art objects and poems produced by its artists as a synonym for 

the city where these artists lived and worked.  

This chapter examines the aesthetic and theoretical conflicts between the artists 

from Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo and how these differences led to the formation of 

Neoconcretism and its philosophy. I argue that the Neoconcrete artists constituted 

their movement in opposition to the artists of São Paulo, and moreover aimed to 

characterize their art within an essentially carioca style.29 In effect the terms of the 

debate further intensified and reified the divisions between the metropolises. In order 

to situate the disagreements between the artists, I establish the larger context out of 

which these artists and their practices emerged, including the origins of concrete art in 

Europe and Latin America, and the national debates around abstract art. First, I outline 

briefly and very broadly the historical and cultural differences between the two 

Brazilian urban centers and connect them to the political history during this period in 

order to establish the identities of the cities and their influence on the formation of the 

                                                
29 Carioca refers to “of or from Rio de Janeiro.” 
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artists. Significantly the Brazilian Concrete art project30 emerged at the same time as 

the nation attempted to overcome a history of underdevelopment through rapid 

industrial modernization. The Brazilian Concretists and their desire to produce modern 

viewing subjects dovetailed with the federal government’s drive to remake the nation. 

Second, I present the two groups of Brazilian Concrete artists and their single attempt 

to unify the Concrete art movement in the National Exhibition of Concrete Art in 1956 

to argue that the Concretists also unified ideologically and stylistically against the 

artists of the previous generation, and envisioned themselves the “new” modernists. 

This chapter aims to clearly present the roots of Neoconcretism including the journey 

of concrete art to Brazil, and why it became a cultural weapon against the previous 

generation of artists and the former political system. In the last section, I perform a 

close reading of “The Neoconcrete Manifesto” from 1959 in order to demonstrate how 

the manifesto communicates its meaning through the local arts community, and 

ultimately how the Neoconcretists defined themselves against the traditions of 

concrete art. The manifesto operated and took on meaning through an understanding 

of what the Neoconcretists opposed, as much as what they became in and for 

themselves.  

 

                                                
30 In the dissertation I use the term “Brazilian Concrete art project” or “Brazilian 
Concretists” to refer to the united effort of both art movements. This is significant 
because the two groups can be brought together as a breakout moment in the history of 
Brazilian art and as a cultural endeavor to represent the national. When discussing the 
divided project, I use the individual groups’ names—Grupo ruptura and 
Neoconcretists. I use “concrete art” when referring to the generic art style practiced by 
many different artists in Europe and South America.  
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Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo 

In the 1950s Rio de Janeiro was the national capital of Brazil and 

internationally recognized for its natural landscape of mountains, beaches and lush 

vegetation. In many ways, the geography of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo determined 

their political and economic history. With Rio located on the coast it was favored as a 

port city, and in 1763 replaced the colonial port city of Salvador da Bahia as the 

national capital and the seat of the newly arrived Portuguese crown. São Paulo located 

to the south of Rio is not a littoral city, but was the capital of the largest coffee-

growing state in Brazil. As a result, São Paulo became (and still remains) the 

economic center of the country, which led to a stronghold on Brazilian politics for 

much of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as a result of the power of the 

coffee barons. When international coffee prices dropped around 1930, São Paulo 

transformed itself into the industrial center of Brazil, attracting a large influx of 

immigrants. It eventually surpassed the population of Rio to become the largest 

Brazilian city, even to this day.31  

                                                
31 For a very small number of suggested readings on these two cities (from an 
inexhaustible bibliography) see Mário de Andrade, Paulicea desvairada/Hallucinated 
City: A Bilingual Edition, trans. Jack E. Tomlins (Kingsport, TN: Vanderbilt 
University Press, 1968), originally published in 1922; Warren Dean, The 
Industrialization of São Paulo, 1880-1945 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1969); 
Joel Wolfe, Working Women, Working Men: São Paulo and the Rise of Brazil’s 
Industrial Working Class, 1900-1955 (Durham: Duke University Press, 1993); 
Nicolau Sevcenko, “A capital irradiante: técnica, ritmos e ritos do Rio,” in História da 
Vida Privada no Brasil 3: República, ed. Fernando A. Novais and N. Sevcenko (Sáo 
Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 1998): 513-619; Paulo Venancio Filho, “Rio de Janeiro 
1950-1964,” in Century City: Art and Culture in the Modern Metropolis, ed. Iwona 
Blazwick (London: Tate Publishing, 2001): 176-195; Erin Aldana, “Mechanisms of 
the Individual and the Social: Arte Concreta and São Paulo,” and Paulo Herkenhoff, 
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 Culturally the city of São Paulo was home to the Semana de Arte Moderna 

(Week of Modern Art), considered to be the beginning of Brazilian modernism as I 

discuss in more depth below. With claims to the origins of modernism, paulista artists 

and writers imagined their city as the center of creativity and the arts.32 This vision 

was supported by the rapid development in the late 1940s of modern art museums that 

imitated the model of the Museum of Modern Art in New York. First in 1947 media 

owner Assis Chateaubriand built the Museu de Arte, São Paulo (MASP) and then in 

1948 businessman Francisco Mattarazzo Sobrinho founded the Museu de Arte 

Moderna, São Paulo (MAM-SP). As discussed in chapter three, the Museu de Arte 

Moderna do Rio de Janeiro (MAM-Rio) was also established in 1948, and acted as a 

meeting place for the creative community in the city, but it did not have a proper 

building until 1958. Culturally the city of Rio was always a step behind. This is not to 

say they lagged in artistic and literary production, but rather São Paulo took the 

initiative when it came to the establishment of a formal structure for the dissemination 

of modern art, including the production of a public space for the arts whether the 

founding of museums or the hosting of seminal exhibitions that shaped the history of 

Brazilian abstract art.33  

                                                
“Rio de Janeiro: A Necessary City,” in The Geometry of Hope (Austin: Blanton 
Museum of Art, 2007): 38-49, 50-61; Paulo Venancio Filho and Annika Gunnarsson, 
eds., Time&Place: Rio de Janeiro 1956-1964 (Stockholm and Göttingen: Moderna 
Museet and Steidl Verlag, 2008). 
32 Paulista refers to “of or from the city of São Paulo.” 
33 In 1949 MAM-SP hosted its inaugural exhibition, Do Figurativismo ao 
Abstracionismo organized by its French director Léon Degand. For more on this trans-
Atlantic collaboration, see Serge Guilbaut, “Dripping on the modernist parade: The 
failed invasion of abstract art in  
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 Rio, on the other hand, as the seat of the federal capital benefitted from the 

power of the President who often used the city as a symbolic backdrop for his power 

and control.34 The years covered in my project parallel the presidency of Juscelino 

Kubitschek who held office from 1956 to 1961. Kubitschek followed a tumultuous 

and unstable period of Brazilian politics. As the Brazilian historian Thomas E. 

Skidmore wrote about those years, “Few Brazilian presidents have taken office under 

less auspicious political circumstances than Juscelino Kubitschek. Although he had 

been legally elected, his inauguration had to be guaranteed by a ‘preventative’ 

coup.”35 The 1955 Presidential elections were mired in political struggles between 

parties and in effect unresolved issues and tensions left open by the traumatic wound 

of President Getúlio Vargas’ suicide. Vargas remains an extremely complex figure 

within Brazilian history and casts a long shadow over the twentieth century. In 1930 

Vargas, the defeated presidential candidate was put in power by the military where he 

remained until 1945 without once being elected by popular vote.36 His years of 

                                                
Brazil, 1947-1948,” in Patrocinio, Colección y Circulación de las Artes, ed. Gustavo 
Curiel (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autonoma de Mexico Instituto de 
Investigaciones Estetocas, 1997), 807-816. MASP also held especially important 
exhibitions of American and European abstract artists. In 1948 it exhibited the works 
of Alexander Calder and in 1950 the works of Le Corbusier and Max Bill. 
34 See Norma Evenson, Two Brazilian Capitals: Architecture and Urbanism in Rio de 
Janeiro and Brasília (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1973), Daryle 
Williams, Culture Wars in Brazil: The First Vargas Regime, 1930-1945 (Durham: 
Duke University Press, 2001), and Daryle Williams, “Civicscape and Memoryscape: 
the First Vargas Regime and Rio de Janeiro,” in Vargas and Brazil: New Perspectives, 
ed. Jens R. Hentschke (NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 55-82. 
35 Thomas E. Skidmore, Politics in Brazil 1930-1964: An Experiment in Democracy 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967, 2007), 163. 
36 Getúlio Vargas ran for the Brazilian Presidency in March 1930, but did not garner 
enough votes for the office. In November 1930 the military deposed the sitting 
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dictatorship or O Estado Novo (New State) were marked by repression, jockeying of 

political alliances, a false rhetoric of populism as well as incredible cultural 

achievements. Though unable to campaign again in 1945, Vargas returned in the 1950 

elections and won by popular vote. He served as a democratically elected president 

from 1951 to 1954 when his suicide, presumably done to avoid being deposed by the 

military, cut short his term by two years. His death, which galvanized the nation in his 

name, even though he had lost popular support before his suicide, left the political 

sphere in a quagmire. In a series of complex and volatile events, three different men 

acted as President of Brazil from 1954 to 1956, and the War Minister had to engage in 

a preventative coup to ensure the inauguration of the popularly elected Kubitschek. 

 The presidency of Kubitschek, or the “Years of Confidence,” ushered in an 

ideology of optimism intent only on national progress and forward motion.37 Though 

he did not win a majority vote, his six years as leader of Brazil marked a period of 

political, economic and cultural synergy in which it seemed all forces were set on 

remaking Brazil. Known as the “Bossa Nova President” for the internationally 

                                                
President Washington Luiz, and as a result, also prevented the popularly elected 
President Júlio Prestes from taking office, and instituted Vargas as the interim leader 
of Brazil. The Revolution of 1930 drew to a close the Republican era (1889-1930) and 
a new Constitution was written and approved in 1934, which officially seated Vargas 
as President. The next elections were set for 1938. The Constitution stipulated though 
that the President could not succeed himself, so by 1937 Vargas had put into motion 
the necessary steps to lead an internal coup, which put him in power indefinitely. This 
period of his dictatorship is known as the Estado Novo and lasted until 1945 when he 
was pushed out of power by the military. From 1945 to 1950 Vargas waited for his 
opportunity to re-enter politics. He was popularly elected as President in 1950 and 
began his term in 1951. While still in office, Vargas committed suicide on August 24, 
1954. 
37 Skidmore titled his chapter on Kubitschek in Politics in Brazil 1930-1964, “Years of 
Confidence: The Kubitschek Era.” 
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recognized Brazilian genre of music that emerged mid-century, Kubitschek 

established a developmental plan called “Plano de Metas” or a proposed set of goals 

for the nation in the areas of energy, transportation, health, industry and education. As 

promised in his campaign, Kubitschek also moved forward with his plan to build a 

new federal capital in the center of the country called Brasília. Designed and built in 

rapid time, Brasília served as the greatest symbol of the future destiny of Brazil as a 

developed nation and moreover a symbol of Kubitschek as the leader who pulled 

Brazil out of the mire of years of dictatorship and political instability. Skidmore 

described the President’s strategy as “developmentalist nationalism” in which he 

convinced the country that this was the moment to seize their “destiny” to be a “great 

power” and that industrialization was the path to accomplish this destiny.38 And yet by 

the end of his term the country was plagued by inflation and his plans for “fifty years 

of progress in five” could not be supported as a result of a lack of national 

infrastructure and insufficient funds. Three years later a military coup dragged the 

country once again to another twenty years of dictatorship (1964-1985) and led to the 

repressive control of the Brazilian people. 

I National Exhibition of Concrete Art 

 The First National Exhibition of Concrete Art opened in December 1956 at the 

Museum of Modern Art, São Paulo (MAM-SP) and was then re-installed in February 

1957 at the Museum of Modern Art, Rio de Janeiro (MAM-Rio) when it was still 

                                                
38 Skidmore, Politics in Brazil 1930-1964, 166. 
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housed in the Ministry of Health and Education (MES) building.39 This was not the 

first exhibition of Concrete art in Brazil, but rather the first to demonstrate the result of 

years of productivity from paulista and carioca artists together. The exhibition, 

echoing Kubitschek’s strategy of “developmentalist nationalism,” argued for Concrete 

art as the “national” style of Brazil. The National Exhibition of Concrete Art 

introduced the new Brazilian vanguard, including painters, an engraver, sculptors and 

poets, to the larger Brazilian public.40 I argue here that the exhibition made a claim on 

behalf of Concrete art to become representative of Brazilian modern culture. 

Proposing an art form without an entrenched history in the region, the exhibition 

sought to catalyze a shift in the nation’s visual style. As Lorenzo Mammì reminds us 

the arrival of concrete art coincided with the process of modernization epitomized by 

                                                
39 The exhibition did not remain exactly the same when it moved to Rio de Janeiro. 
Ivan Serpa was included in Rio de Janeiro and Ferreira Gullar added more pages of his 
poetry. See Lorenzo Mammì, “Concreta ’56: a raiz da forma (uma reconstrução da I 
Exposição Nacional de Arte Concreta),” in Concreta ’56: a raiz da forma, ed. 
Lorenzo Mammì, João Bandeira and André Stolarski (São Paulo: Museu de Arte 
Moderna de São Paulo, 2006), 36. 
40 In 2006 Museu de Arte Moderna São Paulo hosted an exhibition, Concreta ’56: a 
raiz da forma, which attempted to reconstitute the National Exhibition. The catalogue 
describes the difficulty of this process and the scant information that exists about the 
original exhibition, whether textual or installation photographs. For example artists 
listed as participants did not in fact exhibit works, or given the re-installation in Rio de 
Janeiro, the number of participants varied depending on the host city. The catalogue 
stipulates that 26 artists were listed as participants, including 17 two-dimensional 
artists (Geraldo de Barros, Aluísio Carvão, Lothar Charoux, Lygia Clark, Waldemar 
Cordeiro, Judith Lauand, Maurício Nogueira Lima, Rubem Ludolf, César Oiticica, 
Hélio Oiticica, Lygia Pape, Luiz Sacilotto, Décio Vieira, Alfredo Volpi, and 
Alexander Wollner), three sculptors (Amilcar de Castro, Kazmer Féjer, and Franz 
Weissmann), and six poets (Ronaldo de Azeredo, Augusto de Campos, Haroldo de 
Campos, Ferreira Gullar, Décio Pignatari and Wladimir Dias Pino). Amilcar de Castro 
did not in fact exhibit, and Ivan Serpa showed works only in the Rio de Janeiro 
installation.  
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the plan for Brasília, and therefore, “Concrete art and Brazilian architecture did not 

presume the existence of an already consolidated industrial society, rather, in a certain 

way, they inaugurated it.”41 The exhibition offered new forms of representation of 

Brazilian art, not dependent on embodying the heroic Brazilian people or its glorified 

landscape, but rather geometric abstract forms as the mythical base for a new 

civilization (not unlike the history of Bolshevik Russia or Dutch modernism). 

Significantly, the Brazilian Concrete art project was not limited to only fine art 

paintings and sculpture, but considered itself a whole way of life meant to renovate 

Brazil and “inaugurate” the modern, including literature, graphic design, furniture 

design, advertising and architecture. This new national aesthetic style suited the 

developmental plans of Kubitschek discussed above, and followed the modernist 

designs of Lúcio Costa, Oscar Niemeyer and Roberto Burle-Marx that were already 

transforming Brazilian architecture and landscape design.42 

The exhibition also served as the official coming out party for Brazilian 

Concrete art or the first time Concrete artworks from both cities were hung side-by-

side. Consequently though the installation made visible the schism between the artists’ 

practices and intentions. Previously the artists all worked under the umbrella of 

concrete art, but the exhibition demonstrated their divergences in practice. Through its 

                                                
41 Mammì, “Concreta ’56: a raiz da forma,” 29-31. “A arte concreta e a arquitetura 
brasileiras não pressupunham uma sociedade industrial já consolidada; de certa 
maneira, a inauguravam.” 
42 The three men had most famously collaborated on the Ministério de Educação e 
Saúde in Rio de Janeiro in 1936. The building gained worldwide fame and inspired the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York to curate in 1943 the exhibition, Brazil Builds: 
Architecture New and Old 1652-1942. 
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name the exhibition claimed a national unity that was significant in its attempt to 

represent the nation and as a way to resurrect an avant-garde movement, not seen in 

Brazil since the Semana de Arte Moderna in 1922. This sense of a collective style was 

truly short-lived. And so in this way even to call this strain of Concrete art “Brazilian” 

is a fallacy, and by extension to attempt to construct a national modernism, leads one 

into the barbed relations between Brazil and Europe, between Brazil and other Latin 

American countries also practicing concrete art, and between the two metropolises that 

often obfuscate the larger geographical place called Brazil. So to revise Décio 

Pignatari’s argument in the epigraph, this project asks what Concrete art? Whose 

Concrete art? And from where can we begin theorizing Neoconcrete art in relationship 

to Concrete art? The study of Brazilian Concrete art makes clear the difficulty in 

constructing a national art, the power of cities in the modern era to define and often 

speak for the nation, and the difficulty of defining the modern experience through the 

national, and moreover, and perhaps needless to say the overwhelming task to 

construct a narrative of modernism for this whole region called “Latin America.”43 

 As already stated, the National Exhibition of Concrete Art brought together 

artists already working in their respective cities. So before we move ahead with a 

discussion of the exhibition and the eventual fallout between the paulista and carioca 

artists, I would like to introduce the groups who exhibited together and their individual 

projects. This is significant to establish the fact that these artists came together and 

                                                
43 Walter Mignolo, The Idea of Latin America (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 
2005). 
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collaborated as groups in separate cities and as a result with distinct developmental 

formations.   

Grupo ruptura 

In São Paulo, abstract artists had been exhibiting since 1952 under the name 

Grupo ruptura, led by Waldemar Cordeiro and including Geraldo de Barros, Luiz 

Sacilotto, Lothar Charoux, Kazmer Féjer, Leopold Haar, and Anatol Wladyslaw. 

Cordeiro, like Gullar in the Neoconcrete group, served as a spokesman for ruptura, 

penning the seminal texts of the movement and also the sharpest critiques of art from 

Rio. Not unlike the carioca scene, the paulista artists were centered in and around the 

exhibitions and activities of the local museums, Museu de Arte de São Paulo and 

Museu de Arte Moderna, and the major art event of the São Paulo Bienal founded in 

1951. Distributed at their first exhibition at MAM-SP in 1952, “The ruptura 

Manifesto” (Figure 2) announced loudly their break, or “rupture” from the art of the 

past and from history and its old ideas.44 Old forms were not limited only to 

naturalism and representational art, but also to hedonistic non-figuration. The “new” 

with which ruptura associated itself remained much more vague. It pointed towards 

“expressions based in new artistic principles” and “all the experiences that lead to 

renovation.”45 The new only referenced it self—new forms, new innovations—but did 

not specifically illuminate the particular contours of ruptura art, only its existence as a 

                                                
44 Waldemar Cordeiro, “Manifesto Ruptura,” in Projeto construtivo brasileiro na arte 
(1950-1952), ed. Aracy Amaral (Rio de Janeiro: Museu de Arte Moderna and São 
Paulo: Pinacoteca do Estado, 1977), 69. Originally published and distributed at their 
exhibition in 1952. 
45 Ibid. “é o novo/as expressões baseadas nos novos princípios artísticos; tôdas as 
experiências que tendem à renovação dos valores essenciais da arte visual…” 
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break from the old. Folded within the modernist call of the new, ruptura aimed for the 

future and a transformational tomorrow.  

A one-page document, the manifesto deployed visual design to communicate 

its message. The document was written in both short, clipped sentences and, more 

often, sentence fragments, which resemble bullet points. The design itself conveyed 

the efficiency and urgency of the new art publicized by ruptura. The text, which 

includes two different font sizes, weaves together two reading experiences. The reader 

could move through the manifesto line by line, from top to bottom, or, they could 

quickly catch the phrases in the larger font, spread across the page in a diamond shape, 

which come together to say, “there is no more continuity!/why?/it was a crisis/it was a 

renewal/it is the old/it is the new” (“não há mais continuidade!/por que?/foi a crise/foi 

a renovação/é o velho/é o novo”). With no care for traditional margins or grammar, 

the artists employed the genre of the manifesto and the formatting to pronounce and 

insist on the “newness” of their movement. They are not the “continuity;” they are the 

“renewal.”  Using all lower case letters, the manifesto is, in many ways, the fine arts 

counterpart to the poetry and manifestos of the paulista Concrete poets, who also 

began working together in 1952 (discussed further in chapter two). The Noigandres 

group comprised of Décio Pignatari and the brothers Haroldo and Augusto de Campos 

revolutionized Brazilian poetry by transforming it into a non-subjective and non-

symbolic form. Instead the poem was a deconstructed play of language as sound and 

visual signs that the viewer experimented with to assemble the plural meanings. The 
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Noigandres group and the poets from Rio de Janeiro fought publicly over the right to 

define the form and meaning of Concrete poetry.   

 

Figure 2. Grupo ruptura, “Manifesto ruptura,” 1952 

 

Figure 3. Luiz Sacilotto, Concretion 5629, 1956 (example of ruptura art) 
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Grupo Frente 

In Rio de Janeiro abstract artists had also already been working and exhibiting 

together since the early 1950s under the tutelage of Ivan Serpa. Winner of the first 

Bienal de São Paulo award for “National Young Painter” in 1951 for the painting, 

Formas (Figure 4), Serpa taught art classes at Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de 

Janeiro, which became the meeting place for the carioca artists. Working under the 

name Grupo Frente (a name suggested by Gullar) the group had its first exhibition in 

1954 at the Galeria do Instituto Brasil-Estados Unidos. The group was comprised of: 

Aluísio Carvão, Lygia Clark, Vincent Iberson, Lygia Pape, Ivan Serpa, João José da 

Silva Costa, Carlos Val, and Décio Vieira. Frente exhibited together three additional 

times and the number of members continued to grow.46 The additional artists included: 

Eric Baruch, Rubem Mauro Ludolf, Elisa Martins da Silveira, César Oiticica, Hélio 

Oiticica, Abraham Palatnik, and Franz Weissmann. Marked not only by abstraction, 

the group included figurative and art brut-type paintings as well. The Brazilian art 

critic Mário Pedrosa emphasized the “eclecticism” and youth of the artists in the 

introduction to the catalogue for the second Frente exhibition at the Museu de Arte 

Moderna do Rio de Janeiro. The young age of the Frente artists caused them to be 

open to all ideas. He states, “It means the group is open…towards the future, for the 

generations in formation. Even more promising is the fact that the group is not a 

closed clique, nor an academy where neither rules nor prescriptions are taught or 

                                                
46 Frente’s exhibitions included: Galeria IBEU in 1954, Museu de Arte Moderna do 
Rio de Janeiro in 1955, Itatiaia Country Club, Resende in 1956, and lastly, Companhia 
Siderúrgica Nacional, Volta Redonda in 1956. 
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studied for how to make abstraction, concretism, expressionism, futurism, cubism, 

realism and neo-realism and other isms.”47 The carioca artists are praised for their 

catholic principles of art-making. The group did not adhere to only one style; Serpa as 

a teacher encouraged his students to experiment with forms and materials rather than 

follow rules. Many of the Frente artists became members of Neoconcretism, and in 

this way Frente folds nicely into the later movement and its refusal to abide strictly to 

the genre of concrete art.  

 

Figure 4. Ivan Serpa, Formas, 1951 

                                                
47 Mário Pedrosa, “Grupo Frente,” in Mário Pedrosa, Acadêmicos e Modernos, ed. 
Otília Arantes (São Paulo: Editora da Universidade de São Paulo, 1998), 245-251. 
Originally published in II Exposição do Grupo Frente (Rio de Janeiro: Museu de Arte 
Moderna, Rio de Janeiro, 1955). “Isso quer dizer que o grupo está aberto…para o 
futuro, para as gerações em formação. Mais promissor ainda é o fato de o grupo não 
ser uma panleinha fechada, nem muito menos uma academia onde se ensinam e se 
aprendem regrinhas e receitas para fazer abstracionismo, concretismo, expressionismo, 
futurismo, cubismo, realismos e neo-realismos e outros ismos.” 
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Together Frente and ruptura instigated a new Brazilian modernist movement 

through their experimentation with original art forms mostly unknown to the local 

public. The press around the exhibitions of both these groups lauded their position as 

vanguards within the Brazilian art scene, while also sparking criticisms. Art critic and 

journalist for Correio da Manhã Jayme Mauricio made two important points in his 

article on Frente’s exhibition at MAM-Rio.48 First he recognized the significance of 

the museum itself as a site of origin for the group, since they met there regularly for 

classes with Serpa, and as a site of stimulus for the growth of an artistic and social 

culture in the city. As discussed in chapter three, the museums and the young artists of 

this generation together galvanized a modern culture and modern subjects that 

participated in the production of a nation remaking itself especially through the “new.” 

This historical moment witnessed the birth of Concrete art and poetry, and also bossa 

nova music (or literally “new style”) and a new national capital in Brasília. In São 

Paulo the Museum of Art São Paulo (MASP) also operated as a place of convergence 

for the Grupo ruptura artists, and moreover through its Instituto de Arte 

Contemporânea (IAC) taught artists graphic design and applied arts. Secondly, 

Mauricio established Frente as the next stage of modernism following “os primeiros 

rebeldes” (“the first rebels”), a reference to the modernist artists of the early 20th 

century such as Anita Malfatti and Candido Portinari. Serpa himself claimed that the 

objective of the group was to make vanguard art in an article aptly titled, “We want a 

                                                
48 Jayme Mauricio, “Gente Moça Renovando a Paisagem Artística,” Correio da 
Manhã, July 15, 1955, np. 
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vanguard art.”49 In fact the name Frente or Front recalled the military implications of 

the term avant-garde, as well as its orientation to the future and being ahead of other 

styles. Serpa also recognized that as a result their work would encourage disdain by 

the “socialist realist” artists, or the artists of the previous generation. He is quoted as 

saying, “They say that our art is an art that runs the risk of danger, but whichever 

group has to confront a big risk. In time, only criticism will determine the value of 

each individual artist and the group.”50 Grupo ruptura ran this same risk with the art 

critic Sérgio Milliet who published a searing critique of their first exhibition and the 

corresponding manifesto in an article in the newspaper O Estado de São Paulo.51 

Milliet, sociologist, poet, art critic (to name just a few of his professions) and a 

participant of Semana de Arte Moderna, criticized the immature artworks displayed in 

the exhibit and the unclear statements of the manifesto. Littered with questions, the 

majority of the article focused on the vagueness of the manifesto. He referenced lines 

from the text and then demanded clarification and explanation. Ultimately he argued 

that visual artists should rely on their artworks to define their practice and leave the 

use of words to poets. As a representative and advocate of Brazilian modernism, 

Milliet’s critique was especially significant for marking the boundaries of the old and 

new guard within Brazilian art. 

 

                                                
49 “Queremos uma arte de vanguarda,” Tribuna da Imprensa, July 30, 1954, np. 
50 Ibid. “Dizem que nossa arte é uma arte que corre perigo. Qualquer grupo tem de 
enfrentar uma grande perigo. Só, entretanto, através da critica se pode aquilatar de 
valor de cada um e do conjunto.” 
51 Sérgio Milliet, “Duas exposicões,” in Bandeira, Arte concreta paulista, 46. 
Originally published in O Estado de São Paulo, December 13, 1952. 
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“Os primeiros rebeldes”: waves of Brazilian modern art  

Brazilian Concrete art fashioned itself a vanguard through its break with past 

forms of national art, especially the second generation of modernist artists whose 

artistic style can be characterized as “social realism.”52 The term describes an art 

aligned much more closely with social causes, and as a result, often associated with 

the depiction of the working-class. Social realist art followed the first generation of 

Brazilian modernism, which arrived with a bang with the Semana de Arte Moderna 

(Week of Modern Art) in February 1922.53 Organized to correspond with the 

centennial anniversary of Brazilian independence, the event took place at the 

Municipal Theater in São Paulo and included an exhibition of paintings, sculpture and 

architectural models and various performances of music, dance and poetry. The 

organizers and participants truly considered the week an act of destruction of outdated 

conventions such as academic art and Parnassian poetry, both strongly associated with 

                                                
52 Social realism as a visual style was widely popular in the early twentieth-century in 
many different regions including Brazil, Mexico, England, and the United States. In 
formal terms it also resembles socialist realism in the USSR under Stalin, but not in its 
political leanings. 
53 The participants included: architects, Antonio Moya and Georg Przyrembel; 
sculptors, Victorio Brecheret, Hildegardo Leão Velloso and W. Haerberg; painters, 
Anita Malfatti, Emiliano de Cavalcanti, J. Graz, Martins Ribeiro, Zina Aita, J.F. de 
Almeida Prado, Ferrignac, Vicente Rego Monteiro, Oswaldo Goeldi, Regina Graz, and 
Castello; musicians, Villa-Lobos, Guiomar Novaes, Paulina D’Ambrósio, Ernani 
Braga, Alfredo Gomes, Frutuoso, and Lucíla Villa-Lobos; and men of letters, Mário 
de Andrade, Ronald de Carvalho, Álvaro Moreyra, Elysio de Crvalho, Oswaldo de 
Andrade, Menotti del Picchia, Renato de Almeida, Luiz Aranha, Ribeiro Couto, 
Deabreu, Agenor Barbosa, Rodrigues de Almeida, Afonso Schmidt, Sérgio Milliet, 
Guilherme de Almeida, Plínio Salgado. The Brazilian painter Tarsila do Amaral was 
out of the country during the Semana de Arte Moderna, which accounts for her 
absence from the exhibition. She returned though shortly afterwards, and became a 
central figure in the Brazilian modernist movement. 



                                                                                                                                     41 
 

Europe colonialism and the royal court.54 The creative revolution of this group of 

young men and women depended on the production of an art that felt autochthonous, 

and yet these forms of art were very much influenced by European avant-garde styles 

including Expressionism and Cubism. The post-colonial condition of modernism often 

reveals the difficult negotiation of artists working with international styles yet 

translated to feel and look locally specific; a negotiation continued by the Concrete 

artists. So though the artists of this first generation deployed European styles, they 

transformed them through the representation of images of a native Brazil. An 

exhibition of paintings by Anita Malfatti in December 1917 led the shock of the new 

in São Paulo with her charged expressionist paintings, which garnered both extreme 

praise and criticism (Figures 5 and 6).55 This exhibition was the sounding bell for 

artists, musicians and poets to gather together and collectively announce their presence 

and plans to transform Brazilian culture. The excitement over Malfatti’s exhibition 

generated the idea for the Modern Art Week.  

                                                
54 Aracy A. Amaral, Artes Plásticas na Semana de 22 (São Paulo: Editora 34 Ltda., 
1998, 5th ed.). 
55 Exposição de Pintura Moderna – Anita Malfatti was held in São Paulo from 
December 12, 1917 to January 11, 1918 and included 53 artworks. One of her greatest 
admirers was Mário de Andrade who wrote, “Não posso falar pelos meus 
companheiros de então, mas eu pessoalmente, devo a revelação do novo e a convicção 
da revolta a ela [Malfatti] e à força dos seus quadros…Foi ela, foram os seus quadros, 
que nos deram uma primeira consciência de revolta e de coletividade em luta pela 
modernização das artes brasileiras. Pelo menos a mim.” While famously Moneteiro 
Lobato in the newspaper O Estado de São Paulo criticized Malfatti’s paintings and 
modern art, more broadly, “its elitism, hermeticism, adhesion to modisms, its ‘lack of 
sincerity’.” For more on Malfatti, see “Exposição de Pintura Moderna – Anita 
Malfatti,” itaucultural.org.br; Amaral, Artes Plásticas na Semana de 22; Paulo 
Mendes de Almeida, De Anita ao museu (São Paulo: Editora Perspectiva S.A., 1976). 
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Figure 5. Anita Malfatti, O homen amarelo, 1915 

 

Figure 6. Anita Malfatti, Tropical, 1917 

 At the time, as well as subsequently, the Modern Art Week was criticized for 

its bourgeois tastes and for being out of touch with the working-class sectors of the 

Brazilian populace. Many of the well-known artists and writers did in fact come from 

upper class backgrounds, which allowed them to travel between Europe and Brazil—
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true cosmopolitan subjects. A second generation of artists emerged then to address the 

absence of a more socially conscious art within early modernism and turned to social 

realism as a new art style. The 1930s marked the arrival of this group of artists with a 

different agenda, which coincided with the Revolution of 1930 and the subsequent 

establishment of the Vargas dictatorship. Throughout the Estado Novo, Vargas aimed 

to augment his own power and the power of the federal state, and as a result deployed 

multiple tactics to represent his government as “the nation,” including the arts and 

culture.56 Along with repressive and violent means, Vargas often turned to the rhetoric 

of populism to engender nationalism and animate the Brazilian people, which 

intersected with the Generation of 1930 artists’ use of brasilidade within their art and 

literature. Brasilidade or “Brazilianness” sought to represent “authentically” what it 

meant to be Brazilian. Instead of formal innovation, which characterized the first 

generation of modernists, art must address and represent the “real” Brazil. In this way 

the social realist artists and the Vargas regime overlapped in their desire to 

simultaneously represent and produce an authentic Brazilian identity.57 

                                                
56 See Daryle Williams’ excellent and thorough study of the institutional uses of 
culture and the arts in Brazil during the Estado Novo. Daryle Williams, Culture Wars 
in Brazil: The First Vargas Regime, 1930-1945 (Durham: Duke University Press, 
2001). 
57 Historians during this period in Brazil also turned to the study of Brazil’s colonial 
past and especially the role of the slave-system in the formation of the nation. The 
most important book to be written was Gilberto Freyre’s Casa Grande & Senzala in 
1933, which examined the race relations between the Brazilian masters and their 
slaves to argue for the destiny of Brazil as a racial democracy. 
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 Within the visual arts, the artist most associated with the pictorial 

representation of brasilidade is Candido Portinari.58 Portinari’s style can be described 

as social realist similar to the Mexican muralists or, perhaps more accurately, it recalls 

the return to order of Pablo Picasso. His paintings focus on human narratives with 

figures drawn simply and crudely, but with a nobility of their personhood. His subjects 

range from portraits of the lower classes such as Afro-Brazilian laborers (Figure 7) to 

the history of colonial Brazil exemplified by his rendering of the great Brazilian 

revolutionary figure Tiradentes (Figure 8). Portinari not only gained favor with the 

Brazilian dictatorship, but also the international art cognoscenti. He was the face of 

Brazilian modern art. In the same year (1939) that Portinari was chosen to represent 

Brazil at the New York’s World Fair he was also included in the exhibition Art in our 

Time at the Museum of Modern Art. Museum Director Alfred Barr had recently 

acquired the painting, Morro (1933), which was the only example of Brazilian art in 

the exhibition.59 In 1935 Portinari became the first Brazilian to win an international art 

prize at the Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh for his painting, Café (1934, Figure 7). 

Within and outside of Brazil, Portinari’s paintings exemplified “Brazilianness.” 

                                                
58 Though I will focus on Portinari here, other artists such as Lasar Segall, and 
Emiliano Di Cavalcanti could also be considered. See Aracy Amaral’s book on the 
topic, Arte para quê? A preocupação social na arte brasileira 1930-1970 (São Paulo: 
Nobel, 1984). For more on Portinari, see Andrea Giunta, ed., Candido Portinari y el 
sentido social del arte (Buenos Aires: Siglo veintiuno editors, 2005). Within literature, 
Mário de Andrade remains the single most important author of this time. Though 
initially involved with the Semana de Arte Moderna, Andrade became actively 
involved with documenting, preserving and celebrating local Brazilian culture, 
including the plastic arts, music, and dance. 
59 Williams on Brazil’s participation in the World’s Fair, Culture Wars in Brazil, 201-
227. 
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Figure 7. Candido Portinari, Café, 1935 

 

Figure 8. Candido Portinari, Tiradentes, 1948-49 
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With the opening of the São Paulo Bienal in 1951 and the National Exhibition 

of Concrete Art in 1956, a third generation of modern artists staked a claim in 

Brazilian art. The exhibitions made visible new generational rivalries around the 

concept of a national art. Artists and critics of the older generation (Generation of 

1930) criticized abstract artists for their international style, and as a result for turning 

their backs on Brazil. While the Concrete artists and their supporters complained that 

the public, including Brazilian artists and art critics and the international art circuit 

wanted only literal representations of Brazil like with social realist art. At the heart of 

the debate were the future of Brazilian art and the need for it to speak of and for the 

nation. The figurative artists associated with early modernismo interpreted Concrete 

art as a disavowal of local specificity through the global sameness of abstraction. 

Internationalism was confronted as an internal neocolonialism in which Brazilian 

artists willingly took up Europe’s vanguard styles. Abstract art was also criticized as 

an affront on art that meant to champion the lower classes. Upon the occasion of the 

First Bienal de São Paulo, where Brazilian Concrete art made its first appearances, one 

critic wrote about it as, “An art that flees from reality, that serves the designs of a 

decadent class like the bourgeoisie, an art that opens its doors to imperialist 

penetration, in the sense that it acts like opium for the artist, is not an art of the people. 

It is the art of a degenerate bourgeoisie.”60 For the earlier modernists, Concrete art 

                                                
60 J. Vilanova Artigas, “A Bienal é contra os artistas brasileiros,” Fundamentos 23 
(September 1951), 12, quoted in Beverly Adams, “Locating the International: Art of 
Brazil and Argentina in the 1950s and 1960s” (PhD diss., University of Texas at 
Austin, 2000), 56. “Uma arte que foge da realidade, que serve os disignios de uma 
clase decadente como a burguesia, uma arte que abre as puertas à penetração 
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operated as a symbol of foreign imperialism in its use of abstraction. And the critic 

made the double assertion that it did not represent the Brazilian people and therefore 

the “decadent bourgeoisie” or middle classes were not the “true” Bienal Brazilian 

people. My dissertation follows the remaking of Brazil as a middle class nation and 

Concrete art as its cultural tool. The debate over the purpose of art, who it should 

represent, and its audience emphasizes the changing terrains of the Brazilian populace 

and a shift to a post-war ideology and culture, to which I argue Neoconcretism 

remains central as a transformative actor. 

On the other hand the new generation of Brazilian Concrete artists and critics 

called into question the cul-de-sac represented by figural realist art. The emergence of 

abstract art in Latin America signified an exhaustion with the realist model of image-

making and its ideological use, both by the national governments and by foreigners. 

Mário Pedrosa, though initially a supporter of Portinari’s art, vocalized his 

disappointment with the limitations of the genre, especially as it presented only one 

aspect of Brazilian life. In a series of texts written in 1957 around the Fourth São 

Paulo Bienal, Pedrosa responded to criticisms received from outside Brazil. He 

famously stated that Alfred Barr called Brazilian Concrete art “Bauhausexercise” and 

thus not original.61 Pedrosa went on to say that “original” for foreigners is only that 

which represented the past and the exotic, or the post-colonial artist must “keep up” 

with the trends determined by the centers of the North, when writing: 

                                                
imperialista, na medida que age como ópio para o artista, não é arte de povo, é arte da 
burguesia degenerada.” 
61 Mário Pedrosa, “Pintura brasileira e gusto internacional,” in Pedrosa, Acadêmicos e 
modernos, 280. 
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But what the official critic [Barr] does not realize is that his irritation emerges 
from not having found in Ibarapuera a painting that satisfies his taste, or of the 
eclectic tastes that today predominate in Paris or New York. And not having 
found anything that met with his usual habits, he deviated, like all important 
foreigners who arrive in our region in search of Indian villages and a flock of 
parrots in flight. In general, this is the attitude of the majority of foreign critics 
that visit us: either they want a painting or sculpture, but only those that fit the 
contemporary aesthetic canons and fashions, already determined beforehand to 
be the most advanced or at least the most sophisticated, or something native. 
They understand native as anything that signifies primitivism, romanticism, 
savagery, or in other words, exoticism. They do not allow our artists to 
research or develop a modern language that is not in fashion in the large 
European centers.62 
  

Pedrosa pointed to the double bind of the Brazilian modern artist—either they 

produced art that expressed the colonial exotic or they followed without question the 

stylistic trends recognized by the New York or Parisian artworld. In other words 

Concrete art was neither the “real” Brazil nor the most up-to-date contemporary art. 

Interestingly, Pedrosa’s words turned the table on the older generation of Brazilian 

critics. They in fact agree with Barr, the degenerate bourgeois imperialist from New 

York, on Brazilian Concrete art. 

 

 

                                                
62 Ibid. “Mas o que não percebeu o autorizado crítico é que sua irritação provem de 
não ter encontrado, no Ibarapuera, uma pintura a seu gosto, ou ao gosto eclético hoje 
dominante em Paris ou Nova Iorque. E não encontrando nada que afagasse seus 
hábitos, desviou-se, como todo estrangeiro importante faz ao chegar às nossas plagas, 
na procura de tabas de índios e de revoada de papagaios. Em geral, esta é a attitude da 
maioria dos críticos estrangeiros que nos visitam: ou querem uma pintura ou escultura 
(de boa qualidade, já se vê), mas que esteja dentro dos cânones estéticos e do gosto 
predominante na atualidade em seus própios meios, ou então alguma coisa autóctone. 
Entendem, porém, por autóctonetudo que indique primitivismo, romanticismo, 
selvagismo, isto é, no fundo, exotismo. Não gostam de permitir ais nossos artistas uma 
pesquisa, uma linguagem moderna e não ao gosto do momento nos grandes centros 
europeus.” 
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Concrete art goes south 

For Barr the adaptation of concrete art by Brazilian artists was unusual because 

it was by then an old guard, European art style. In New York City the reigning art 

school was Abstract Expressionism, rather than geometric abstract art. Concrete art 

developed from Art Concret, introduced in the first and only issue of a new journal in 

April 1930 edited by Dutch artist Theo van Doesburg. In the journal, of the same 

name, van Doesburg along with artists Otto G. Carlsund, Jean Helion, Leon 

Tutundjian, and Marcel Wantz wrote and signed the Art Concret manifesto, which 

called for a universal art, conceived a priori of its construction without any reference 

to the natural world, and instead constructed with “pure plastic elements.”63 In another 

text from the same issue, van Doesburg differentiated the concepts of abstract and 

concrete through a teleological sequence in which the former gave way to the latter 

through the exhaustion of the practice of abstracting from the natural world. “We 

speak of concrete and not abstract painting because nothing is more concrete, more 

real than a line, a color, a surface.”64 Excised completely from a referential field, Art 

Concret took its place next to real objects in the world and as a result only accrued 

meaning through its own object-ness. A mathematical and scientistic technophilia also 

marked the discourse of Art Concret at the cost of the presence of the hand. The texts 

                                                
63 Otto Carlsund, Theo van Doesburg, Jean Helion, Leon Tutundjian and Marcel 
Wantz, “Art concret. The basis of concrete painting,” in Joost Baljeu, Theo van 
Doesburg (NY: Macmillan Publishing, 1974), 180-181. Originally published in Art 
Concret (April 1930). In this chapter I will be referring to the author as just van 
Doesburg. 
64 Theo van Doesburg, “Comments on the basis of concrete painting,” in Baljeu, Theo 
van Doesburg, 181. Originally published in Art Concret (April 1930). 
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in Art Concret called for an art made with mathematical data and science, or 

mechanical tools such as a ruler, a typewriter, and a compass.65 

Many reasons can be put forward for why concrete art became a popular style 

after the fact in Brazil, though no direct lineage can be mapped, nor a single narrative 

constructed.66 Instead I sketch briefly here the various threads and argue for a network 

of influence. First I should mention that concrete art was not limited to only Brazil. 

Concrete art was also practiced in Uruguay, Argentina, Venezuela and Colombia. The 

return of Uruguayan artist Joaquín Torres-García from his long stay in Europe had a 

major impact on artists in the region.67 A close associate of many of the European 

abstract artists, including van Doesburg, Torres-García initiated the School of the 

South in Montevideo, which aimed to reverse the geopolitical hierarchy of North and 

South and encourage independent artistic practice in Latin America. He served as an 

                                                
65 Van Doesburg, “Art concret,” 180-181. Postulate number five of the manifesto 
reads: “The technique should be mechanical, that is to say, precise rather than 
impressionistic.” Followed by number six: “Absolute clarity should be sought.” 
66 For an example of two significant texts on geometric abstract art from Latin 
America, see Roberto Pontual, América Latina: Geometria sensível (Rio de Janeiro: 
Jornal do Brasil, 1978) and Aracy Amaral, “Abstract Constructivist Trends in 
Argentina, Brazil, Venezuela, and Colombia,” in Latin American Artists of the 
Twentieth Century, ed. Waldo Rasmussen (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 
1993), 86-99. 
67 Joaquín Torres-García was born in Montevideo, Uruguay in 1874, but spent a large 
part of his life in Europe (1891-1934) where he formed close personal and working 
relationships with many of the avant-garde artists of the time. Along with Michael 
Seuphor, he founded the Cercle et Carré group, which practiced constructivist abstract 
art. When he moved back to Montevideo, he continued to make art, wrote texts that 
promoted the practice of constructive universalism, or the engaged practice of 
abstraction and local Latin American traditions, and began a school, El Taller Torres-
Garcia. See Mari Carmen Ramírez, ed., El Taller Torres-García: The School of the 
South and Its Legacy (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1992). 
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influential teacher, theorist and artist in the region, especially contributing to the 

spread of concrete art in Argentina (Figure 9).  

 

Figure 9. Joaquín Torres-García, Universal Art, 1943 

Argentine artists sought to innovate the artistic language of Latin America, 

reject the traditions of Surrealism and automatism, and most provocatively to invent. 

“TO INVENT: To find or to discover, through ingenuity or mediation, or by sheer 

chance, something new or unknown./ For a poet or an artist, to find, imagine, or create 

his work.”68 Invention became a key term for the artists working in Buenos Aires, but 

in the course of the 1940s the concept would come to serve different purposes as more 

than a dozen artists came together, argued, broke up, and as a result produced over a 

                                                
68 Quoted from the back cover of the magazine Arturo (1944) in Mario H. 
Gradowczyk and Nelly Perazzo, Abstract Art from the Río de la Plata: Buenos Aires 
and Montevideo 1933-1953 (New York: The Americas Society, 2001), 36. 
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handful of artistic movements, each with its own corresponding manifesto.69 Rooted in 

Marxism, opposed to psychoanalysis, and open to all the arts, the Argentine Concrete 

art project generated different visual styles so I focus here on two main points of 

interest: the frame and the concreteness of the artwork. I use two essays to represent 

these ideas. In 1944 Rhod Rothfuss wrote “The Frame: A Problem of Contemporary 

Art” in which he urged the artist to break from the traditional frame, which holds 

paintings, even abstract, non-referential works, within the realm of illusionism, by 

saying, “This is why most of these paintings held on to that window concept of 

naturalist paintings, giving us only a part of the subject but not its totality. A painting 

with a regular frame suggests a continuity of theme that disappears only when the 

frame is rigorously structured according to the painting’s composition.”70 In 

conversation with avant-garde painters, Rothfuss criticized Cubist painters, for 

example. Though their subject matter challenged the representation of the world, their 

“regular frame” returned it to illusionism or painting as a window to the world 

exemplified by Renaissance art. Instead he called for the frame to follow the 

                                                
69 Argentine abstract art originated with the publication of a magazine, Arturo in 1944 
in Buenos Aires. It included artworks and texts by Argentines Tomás Maldonado, 
Carmelo Arden Quin, Gyula Kosice, Edgar Bayley, and Rhod Rothfuss. In 1946, 
Bayley and Maldonado formed the Asociación Arte Concreto-Invención, while in the 
same year, Arden Quin, Kosice, and Rothfuss formed Madí. See Nelly Perazzo, 
Vanguardias de la década del cuarenta (Buenos Aires: Museo Sívori, 1980), Gabriel 
Pérez-Barreiro, “The Argentine Avant-Garde, 1944-1950” (PhD diss., University of 
Essex, 1996), and Ana Jorgelina Pozzi-Harris, “Marginal Disruptions: Concrete and 
Madí Art in Argentina, 1940-1955” (PhD diss., University of Texas at Austin, 2007). 
70 Rhod Rothfuss, “The Frame: A Problem of Contemporary Art,” translated in 
Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America, ed. Mari Carmen Ramírez and 
Héctor Olea (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press and Houston, TX: Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston, 2004), 490-491. Originally published in Spanish as “EL MARCO: 
Un problema de la plástica actual,” Arturo (Buenos Aires) 1, n.1 (1944). 
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composition. “This means that the edge of the canvas plays an active role in the work 

of art. A role that it must always play. A painting should begin and end with itself. 

Without continuity.”71 The frame transforms the work into a concrete object that 

engages directly with the viewer and the world, rather than operating through mimesis 

(Figure 10). Another Argentine Concretist Tomás Maldonado expanded this idea as he 

believed the concrete artwork would return man to the world, and not deceive him 

with false illusions of representations of this world (i.e. figurative art). He wrote in 

“Manifiesto Invencionista” (1946), “Concrete art, instead, exalts the Being, because it 

practices it. An art of action, it generates the will to act.”72 For the Argentine 

Concretists, the artwork actively participated in the world and encouraged man to also 

partake, including the artist. The “Being” in this quote is both existence and the act, or 

existence constituted though action. The artwork locates its purpose in what it does, or 

what the Concretists hoped it would do—transform the material relations of society. 

The artist then is a direct cause of the transformation of society and the relations of 

men and things through his constructive act.  

                                                
71 Ibid. 
72 Tomás Maldonado, “Manifiesto Invencionista,” in Nelly Perazzo, El Arte concreto 
en la Argentina en la decada del 40 (Buenos Aires: Ediciones de Arte Gaglianone, 
1983), 176. Originally published in Arte Concreto-Invención (1946). 
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Figure 10. Rhod Rothfuss, Three Red Circles, 1948 

The Argentines were practicing concrete art in the decade before the Brazilian 

artists, but again a direct link of “influence” can be difficult to isolate. In 1953 the 

Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro hosted an exhibition of Argentine art, 

including Concrete art, which the carioca artists were sure to have visited.73 In 1955 

Grupo Frente, who was comprised of many future Neoconcretists, released a collective 

statement repudiating the influence of the Argentine school. In his essay on Frente 

Frederico Morais though makes a case for the statement as a “tactical response” to 

                                                
73 The exhibition Grupo de artistas modernos argentinos took place at Museu de Arte 
Moderna do Rio de Janeiro in August 1953. It included the following artists: Alfredo 
Hilto, Claudio Girola, Clorindo Testa, Enio Iommi, Jose Antonio Fernandez, Lidy 
Prati, Miguel Ocampo, Rafael Onetto, Sarah Grilo, and Tomas Maldonado. A small 
catalogue of the same name accompanied the exhibition with an essay by Argentine 
critic, Jorge Romero Brest. 
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those who would accuse the artists of importing models of art.74 The fact was 

members of Frente read the Argentine magazine Nueva Visión edited by Maldonado 

and at the critical moment before the first Frente exhibition assisted with the 

installation of the traveling Argentine exhibition of the Grupo de Artistas Modernos. 

Yet let us also remember that Ivan Serpa, the founder of Frente, had already won a 

prize for his geometric abstract painting at the First São Paulo Bienal in 1951, two 

years before the Argentine exhibition. Instead of a linear influence, concrete artists 

were working within a shared network of ideas and forms across Latin America.   

The Bienal proved to be fertile ground for the growth of this network, and as a 

place maker for the city of São Paulo within the international art circuit, as well as for 

the burgeoning Concrete artists in Brazil. Most often the Bienal is discussed in 

relationship with the Swiss artist Max Bill and often leads to the conclusion that Bill is 

the sole reason for Brazilian Concrete art. I instead follow the argument that Bill 

confirmed what already was in formation. So let’s set the scene. Bill had been a 

student at the Bauhaus in Dessau from 1927 to 1929. In 1936 and then again in 1949 

Bill adopted and adapted the foundational text about Art Concret written by van 

Doesburg et al. in order to revitalize the concrete art movement in Europe, and 

eventually he became its main proponent in Latin America, as well.75 Bill and 

                                                
74 Frederico Morais, Grupo Frente, 1954-1956; I Exposição Nacional de Arte 
Abstrata, Hotel Quitandinha, 1953 (Rio de Janiero: Galeria de arte BANERJ, 1984), 
np. 
75 For example, Max Bill wrote “Arte concreta,” (1946) and “The mathematical 
approach in contemporary art,” (1949). I depend especially on Tomás Maldonado’s 
edited volume, Max Bill (Buenos Aires: ENV, Ed. Nueva Visión, 1955), which Gullar 
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Maldonado began a lasting friendship in 1948, which would take Maldonado to Ulm, 

Germany in 1954 to become a faculty member at the Ulm School of Design opened by 

Bill in the previous year.76 In 1950 Bill was asked to exhibit his works at the Museu de 

Arte de São Paulo and the following year he represented Switzerland at the Bienal de 

São Paulo and won the top prize for his work Tripartite Unity, 1948-49 (Figure 11). 

Within the history of Brazilian Concrete art, the influence of Bill and his appearance at 

the Bienal has often overshadowed the narrative and served as a quasi-“origin myth.” 

But as I have tried to develop in this section, no one person or event served as the 

single influence on Brazilian Concretism. Rather a confluence of people and ideas 

converged at the right time and within a receptive environment. Bill’s arrival and 

warm reception in Brazil confirmed the direction already in progress of the local 

artistic practices.  

 

                                                
also used and cited in his history of modern art published in Suplemento Dominical 
Jornal do Brasil discussed in chapter three. 
76 Max Bill, along with Inge Aicher-Scholl and Otl Aicher founded the Ulm School of 
Design in 1953, which remained open until 1968. As a student of the Bauhaus, Bill 
conceived of the school within that same model, and especially emphasized product 
design and visual communication.  
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Figure 11. Max Bill, Tripartite Unity, 1948-49 

The origins of Neoconcretism 

Though the first Neoconcrete exhibition would not occur until 1959, the 

national Concrete art project eroded in the years between 1956 and 1959. Along with a 

flurry of essays by artists published in newspaper and magazines attacking each other, 

the Concrete poets of São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro publicly fought at a meeting at 

União Nacional dos Estudantes in Rio organized to accompany the city’s installation 

of the national exhibition. The formation of the Neoconcrete group and their inaugural 

exhibition permanently divided the Brazilian Concrete art project. “The Neoconcrete 

Manifesto” published in March 1959 in Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil stands 

as the ur-text for understanding the movement and also its distinction from paulista 

Concrete art. The manifesto written by Ferreira Gullar can be analyzed in many ways 

and from many different hermeneutic positions. I will be arguing here how it engaged 
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with the national Concrete art project and its division and especially how it waged 

combat with Cordeiro’s version of Concretism. First, permit me to establish the series 

of exhibitions and artists who participated in Neoconcretism so it is clear who was 

involved with the movement, as well as its chronology.  

The manifesto coincided with the First Neoconcrete Exhibition at the Museum 

of Modern Art Rio de Janeiro from March 19 to April 19, 1959, which established the 

group. The exhibition featured artworks by the members including: paintings by Lygia 

Clark, engravings by Lygia Pape, sculptures by Franz Weissmann and Amilcar de 

Castro, and poems by Theon Spanudis, Reynaldo Jardim, and Ferreira Gullar. Pape 

and Jardim also collaborated on a ballet, which took place in a theater, not at the 

museum. These artists and poets formed the core of the group and were the original 

signatories of the manifesto. By the Second Neoconcrete Exhibition, which also 

happened at MAM-Rio from November 21 to December 10, 1960, the number of 

Neoconcrete artists had ballooned from seven to twelve, including the loss of Spanudis 

from the group and the addition of new members: Aluísio Carvão, Claudio Mello e 

Souza, Décio Vieira, Hélio Oiticica, Hércules Barsotti, Osmar Dillon, Roberto Pontual 

and Willys de Castro.77 The third and last Neoconcrete Exhibition took place from 

                                                
77 This was not actually their second showing. The first exhibition travelled to 
Salvador da Bahia in November 1959, but was reconfigured and expanded to include 
the original artists and Carvão, Mello e Souza, Carlos Fernando Fortes de Almeida, 
Oiticica, and Castro. Though Spanudis exhibited in Bahia, he no longer worked with 
the group thereafter. 
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April 27 to May 14, 1961 in São Paulo at the Museum of Modern Art.78 Many of the 

Neoconcrete artists had previously worked with Grupo Frente. 

From the first line of “The Neoconcrete Manifesto” Gullar established the new 

group’s identity as antithetical to the paulista adaptation of concretism by writing, 

“The term Neoconcrete signifies a response to ‘geometric’ non-figurative art 

(Neoplasticism, Constructivism, Suprematism, the Ulm School) and particularly to the 

dangerously rationalist extreme to which Concrete art has been taken.”79 The group 

immediately presented itself as a counterpart to the São Paulo school, which had taken 

Concretism to a “dangerously rationalist extreme.” Gullar criticized the use of logical 

and mathematical reasoning, devoid of human expressiveness as the basis for art 

production. Pedrosa, the other main defender of Neoconcrete art, had also commented 

on the central role of rationalist theory to the paulista artists that he even accused 

Cordeiro of tracing the object literally from the idea.80  

Though Waldemar Cordeiro may have denied this last charge, he supported the 

conceptualization of art as based in a strict rationalist process. Cordeiro, leader and 

unofficial spokesman of Grupo ruptura, strongly criticized the lack of theoretical 

acuity in the art practice of the Rio artists in his article, “Theory and Practice of 

                                                
78 The Third Neoconcrete Exhibition did not present works by Vieira nor Mello e 
Souza, but did introduce the poet Albértus Marques.  
79 Ferreira Gullar, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” in Experiência neoconcreta, 157. 
Originally published in Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil, March 22, 1959, 4-5. 
I will use the English translation of the manifesto from this book throughout this 
chapter and dissertation. 
80 Mário Pedrosa, “Paulistas e cariocas” in Pedrosa, Acadêmicos e Modernos, 256. 
Originally published in Jornal do Brasil, February 19, 1957. “Cordeiro nutre a sua 
idéia, e a transpõe para a tela, como um desenhista sobre uma prancha traça seu 
objeto.” 
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Carioca Concretism” in the art journal Arquitetura e Decoração in April 1957, which 

in effect contributed to the artistic cleaving of the two cities.81 It is worth remembering 

that the re-installation of the National Concrete Exhibition in Rio de Janeiro opened in 

February 1957, so the rupture of the national project was swift and clean along “party” 

lines. Cordeiro in his essay acknowledged the “profound” differences between the 

groups including the fundamentals of art making and its conception, and criticized the 

carioca artists’ lack of structural and chromatic rigor.82 In regards to the former, 

Cordeiro complained about Gullar, and by association the Rio group’s conception of 

art as a symbol rather than a concrete object. Invested in van Doesburg’s intellectual 

basis for concrete painting, Cordeiro paraphrased the Dutch artist when he wrote that 

art is “as real as an actual apple.”83 By this he implied that Gullar and the carioca 

artists abandoned rational form and objective truth—the “real” mission of concrete 

art—in favor of symbolic form and subjective understanding. Now Gullar would not 

necessarily disagree with this accusation, and the line dividing objective/subjective 

                                                
81 Waldemar Cordeiro, “Teoria e prática do concretismo carioca” in Projeto 
construtivo brasileiro na arte (1950-1962), 134-135. Originally published in 
Arquitetura e Decoração (April 1957). 
82 Ibid. “Esta diferença é mais profunda do que pode parecer à primeira vista. Trata-se, 
com efeito, não apenas de modos diferentes de realizar a obra de arte, como também 
de conceber a arte e suas relações.” 
83 Ibid. “Essa tentativa, algo tardia, parece ignorar que a obra de arte criativa e não-
figurativa é, hoje, tão real quanto a própria maçã: é em virtude dessa sua inserção na 
realidade que a arte deixou também de ser símbolo. Ela é o que é.” This is a 
paraphrase of van Doesburg’s famous statement: “A woman, a tree, a cow; are these 
concrete elements in painting? No. A woman, a tree and a cow are concrete only in 
nature…However, a plane is a plane, a line is a line and no more or no less that that.” 
Van Doesburg, “Comments on the basis of concrete painting,” 181. 
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was one of the more strongly charged themes for these two artists-critics. I will return 

to Gullar’s response to Cordeiro in the discussion of “The Neoconcrete Manifesto.”  

Pedrosa had already isolated the “profound” differences between the two 

groups of artists as a result of their geography in his February 1957 essay “Paulistas e 

cariocas” in which the art critic, depending on broad stereotypes of the two cities, 

deployed this essentialism to explain the irreconcilable rift in the national project.84 

Pedrosa began by asking about the connection between geography and personal 

characteristics, so for instance why are Italians more theoretical than the French, 

which lead to his argument that the paulista artists, in complete contrast to the 

cariocas, “not only believe in their theories but follow them to the letter.”85 He floated 

the idea of Rio’s beach environment as the reason for the artists’ “negligence of 

doctrine.”86 Ultimately the paulistas derived the concept of art from an idea whereas 

the cariocas privileged the sensorial. Cordeiro’s own text then followed Pedrosa’s 

logic, and this binary between the artists and their respective cities took hold 

permanently as the interpretative strategy for Brazilian concrete art. Subsequent 

scholars depended on it as much as the artists and critics themselves branded it as a 

way to distinguish their art production and the local environment that influenced it.  

Gullar responded to the extremism of Concretism with the expressive 

potentialities of Neoconcretism, and constructed the carioca quality of their art around 

                                                
84 Mário Pedrosa, “Paulistas e cariocas,” 253-256.  
85 Ibid., 254. “Os pintores, desenhistas e escultores paulistas não somente acreditam 
nas suas teorias como as seguem à risca.” 
86 Ibid., 256. “Os artistas cariocas estão longe dessa severa consciência concretista de 
seus colegas paulistas. São mais empíricos, ou então o sol, o mar os induzem a certa 
negligencia doutrinária.” 
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its expressiveness. The second line of the manifesto emphasized this point, “In light of 

their experiences in the fields of painting, sculpture, engraving and literature, the 

artists participating in this first Neoconcrete Exhibition have found it necessary to 

reassess the theoretical positions upon which concrete art has been grounded thus far, 

as none of them is apt to the expressive possibilities tapped by these experiences.”87 I 

want to emphasize the word “expressive” here because the word and its variant forms 

are used fourteen times throughout the manifesto. This is not the semantic use of 

“expression” found say in Abstract Expressionism, larger than life canvases with 

dramatic and often gestural outpourings rooted in the tradition of Surrealism. Instead 

the word allowed Gullar to re-constitute the role of the artist against the way it had 

been defined by Cordeiro and, even further back, by van Doesburg in the 1930s. I 

argue here that Gullar in the manifesto directly replied to Cordeiro’s short essay from 

1956, “The Object (Productive Art).”88 I point specifically to a section that comes 

towards the end of the text in which Cordeiro wrote, “Art is not the expression of 

intellectual, ideological, or religious thought. Similarly, art is not the expression of 

hedonistic contents. In other words, art is not expression but product.”89 We return 

here to an argument about art as a concrete object, as real as an apple, and not a 

symbol or stand-in for something not itself. Interestingly with the use of the word 

“product” Cordeiro’s ideas can be connected to those of the paulista Noigandres group 

                                                
87 Gullar, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” 124. 
88 Waldemar Cordeiro, “O Objeto” in Projeto construtivo brasileiro na arte (1950-
1952), 74-75. Originally published in Arquitetura e Decoração (December 1956). 
89 Ibid., 74. “A arte não é expressão do pensamento intelectual, ideológico ou 
religioso. A arte não é, igualmente, expressão de conteúdos hedonísticos. A arte, 
enfim, não é expressão mas produto.” 
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discussed at length in chapter two. The Noigandres poets, who also exhibited their 

poetry at the National Exhibition, made poems that mimicked the industrial process 

and, like Cordeiro’s art, did not take on a metaphorical function.  “The Neoconcrete 

Manifesto” defined carioca art through the contrast with the art and poetry emerging 

from São Paulo and its emphasis on the industrial product and the prominence of the 

idea of the work before the work’s existence. Neoconcrete art through an expressive 

geometry avoided the regularity associated with the manufacture of a product. 

Gullar railed against the potential evacuation of the subject through the 

transformation of the artist into a kind of receiver, or one who simply applies laws and 

formulas, instead of creating new meanings in the world. The Neoconcrete break 

resulted from an interpretation of concrete art since its origins as invested in the 

objective process of art, strictly followed by Grupo ruptura. Van Doesburg envisioned 

the artist as a scientist, for example when he described concrete art in 1930, 

“Everything is measurable, even spirit with its one hundred and ninety-nine 

dimensions. We are painters who think and measure.”90 Or more pointedly when he 

compared the paintbrush to a surgical instrument and encouraged artists to learn from 

the medical laboratory.91 Even more strictly, Gullar’s humanist rhetoric in the 

manifesto denounced van Doesburg’s call for the the rational control offered by 

mathematics and scientific laws will usher in an “era of certitude…of perfection.”92 

Neoconcrete art instead committed itself fully to the assertion of a sensorial human 

                                                
90 Theo van Doesburg, “Comments on the basis of concrete painting,” 182. 
91 Theo van Doesburg, “Elementarism (the elements of the new painting),” in Balijeu, 
Theo van Doesburg, 185. Originally published in De Stijl (January 1932). 
92 Van Doesburg, “Comments on the basis of concrete painting,” 182. 
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body—a mutable body. From this perspective, the opposition to the a priori idea of art 

not only supported the existentialist tendencies of the Neoconcrete texts but also 

exposed a fear of the reduced role of the artist. Though perhaps still imbued with a 

certain Romanticism, the Neoconcrete artist was not the hermeneutic center of the 

work, but rather the work “is always in the present, always in the process of beginning 

over, of beginning the impulse that gave birth to it over again—whose origin and 

evolution it contains simultaneously.”93 The artwork did not serve as a psychoanalytic 

mirror of the individual artist’s interiority but rather returned man to the “real,” 

understood here as the site of lived experience. Moreover it is the viewer-participant 

who ultimately completed the work. As an existentialist, Gullar could not believe in 

van Doesburg’s call for the work of art to be fully conceived before its production 

because human existence precedes essence.94  

Phenomenology offered Gullar a way out of an idealist conception of art, as 

well as a language to describe the act of making as an inter-subjective experience 

between the artist, the artwork, and the viewer-participant—a “presencing” of one to 

the other, a plenitude. Within this philosophical system, inherently then, the 

temporality of art production is the present, an ever renewing present with a 

potentiality(ies) for change, and not a fixed tomorrow of “certitude” and “perfection.” 

                                                
93 Gullar, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” 160. 
94 Jean-Paul Sartre, “Existentialism is a Humanism,” in Jean-Paul Sartre, 
Existentialism is a Humanism, trans. Carol Macomber (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2007). The essay was first presented as a lecture given in French in 1946. Van 
Doesburg, “Art concret. The basis of concrete painting” wrote Point two of the 
concrete art manifesto: “The work of art should be fully conceived and spiritually 
formed before it is produced” in Baljeu, 180. 
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The philosophers central to the Neoconcrete practice were Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 

Ernst Cassirer, and Susanne Langer. Most importantly the variation of phenomenology 

proposed by the French Merleau-Ponty proved essential for Gullar as a way to attack 

the paulista strain of rationalist art. In The Phenomenology of Perception (1945) 

Merleau-Ponty described the relation of man and the world. In opposition to 

Descartes’s cogito phenomenology defined consciousness as always already 

immediately imbricated in the world or “We are caught up in the world and we do not 

succeed in extricating ourselves from it in order to achieve consciousness of the 

world.”95 Consciousness could not be detached from the body. The embodied subject 

experienced the world with his sense-organs and translated perceived phenomena into 

ideas. Merleau-Ponty marked the body as a “vehicle of being in the world” and the site 

of intersubjective knowledge, therefore, the body is incapable of occupying the object 

position.  

Neoconcretism depended on phenomenology as a descriptive mode in order to 

categorize the art object as a “quasi-corpus” or a “living organism” against the paulista 

concrete “product” or “machine.”96 Merleau-Ponty’s critiques of science and 

positivism were translated by Gullar to define Neoconcretism against the rationalist 

                                                
95 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2006), 5. Originally published in French in 1945. 
96 Gullar uses these terms in “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” 159. “We do not conceive 
of the work of art as a ‘machine’ or ‘object,’ but as a quasi-corpus, that is, as a being 
whose reality is not exhausted in the mere sum of its parts; a being that can be broken 
down for analysis, but which only gives itself to direct, phenomenological 
apprehension.”  
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and objective system of art based in São Paulo.97 With the use of terms like “quasi-

corpus” the Neoconcrete artwork reintroduced the human body into the concrete art 

tradition. In this way the Neoconcrete art object served as a prosthetic and acted as a 

virtual model of inter-subjectivity. The Neoconcrete artwork was a symbol for the 

individual body, which affirmed Cordeiro’s complaint about the lack of rigor in the 

practice of the carioca artists since it opened the door to the metaphorical. As a result 

the artwork was not an object amongst objects, as real as an apple. Just as much as 

Gullar overused the word expressive in the manifesto, he also littered it with his 

weariness and objections to science, technology and the mechanical world and the 

influence of those fields on the production of art. Moreover by having artworks 

resemble bodies, one cannot help but extend Gullar’s concerns to the effects of 

modernization on human development. 

 In this chapter I argued for how Neoconcretism challenged the definition of 

concrete art especially as pronounced by the São Paulo Concrete artists, and their 

representation as proxies for Theo van Doesburg’s original conception of Art Concret. 

I brought together the traveling versions of concrete art to also exemplify its variety 

and multiple adaptations in the region of Latin America with each group of artists 

contributing to its translation and, as a result, expansion as a genre of art. The history 

of concrete art in the area demonstrates the regional specificities of the form and how 

it was used and interpreted by those communities.  To return to Décio Pignatari in the 

                                                
97 For Merleau-Ponty’s critique of science and gestalt, essential for the theoretical 
development of the Neoconcretists, see The Structure of Behavior. Merleau-Ponty, 
The Structure of Behavior, trans. Alden L. Fisher (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963). 
Originally published in French in 1942. 
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epigraph, there is no single concrete art. Each city and group of artists changed 

concrete art through their iteration of the practice and its theorization. Given that my 

project looks at Brazil, I went more in-depth about how Concretism first appeared as a 

national endeavor as a way to once more produce a collective vanguard and as a way 

to supersede the previous generation of art and its mission to literally represent 

“Brazil” through an art of brasilidade. Moreover the chapter attempted to illuminate 

how these ideas also emerged from even more specific places, and the way in which 

Brazilian modernism splits along the geography and history of its two major urban 

cities and the experiences of the artists working in those places. But even more 

significant for me is how their rhetoric of art production fits in with an imaginary of 

their cities and simultaneously produces that imaginary. The next chapter continues 

with this idea and explores the barbed relations between the poets from São Paulo and 

Rio de Janeiro stemming from Gullar’s desire to differentiate Neoconcrete poetry and 

art from the commodity system central to the increasing industrialization of Brazil 

during this historical period. Given São Paulo’s history as the economic center of the 

country Gullar attacked the poets attempt to transform the poem into a factory-made 

good. The chapter also considers how a theory of language was adapted to a visual arts 

practice.  

 



Chapter 2  
“The Sacred Word: The Poetics of Neoconcretism” 

 
“Poetic language aspires to be a world, to be the word which will create a world. 
Poetry and the poem as object - an assemblage of words – are proclaimed as the key to 
the enigma of the world – the human world and the supernatural world. Soaring above 
the abyss of the human heart, above the chasms of the cosmos, dispensing with all 
beauty which already exists, the poem will be the transparent object, the self-sufficient 
crystal ball in which the world will be exemplified by its own pristine reflection. 
Poetry proclaims the primacy of language, its possible perfection, its self-sufficiency. 
It is in and through creative (poetic) language that duality, division and disjunction 
will be resolved. The ideal and the real, the abstract and the concrete will be reunited. 
At last the word will become flesh, at last the word will be palpable – palpable flesh 
become the living word. It is the word as magic, as alchemy.” 
Henri Lefebvre, “What is Modernity?”98   
 

Ferreira Gullar’s words defined a movement. Often treated as the Apollinaire-

like spokesman of the Neoconcrete group, Gullar wrote the central texts that 

established an interpretative frame for the diverse kinds of art, including painting, 

sculpture, dance and poetry that constituted the movement.99 And though this chapter 

will closely examine these texts, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto” and “Theory of the 

Non-Object,” from 1959, it also takes into account his lifelong career as a poet. These 

two fields, poetry and art criticism, remain divided in the literature on Gullar. Scholars 

either study his vocation as a poet or his role as an art critic and historian. And yet 

Gullar’s double life proves endlessly rich as an expression of the intersection of word 

                                                
98 Henri Lefebvre, “What is Modernity,” Introduction to Modernity: Twelve Preludes 
September 1959-May 1961, trans. John Moore (London and New York: Verso, 1995), 
174. The book was originally published in French in 1962. 
99 The signers of “The Neoconcrete Manifesto” in 1959 were poets Ferreira Gullar, 
Reynaldo Jardim and Theon Spanudis, sculptors Amilcar de Castro and Franz 
Weissmann and painters Lygia Clark and Lygia Pape. Hélio Oiticica did not sign the 
manifesto but exhibited with the group by their second exhibition. 
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and image and as an example of the privileged figure of the poet as cultural prophet in 

Latin America: the hybrid intellectual.100 In addition, the Brazilian Concrete project of 

São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, inaugurated officially with The First National 

Exhibition of Concrete Art in 1956, was always conceived as a literary and plastic art 

movement, though little attention has been given to this artistic exchange. This chapter 

then aims to understand Neoconcretism as a response specifically to the tenets of 

Concrete poetry emerging out of São Paulo and its attention to the shift in language as 

a result of the commercial arts such as advertising. The Brazilian Concrete movements 

found themselves at a turning point in the late 1950s when the country believed it 

would finally “catch up” with Europe and the United States, unable to know that those 

same political, economic, and social structures were about to be put under extreme 

pressure in the ground-razing decade of the 1960s whether as a result of repressive 

regimes or racial and ethnic wars. I argue that the Brazilian Concrete art project closes 

the door on an unfinished project of modernism within Brazil and the larger Latin 

American region, and in this way concludes a genealogy of the previous generations, 

rather than act only as a forerunner for contemporary art. It echoes Raymond 

Williams’ description of modernism as “a restless and often directly competitive 

sequence of innovations and experiments, always more immediately recognized by 

what they are breaking from than by what, in any simple way, they are breaking 

                                                
100 My concept of the “hybrid intellectual” follows what Angel Rama calls “letrados” 
in The Lettered City (Durham: Duke University Press, 1996). Moreover within Brazil, 
the hybrid intellectual as a historical character precedes Gullar in such people as Mario 
de Andrade and Oswald de Andrade (no relation). 
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towards.”101 My dissertation roots concretism in Brazil and its history of art, rather 

than investing in making it an origin point for all Brazilian art that follows it.  

In many ways Gullar’s vision presents a complex and often uncomfortable 

relationship with this modernism, a temporality born on the exchange of the past for 

the future. Given his location in Rio de Janeiro, a capital city with “an expiration 

date,”102 and not in São Paulo, the longtime economic and industrial center of Brazil, 

Gullar argues against a modernity defined only through rationalism, progress, and 

locally, the ingrained theories of positivism. The first line of the “The Neoconcrete 

Manifesto” reads, “The term Neoconcrete signifies a response to ‘geometric’ non-

figurative art (Neoplasticism, Constructivism, Suprematism, the Ulm School) and 

particularly to the dangerously rationalist extreme to which Concrete art has been 

                                                
101 Raymond Williams, “Metropolitan Perceptions and the Emergence of Modernism,” 
in Politics of Modernism (London and New York: Verso, 2007), 43.  
102 I use this phrase to indicate the expiration of Rio de Janeiro as the national capital 
of Brazil. In 1956 President Juscelino Kubitschek moved forward with plans to build a 
new federal capital in the central region of Brazil, a city that would be called Brasília. 
Throughout this dissertation I consider the Neoconcretes both within the euphoria of 
construction and the emptiness of ruins. I follow Beatriz Jaguaribe’s ideas on the 
unacknowledged temporal structures of modernity discussed in her essay, “Modernist 
Ruins: National Narratives and Architectural Forms,” in Alternative Modernities, ed. 
Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar (Durham: Duke University Press, 2001): 327-347. She 
writes, “By acknowledging the decrepitude of these public buildings [MES and 
UFRJ], one negates their utopian premises. Built to convey a sense of the new and the 
ethos of the modern nation, these buildings were constructed under the sign of the 
future. They anticipated the trajectory of the nation by being the avant-garde of 
modernity. At the closing of the twentieth-century, we glance at the outmoded 
structure of what was once the future projection of our present.” MES is the Ministério 
de Educação e Saúde, and UFRJ is the Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro. 
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taken.”103 Neoconcrete art instead values a modernity that contains the possibility of 

human expression, lived time, and sensorial and mystical experiences. I want to be 

clear: Neoconcrete art and Gullar’s reading of it are not outside their own historical 

specificity, but rather enact a criticism of what Roberto Schwarz calls “misplaced 

ideas,” in this case the idea of a particular brand of order borrowed from the “First 

World” within an unevenly and unequally developed country.104 And though the “not 

modern” of Brazil is usually located in the sertão or backlands of Brazil against the 

“modern” metropoles of Rio and São Paulo, I want to posit once more the local 

condition of Rio as a ‘leftover” or “left behind” space on the road to Brasília, and the 

way modernity constitutes its futuricity exactly through the abandonment of a past 

now visible only through its ruins. To make these claims, I not only focus on Gullar’s 

critical texts and poems, but also his sculptural objects. This last foray into art 

production before completely abandoning Neoconcretism in 1961 remains ignored in 

the literature, which is unfortunate because it provides a unique perspective into an 

understanding of Neoconcretism as theory and practice. I juxtapose Gullar and the 

work of Neoconcrete members Lygia Clark and Lygia Pape to explore a fuller picture 

of Gullar’s construction of the non-object, as well as to posit the singular influence 

Clark’s work had on Gullar’s definition of Neoconcrete art. In this chapter I argue that 

Gullar’s theorization of language as both sacred and concrete applies to his theory of 

                                                
103 Ferreira Gullar, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” in Ferreira Gullar, Experiência 
neoconcreta: momento-limite (São Paulo: Cosac Naify, 2007), 157. It includes an 
English translation of the manifesto, which I use. 
104 Roberto Schwarz, Misplaced Ideas: Essays on Brazilian Culture (London and New 
York: Verso, 1992). 
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art. Gullar, Clark, and Pape theorize and practice an object production entangled in 

what Lefebvre calls “the human world and the supernatural world.” A far cry from the 

ideology of developmentalism via industry and technological advancements dominant 

in government policy and São Paulo, Neoconcretism resists modernity defined through 

modernization, and proposes an alternative narrative of the experience of living in 

Brazil in the mid twentieth-century and the function of art within that society.  

Concrete poetry: mathematics or intuition? 

 Neoconcretism and the larger Brazilian Constructivist project were always 

conceived as interdisciplinary, or in the words of Lygia Pape, an artist associated with 

the carioca105 branch, “Here in Rio what basically characterized the production of art 

was the rupture of categories. Suddenly, painting was not only painting, poetry was 

not only poetry, and so began a mixture of languages.”106 The First National 

Exhibition of Concrete Art held in São Paulo in December 1956 and then re-installed 

in Rio de Janeiro in February 1957 included both visual artists and poets. Gullar 

contributed pages from his fifty-page poem “O formigueiro” (“The Anthill”) to the 

exhibition in which the letter “g” acted as an ant, while the São Paulo-based Concrete 

poets including Décio Pignatari and the brothers Augusto and Haroldo de Campos or 

as they called themselves, the Noigandres group, installed poster-poems (Figure 12).  

                                                
105 Carioca is a term used to distinguish the inhabitants of Rio de Janeiro. 
106 Interview with Lygia Pape in Fernando Cocchiarale and Anna Bella Geiger, ed., 
Abstracionismo geométrico e informal: a vanguarda brasileira nos anos cinqüenta 
(Rio de Janeiro: FUNARTE, 1987), 155. “Aqui no Rio o que caracterizou basicamente 
a produção foi a quebra das categories. De repente, pintura não era só pintura, poesia 
não era só poesia, e começaram a se misturar as linguagens.” 
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Figure 12. Décio Pignatari, “Um movimento,” 1956 (example of poster-poem) 

The same year as the Rio de Janeiro installation, Gullar along with poets 

Oliveira Bastos and Reynaldo Jardim broke with the São Paulo Concrete poets, which 

resulted in a larger rupture of the national Concrete project, and eventually gave birth 

to Neoconcretism. The break resulted in part from an essay written by Haroldo de 

Campos in 1957 titled “From the Phenomenology of Composition to the Mathematics 

of Composition,” which argued for a pragmatic and objective poetry based in formal 

methods of construction. As a counter-argument the carioca poets wrote “Concrete 

Poetry: An Intuitive Experience.” Both essays were published in the Rio de Janeiro-

based newspaper Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil in June 1957.  Though 



   74 

Augusto de Campos believes the split had less to do with aesthetics than with personal 

idiosyncrasies, it is important to take account of what was at stake, or at least what the 

carioca artists believed was at stake and how this oppositionality constructed the 

beginning stages of the Neoconcrete movement.107  

The carioca poets named their fight first and foremost through the title of their 

essay, which underscores their belief in the significance of intuition to any artistic 

practice, especially against a mathematical approach suggested by the title of the 

Noigandres text. Haroldo in the essay, “From the Phenomenology of Composition to 

the Mathematics of Composition,” called for the construction of the poem beforehand 

and through a mathematical or quasi-mathematical process.108 He wrote in the 

manifesto, “Concrete poetry instead seeks a mathematical structure planned before the 

word…The definition of structure which fits the poem will be the exact moment of the 

creative option.”109 Poetry would emerge from “a constructive rationalism” (“da 

                                                
107 Augusto de Campos, http://poesiaconcreta.com.br/. “De fato, à distância, as 
divergências parecem mais verbais do que práticas. E as diferenças, mais fruto de 
idiossincrasias e percursos individuais, empatias e desempatias, do que de grandes 
desavenças estéticas.” 
108 Traditionally within the scholarship the first name of the brothers are used to 
identify them. In this essay then I will refer to them by their first names, Augusto and 
Haroldo. Haroldo de Campos, “Da Fenomenologia da Composição à Matemática da 
Composição,” in Teoria da poesia concreta, ed. Augusto de Campos, Décio Pignatari, 
and Haroldo de Campos (São Paulo: Duas Cidades, 1975), 93-94. Originally published 
in Suplemento Dominical do Jornal do Brasil June 23, 1957. 
109 Ibid., 93. “…uma estrutura matemática, planejada anterioramente à palavra…A 
definição da estrutura que redundará no poema será o momento exato da opção 
criativa.” I used Jon Tolman’s translation found in “The Context of a Vanguard: 
Toward a Definition of Concrete Poetry,” Poetics Today v3 n3 (Summer 1982): 156. 
The idea that the content determines the form also recalls Rhod Rothfuss’ idea about 
the frame of a painting discussed in chapter one, which allows for how to write a 
transnational and interdisciplinary history of Concretism in South America. 
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racionalidade construtiva”).110 For the Noigandres, the words of the poem would be 

organized and over-determined by a rule of numbers. The poets sought to evacuate the 

expressive subjectivity of the author, and as result release poetry from a hermeneutics 

based in Romanticism. Instead the poem would exist for itself as a concrete object and 

meaning would be generated through the formal structure of the poem or as Haroldo 

writes, “the content of the poem will always be its structure” (“o conteúdo do poema 

será sempre sua estrutura”).111 With a mathematical rigor, the Concrete poem intended 

to become a useful object—an object with use, the cultural equivalent of the industrial 

and economic construction of a modern Brazil.    

The Neoconcrete artists, on the other hand, rejected the Noigandres’ call for 

rigorous objectivity. They wrote, “Only a scientistic error could lead one to suppose 

that the being of language is in its formalisation [sic]. The proposed submission of 

poetry to mathematical structures is proof of this error.”112 The carioca poets 

interpreted a shift to a poetry of mathematics as a formalization of language, and 

therefore an end to language as mutable, affective and expressive. The poet according 

to the cariocas should “concretize expression.” The essay “Concrete Poetry: An 

Intuitive Experience” most strongly assailed the Noigandres idea of poetic apriorism, 

instead privileging the intrinsic time of the poem—the creative process as its inception 

and the reader as its culmination. The carioca artists emphasized the defining roles of 

                                                
110 Ibid., 94. 
111 Ibid. 
112 Ferreira Gullar, Oliveira Bastos and Reynaldo Jardim, “Concrete Poetry: An 
Intuitive Experience,” in Gullar, Experiência neoconcreta, 137. Translation taken 
from book. 



   76 

the subject and object or the reader and the poem, whereas Haroldo and the 

Noigandres focused on the production of the poem.  

Despite their differences, both groups remained invested in the production of 

objects—a mode that echoed more with art practices of the early twentieth-century 

than the second half with its emphasis on the performative and the ephemeral. Gullar, 

Bastos, and Jardim challenged the traditional structure of language as a 

representational system and proposed language as “a mode of reality of that world.”113 

Language and more specifically the poem no longer “stand-in” for an object. The 

poem is the object—“a durable object.”114 The Noigandres in their central manifesto, 

“pilot plan for concrete poetry,” from 1958 also articulated similar intentions, “A 

concrete poem is an object in and for itself, not an interpreter of external objects 

and/or sensations more or less subjective.”115 One defining quality then of Concrete 

poetry was an emphasis on the materiality and the concreteness of language or the 

transformation of the word into the object. And yet, the fundamental difference 

between these two groups of poets was how the object operated, what the object 

communicated, and how it moved through the social space. I underline this point 

because the categorization of the object leads to the way the plastic art object will be 

framed, and in particular Gullar’s theorization of the non-object. The definition of the 

object is the critical distinction for the two groups of poets.  

                                                
113 Ibid., 136. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Augusto and Haroldo de Campos and Décio Pignatari, “plano-piloto para poesia 
concreta” in Teoria da Poesia concreta, 157. “O poema concreto comunica a sua 
própia estrutura: estrutura-conteúdo. o poema concreto é um objeto em e por si mesmo 
não um intérprete de objetos exteriors e/ou sensações mais ou menos subjetivas.” 
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A poem to look at, a poem as a product 

In 1958 Gullar composed a traditional concrete poem that repeated the word 

“verde” (“green”) in three columns with four rows and then placed the word “erva” 

(“herb”), just once, outside to the right of the last row. 

verde verde verde 

verde verde verde 

verde verde verde 

verde verde verde erva 
 

In Gullar’s ideal composition, the reader experiences the color green, repeated and 

layered; she/he is immersed in the color field until the color becomes an object in the 

form of grass. But Gullar recognized the poem could be grasped with one glance, 

rather than a slow reading with the reader moving through each word with the sudden 

and pleasant surprise of a new word, “herb.” He found readers could perceive 

immediately the word “verde” and its repetition and thus skip ahead to “erva.”116 As a 

poetic experience, Gullar wanted the reader to be a full participant in the act of 

reading, or involved in the duration of the unfolding of the object itself, outside of 

                                                
116 Gullar discussed a conversation he had with a friend about his experience of the 
poem. “I [Gullar] asked him: “Did you see how the repetition of the word green makes 
the work herb pop out of it?’ His answer: ‘No, I didn’t see anything like that, because I 
didn’t read it word by word. As soon as I realised [sic] it was a repetition of the word 
‘green’ I stopped reading.’ This ‘reading’ of the poem ran totally against my 
intentions, according to which it was indispensable that each instance of the word 
verde be read one by one until culminating in the word erva.” Gullar, Experiência 
neoconcreta, 122. 
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linear time. Durational time was organic time, associated with the body, the human, 

the lived world or as he stated elsewhere “to eliminate ‘time’ in language would mean 

a descent into chaos.”117  

 At the same time, Gullar’s “discovery” of the foreclosure of the reading 

experience of erva is surprising given that concrete poetry by definition “is concerned 

with making an object to be perceived rather than read.”118 Like Ezra Pound’s 

ideograms inspired by the imagistic language of the Chinese, concrete poetry shows its 

meaning through the structure of the poem rather than communicating it through a 

linear-discursive drift. Imagined as a gestaltic whole, the poem as a visual sign 

engages the reader like a street sign or an advertisement (both of which influenced the 

Noigandres)—an active, graphic object.119 Meaning lies on the surface. A concrete 

poem asks the reader to look at it rather than through it.120 And yet this is exactly 

Gullar’s objection to the Noigandres and to the reading of “erva” (and simultaneously 

distances Neoconcretism from Minimalist Art or as Frank Stella famously said, “What 

                                                
117 Ibid., 157. 
118 Mary Ellen Solt, Concrete Poetry: a World View (Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press, 1969), 7. Theo van Doesburg, the founder of Art Concret in 1930, theorized his 
paintings similarly, writing, “There is nothing to be read in painting: there is only 
something to be seen.” Van Doesburg, “Towards White Painting,” in Joost Baljeu, 
Theo van Doesburg (NY: Macmillan Publishing, 1974), 183. 
119 Solt recalls how Augusto had originally envisioned for the Poetamenos poems 
“luminous letters which could automatically switch on and off as in street 
advertisements,” 12. Though pre-dating Jean-Luc Godard’s film Pierrot le Fou by 10 
years, Augusto’s description and the reproduction of a poem from the Poetamenos 
series in Teoria da Poesia Concreta very much resemble the titles of the film with 
their creation of words through color and light. With Pierot le Fou the colors 
symbolized the tricolor of France with blue, white and red, whereas Augusto’s poem 
uses black and red in the reproduction in the book.  
120 Claus Clüver, “Reflections on Verbivocovisual Ideograms,” Poetics Today v3 n3 
(Summer 1982): 140.  
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you see is what you see”121): the persistence of the surface as the site of meaning 

production. Gullar rejected the object as surface because he interpreted it as empty, 

flat, bereft of durational time, therefore, machine-like, and ultimately then, non-

human.  

The Neoconcretists thus conceived of the object in deep time, against the 

shallow time of these other objects, the Noigandres poems. Gullar directly contrasted 

his own concrete poems to “the advertisement and advertising processes in general, in 

which language is employed solely to trigger a reaction in the reader, not to create an 

object for him.”122 As a result, within Gullar’s rhetoric, these poems became 

products—products of industry and products of science—and therefore situated the 

artist as an industrial manufacturer or a scientist. The carioca poets began their essay, 

“Concrete Poetry: An Intuitive Experience,” by removing Concrete poetry and 

communication from the realm of efficiency or speed as a critique of the object too 

closely associated with the factory or laboratory.123 The São Paulo poets, on the other 

hand, did not shy away from what I have already called the object as surface or, in this 

quote from Haroldo, the object as industrial. “It [Concrete poetry] responds to a notion 

of literature, not as craftsmanship but, so to speak, as an industrial process. Its product 

is a prototype, not the typical handiwork of individual artistry. It tends toward a 

minimal, simplified language, increasingly objectified, and for that reason, easily and 

                                                
121 Frank Stella quoted in James Meyer, Minimalism: Art and Polemics in the Sixties 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2004), 127. 
122 Gullar, Bastos, and Jardim, “Concrete Poetry: An Intuitive Experience,” 136. 
123 Ibid. “A poesia concreta não tem por objetivo a comunicação ‘mais rápida,’ senão 
na medida em que essa rapidez está implícita na economia natural do poema: o 
máximo de expressão controlado pelo mínimo de palavras.”  
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quickly communicated.”124 A result of the industrial process. A prototype. Easily and 

quickly communicated. Add to this the aim of the Concrete poets to remove any 

authorial gesture (“A poem does not say this or that, but it says itself, is identical to 

itself and dissimilar to the author…”125), and we begin to comprehend Gullar’s 

framing of Concrete art as a machine, as a product of an assembly line, as a surface 

without an inside, or what Jon Tolman calls “the thingness of things.”126 

 Through grouping together the constellation of words Gullar used to attack that 

which is not Neoconcretism—extreme rationalism, mathematical structures, 

advertising, efficiency, scientific objectivity, positivist attitudes, machines—I define 

more clearly his challenge to the São Paulo Concretists, and more broadly, his 

determination to critique the plans for modernity occurring in Brazil. I argue here that 

Gullar and Neoconcrete theory and practice contested the government-sponsored 

vision of modernity, and its cultural extension in the São Paulo school, characterized 

by creative production as market production. In the late 1950s and especially with the 

presidential election of Juscelino Kubitschek in 1956 Brazil had moved forward with a 

plan for advanced modernization through industrialization and the international 

privatization of the economy. The construction of Brasília usually serves as the 

emblem of Kubitschek’s forward thinking, and by turn megalomaniacal, style of 

                                                
124 Haroldo de Campos, “The Informational Temperature of the Text,” trans. Jon 
Tolman, Poetics Today v3 n3 (Summer 1982): 179. Originally published in 1960. 
125 Décio Pignatari “Statement,” trans. Jon Tolman, Studies in the 20th Century n7 
(Spring 1971): 34. “Um poema não quer dizer isto nem aquilo, mas diz-se a si próprio, 
é idêntico a si mesmo e à dissemelhança do autor…” 
126 Jon Tolman, “The Context of a Vanguard: Toward a Definition of Concrete 
Poetry,” Poetics Today v3 n3 (Summer 1982): 155. 
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governing.127 Yet Brasília formed only one piece of a larger plan for national 

development that focused on energy, transportation, industry, food and education. 

João Manuel Cardoso de Mello and Fernando A. Novais described how “Between 

1945 and 1964, we lived through the decisive moments of the industrialization 

process, with the installation of the most advanced technological sectors, which 

required large-scale investments…”128 They go on to list for thirteen pages in their 

essay everything new in these years including: industrial production, manufacturing 

plants, electronics, mass produced food, supermarkets, shopping centers, restaurants, 

fast-food, toiletries, domestic cleaning products, mass-produced clothing, synthetic 

materials and the pharmaceutical industry.129 Brazil had entered into a highly 

competitive and global capitalist market, both as producer and consumer.   

Neoconcretism then was a reaction to the Noigandres self-actualization as the 

cultural representation of this advanced modernization. Haroldo himself drew a 

parallel between the economies of poetry and nation-building writing, “In this way it 

[Concrete poetry] coincides with the sense of a progressively technical civilization 

                                                
127 Carla Maria Junho Anastasia, “De Drummond a Rodrigues: ventures e desventuras 
dos brasileiros no governo JK,” in Anos JK: margens da modernidade, ed. Wander 
Melo Miranda (São Paulo: Imprensa Oficial and Rio de Janeiro: Casa de Lúcio Costa), 
28. “Foi sim o sonho megalômano de JK de construir Brasília.” 
128 João Manuel Cardoso de Mello e Fernando A. Novais, “Capitalism Tardio e 
Sociabilidade Moderna,” in História da Vida Privada no Brasil 4, ed. Lilia Moritz 
Schwarcz (São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 1998), 560-1. 
129 This list confirms that as Vivian Schelling writes, “At the level of the economy 
modern societies are seen as governed by instrumental rationality characterized by a 
criteria of efficiency and productivity.” Schelling, “Latin America and other Models of 
Modernity,” in The Legacy of the Disinherited, Popular Culture in Latin America: 
Modernity, Globalization, Hybridity and Authenticity, ed. T. Salman (Amsterdam: 
CEDLA, 1996), 249. 
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within which it is postulated.”130 Gullar enacted a criticism of this vision, of progress 

and rationalism, and in many ways, of the civilization pointed to by Haroldo, or in 

other words the nation-state and its ideology. Amid these “golden years” Gullar turned 

against that which Brazil had been waiting for—the delivery of “Fifty Years of 

Progress in Five.”131 In many ways Kubitschek served as the fulfillment of republican 

Brazil’s destiny (and therefore an erasure of the intervening Vargas years), both with 

the construction of a new capital mandated by the constitution in 1891 and the 

implementation of plans set forth by the Brazilian sect of Positivists who decorated 

their new Republican flag with a shortened adaptation of Auguste Comte’s most 

famous aphorism of “Love as the Principle, Order as the Base, and Progress as the 

End” to “Order and Progress” in 1889.132  

Positivism strongly influenced the formation of Brazil as an independent 

nation, and continued to sway contemporary thinkers who exerted power over the 

ideology of developmentalism in the late 1950s. Founded by Comte133 in France in the 

wake of the French Revolution Positivism traveled to a Brazil-in-transition in the 

1850s, studied widely by the 1870s, and became central to the foundation of the 

                                                
130 Haroldo de Campos, “The Informational Temperature of the Text,” 180. 
131 In Brazil these years are known as “os anos dourados.” Kubitschek ran for 
President with the slogan “Fifty Years of Progress in Five” to announce his ability to 
modernize Brazil during his presidency. Brazilian presidents were only able to serve 
one term. 
132 Todd A. Diacon, Stringing Together a Nation (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2004), 82. 
133 Auguste Comte was born in 1798 in Montpellier, France. By the early 1820s he 
was already using the word “positive” to describe his philosophical system, and he 
would begin to publish his works in 1830 with the first in a volume of six called, 
Course of Positive Polity, completed in 1842. 
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Republic in 1889. Positivism described a philosophy based on “provable knowledge” 

and espoused the study of science, mathematics and engineering as the route to the 

natural order of society.134 Comte was the father of “sociology” or as Robert Nachman 

described, “Comte established a hierarchy of the sciences which served as a basis for 

an ultimate discipline aimed at integrating and tapping the whole of science in order to 

discover therein the immutable laws of society.”135 This philosophical system spread 

throughout the Americas in the latter half of the 19th-century, where within Brazil it 

gained popularity with the middle classes especially through educational institutions. 

The Republican Positivists, most often engineers, professors and military officers, 

along with government officials, called for state intervention in the development of the 

economy and industry, as prescribed by Comte’s mandates (a result of his 

disillusionment with the disintegration of the French state after the revolution). These 

theories gained ground again in the 1950s in the work of sociologists and economists, 

most notably Florestan Fernandes, Celso Furtado, and Nelson Werneck Sodré. Though 

perhaps not self-professed Positivists, these men’s ideas played a critical role in the 

reformation of Brazil, both in the national and international sphere and in political and 

intellectual circles.136 For example, Celso Furtado’s ground breaking study Formação 

                                                
134 Robert G. Nachman, “Positivism, Modernization, and the Middle Class in Brazil,” 
Hispanic American Historical Review, v57 n1 (February 1977): 1-23. 
135 Ibid., 2-3. 
136 José de Souza Martins though actually writes in a footnote to his essay “The 
Hesitations of the Modern and the Contradictions of Modernity in Brazil” in Through 
the Kaleidoscope: The Experience of Modernity in Latin America, ed. Vivian 
Schelling (London and New York: Verso, 2000), “Florestan Fernandes, one of 
Brazil’s best known sociologists, had a Positivist background and the influence of 
Positivism can be traced in almost all of his works,” 271.  
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econômica do Brasil, a history of Brazil and its economy, led to the development of 

“dependency theory,” which reverberated throughout the Third World.137 

Interestingly, Furtado’s book was published the same year as the “The Neoconcrete 

Manifesto”: 1959. Furtado approached the study of the Brazilian economy via 

structuralism and periodization.138   

Developmentalism and Brazilian culture also came together when the 

Noigandres group literally envisioned themselves as working from the cultural capital, 

São Paulo, when they adapted Lucio Costa’s Plano Piloto de Brasília of 1956 for their 

manifesto “plano-piloto para poesia concreta” (1958), which ends with the statement, 

“the poem-product: useful object” (“o poema-produto: objeto útil”).139 Weaving 

together the history of poetry, film, literature, music, and art, the manifesto traces in 

clipped sentences and phrases the development of concrete poetry and its result as a 

product. The poem is imagistic, graphic, based in its form, mathematically 

constructed, mechanistic and not expressive. As already discussed above, the poets 

aligned their creative process with the industrial, and by proxy then with politicians 

and economists who agued for the making of the nation through work, production, and 

consumption. Both Jon M. Tolman and Gonzalo Aguilar have discussed Concrete 

poetry within a rhetoric of design. Tolman emphasized Concretism’s desire for 

                                                
137 Celso Furtado, Formação economica do Brasil (Rio de Janeiro: Editôra Fundo de 
Cultura, 1959). Published in English as The Economic Growth of Brazil: A Survey 
from Colonial to Modern Times, trans. Ricardo W. de Aguiar and Eric Charles 
Drysdale (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1963). 
138 See Joseph L. Love, “Furtado, Social Science, and History,” in Colonial Legacies: 
The Problem of Persistence in Latin American History, ed. Jeremy Adelman (New 
York and London: Routledge, 1999), 193-205. 
139 Campos and Pignatari, “plano-piloto para poesia concreta,” 158. 
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functionalism as a way to engage the public with “creativity as a process akin to 

industrial design.”140 Aguilar agreed, but rather than taking cues from “an object like a 

piece of bread or a newspaper,”141 he pointed to the influence of architecture and its 

integration of “planning, design and construction,” all common to Concrete poetry.142 

He went on to say that the concept of design allowed for a theorization of their poems 

as products and prototypes where “the mechanical dislocates the expressive,” and for 

the engagement of the social and cultural sphere through functionality and the 

utilitarian. It is important to note here something critical: both the Concretists and the 

Neoconcretists were interested in forming relationships with their “public,” but the 

Concrete poets via utility, efficiency, and productivity attempted to transform their 

poetry into popular culture whereas the Neoconcretes, or at least Gullar, continued to 

defend the autonomy of the arts.143 As a result, though again both groups theorized 

participation, the Concrete poets established a relationship between the artist and 

viewer as if handing over raw materials to a receiver who could participate in the 

construction of a new modern Brazil. As Aguilar writes, the Concrete poets like many 

Brazilian intellectuals at the time considered themselves participants in the process of 

                                                
140 Tolman, “The Context of a Vanguard: Toward a Definition of Concrete Poetry,” 
160. 
141 Ibid. 
142 Gonzalo Aguilar, Poesía concreta brasileña (Rosario, Argentina: Beatriz Viterbo, 
2003), 72. 
143 Though in the next chapter I argue that the Neoconcrete artists used the newspaper 
supplement as a way to transform their high art ideals into a mass cultural form, I 
argue here that their “fine art” objects do not act as, nor are meant to be popular 
cultural forms. The newspaper operated as a separate sphere for the Neoconcretists.  
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modernization.144 As a result their poems—prototypes, industrial products, without 

authorial intermediation—can be considered as the means to empower the people into 

agents of cultural change.     

The non-object: the artwork as an organism  

In contrast, the Neoconcrete object attempted to be more than a thing amongst 

things, whether on the factory line or on the market shelf, and for this reason Gullar 

theorized the non-object. Inspired by the work of the Neoconcrete artists, and 

especially Lygia Clark’s Bichos, Gullar developed the essay “Theory of the Non-

Object” in 1959. In simplest terms the non-object designates Neoconcrete works as 

neither painting nor sculpture. But more profoundly, the non-object removes itself 

from the realm of use-value. In other words, for Gullar, the function of a name is to 

point to an object’s use and therefore its preconceived meaning or purpose. The non-

object, released from a name—a non-, a no-thing—and thus a designated function, “is 

pure appearance.”145 The viewer-participant apprehends the non-object as pure 

phenomenon, without pre-conceptions of artistic categories (ie. neither painting nor 

sculpture), without reflected consciousness but rather with the senses. The non-object 

is not “o objeto útil.” The non-object removes itself from the system of serial capitalist 

production—the “one thing after another”—through it lack of use, but also 

distinguishes itself from the readymade, wherein the artist removed the object from its 

daily use. Gullar believed the readymade derived “its meaning and relations” from 

                                                
144 Aguilar, Poesía concreta brasileña, 77. 
145 Gullar, “Theory of the Non-Object,” in Gullar, Experiência neoconcreta, 142. 
Originally published in Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil in December 1959. 
English translation taken from the book. 
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“use and routine.” He went on to say, “Soon that obscurity so characteristic of the 

thing would snatch the artwork back into the world of common things.”146 The 

Neoconcrete object did not align itself with the changing landscape of 

commercialization and commodification. It actually reacted specifically against this 

oncoming reality by not resembling the commodity product in any way (it does not 

look like one nor is it one). Instead the art object retreats from “the world of common 

things,” from advertising and productivity, from the deadening modern urbanscape to 

the secret world of the sensory. 

Now we find ourselves back to an earlier point; both groups were invested in 

the production of objects, but for the Neoconcretes the object was not in the service of 

order and progress, as I have tried to argue it was for the São Paulo poets. Instead the 

non-object “is pure appearance.” Rather than a product it approximates the human 

body. But how is “pure appearance” not the “surface” of concrete art? Do not both 

words share a sense of the external and the outward? Yes. And No. Though 

appearance can be defined as the outward aspect, for Gullar, appearance required 

perception via all the senses, manifesting in a more three-dimensional phenomena, not 

flat, nor empty. Recall the concrete poem is supposed to be looked at, not through or 

as Tolman noted, concrete poetry praised the idea that what was essential was not 

hidden from view.147 It acts almost as a screen, much more fully invested in the two-

                                                
146 Ibid., 144. 
147 Tolman, “The Context of a Vanguard: Toward a Definition of Concrete Poetry,” 
155. “In fact, it overwhelmingly rejects what Hannah Arendt has called the ‘deep-
structure fallacy’: the idea that surface is superficial or frivolous and that what matters 
what is essential, is what is hidden from view.” In this way, the interpretation of 
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dimensional, and in forms of advanced communication, such as billboards and 

television. There is no inside with concrete poetry.  

The non-object in opposition trades on an inside-outside duality. The non-

object is not just an object without a name and therefore a use. For example Gullar 

cited a pear in his text, without the designation of ‘pear’, the object “becomes an 

absurd, opaque presence.”148 Giving names to the common objects around us 

establishes a relationship of subject and object. The non-object, a no-name, a non-

thing, on the other hand remains “transparent to perception” where meaning happens 

from inside-out and at the moment, not a priori.149 Unlike the alienation Gullar 

described between man and thing, subject and object, the non-object has no resistance 

to the subject, “it simply presences itself” and “grounds meaning within itself 

                                                
Concrete poetry aligns it more closely with American post-war art such as Pop Art and 
Minimalist Art, which also privileged the surface quality of objects, and rejected 
anthropomorphism, which again distances Neoconcrete art from Minimalism, to which 
it is often compared. And moreover, distances it from the practices deemed more 
“advanced” within the US. 
148 Gullar, “Theory of the Non-Object,” 146. 
149 Mari Carmen Ramírez in her catalogue essay “The Embodiment of Color-‘From 
the Inside Out’” also used the term “inside-out” to describe the formal structure of 
color in Hélio Oiticica’s paintings. She quoted his journal entry for the use of that 
term, “de dentro para fora.” Ramírez though grounds this concept solely in the 
writings of Henri Bergson and their enormous influence on Oiticica, more than any of 
the other members of the group. She writes: 
“In what can be termed the ‘Oiticican system,’ color thus goes back and forth: from 
the metaphysical (duration) to the physical (action); from the abstract plane to a 
concrete three-dimensional form; from the individual’s innermost fibers or sensorial 
world to the collective environment that culturally and artistically sustains it.” But I 
argue in this chapter for this same idea in the work and writings of both Ferreira 
Gullar and Lygia Clark, so therefore the duality of an inside-outside can be seen as 
characteristic of the larger Neoconcrete movement. Mari Carmen Ramírez, “The 
Embodiment of Color-‘From the Inside Out’,” in Hélio Oiticica: The Body of Color 
(London and Houston: Tate Publishing in association with The Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston, 2007), 34. 
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alone.”150 The essay, “Theory of the Non-Object,” attempts to address the “problem of 

signification” within art, and especially the ambiguity located at the center of all 

abstract art, which by its nature already defies and negates language. Without 

reference to an external realm, how do abstract forms take on meaning? Now again for 

the Concrete poets, it was through an approximation to design and functionality, and 

later through communication theory, while for the Neoconcretes, it was a removal of 

the object from any utility, from the order of common things, and instead an 

enforcement of the anthropomorphization of the artwork. Transformed into “a quasi-

corpus” and a “living organism” as discussed in “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” the 

Neoconcrete work turns away from the machine and the industrial towards the body 

and the organic. Filled-up, given a spine, granted an inside, the Neoconcrete work re-

asserts the individual, the human in the vacuous face of advancing modernization and 

industrialization. 

Lygia Clark’s ground breaking sculptural project Bichos most often 

exemplifies Gullar’s theory of the non-object. In Gullar’s own words, “My theories 

would never have hatched had it not been for the work produced by my fellow group 

members.”151 Clark’s Bichos series from 1960 first enacts this desire to humanize or at 

least animalize artworks—the name literally translates to “animal” or “beasts” (Figure 

13). Adjustable metal plates, united by hinges that the spectator activates, the Bichos 

recall a living organism with a spine. The series marks the commencement of Clark’s 

interactive art and thus the beginning of the dissolution of subject and object. She 

                                                
150 Gullar, “Theory of the Non-Object,” 146-147. 
151 Gullar, Experiência neoconcreta, 123. 
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wrote, “In the relationship established between you and the Bicho there is no 

passiveness, neither yours nor its.”152  

 

Figure 13. Lygia Clark, Bicho, 1960 

The artwork proposes an inter-subjective relationship, rather than a strict 

subject/object division with its unequal power positions. Before pursuing this line of 

thinking, and the proposal of an “art of ethics” I would like to explore further Clark’s 

earlier works, Contra-relevo and Casulo from 1959, which clearly acted as precursors 

to the Bichos. 

In her writing on the conception of the Bicho, Clark pointed to the process-based 

aspect of her practice. “The Bicho was born when I was trying to make a Contra-

relevo and not a Casulo, although I was previously working on the Casulos before the 

Bichos. It was when folding one of the parts of this Contra-relevo, and doing the same 

                                                
152 Lygia Clark, “Bichos,” in Lygia Clark, Lygia Clark (Barcelona: Fundació Antoni 
Tàpies, 1998), 121. The catalogue I used includes Clark’s writings translated into 
Spanish and English. I use their English translations throughout this section. 
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with the corresponding division, that I noticed two free parts in the space.”153 The 

“two free parts” will transform into the moveable parts of a Bicho. With the Contra-

relevo, Clark played with the space of the surface of the painting through the “folds” 

and the choice of black and white paint. The three examples of the Contra-relevo 

examined here (Figures 14, 15, and 16), all from the same year, 1959, demonstrate 

Clark literally working through a process mode rather than in a series, experimenting 

with the effects of the removal or addition of space. With Ovo contra-relevo (Figure 

14), a square-shaped diamond made of wood and measuring about 2 x 2 feet is painted 

all black, whereas Contra-relevo (Figure 15), similar in all aspects of material, size 

and shape, has been altered in color. The lower corner of the diamond has been 

painted white. But upon closer inspection, the colors do not form one whole; rather the 

work has been cut. Clark shaped the wood into a black upside down V-shape and then 

layered below another piece of wood painted white to fit perfectly with the over all 

shape, though the white square actually sits below causing a shadow to form on it, and 

as a result, to remain separate entities.  

 

                                                
153 Lygia Clark, quote from Livro-obra in Lygia Clark, Lygia Clark, 106. 
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Figure 14. Lygia Clark, Ovo contra-relevo, 1959 

 

Figure 15. Lygia Clark, Contra-relevo, 1959 

Another construction of Contra-relevo (Figure 16) presents what I believe 

Clark found to be a much more fruitful outcome.  About twice as large as the previous 
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counter-reliefs, the work is broken and rather than into squares, into three triangles: 

the left side of the diamond, or the largest triangle and then the upper right and lower 

right parts of the diamond. Still playing with the black and white colors, Clark this 

time assembles the lower right white triangle to fit neatly into the larger whole. 

Perceptually, the piece alternates between a seamless whole and a fold, as if the white 

is actually the “outside” of the diamond, folded in, or alternately as if the white could 

open up to reveal the black “inside” of the diamond. The relationality of the colors is 

further aided by a thin white line that runs through the center of the upper portion of 

the diamond breaking up the surface of the black paint, and allowing the two colors to 

breathe and co-exist together. The use of the white line had already been a part of  

 

 

Figure 16. Lygia Clark, Contra-relevo, 1959 
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Clark’s working method, what she called “uma línea espacio” or “a space-line.”154 

Like the workings of gestalt then Clark is concerned with the relations between parts, 

but more significantly and actually unlike gestalt she is not concerned with the 

formation of a whole or with the suppression of the parts. Instead the exchange of an 

inside-outside predominates, an opening-closing, or an unfolding in space-time. 

Echoing Gullar, meaning does not reside on the surface, but remains hidden, 

something to be found, to be activated in time. These works defy the idea put forth by 

the São Paulo group of an artwork or poem as an immediate image. The Neoconcrete 

work like an organic form emphasizes an interior-exterior relationship. As further 

evidence for my argument, I would like to point out that even Ovo contra-relevo 

(Figure 14) at first appears as a flat monochromatic surface, yet when viewed from a 

side angle one discovers it is actually built up (Figures 17 and 18). The work is not a 

single piece of wood, but three layers of wood, alternating black and white depending 

on the side of the work. The work refuses to be reduced to a surface, to the two-

dimensional; rather freed from the frame, it moves into our space, from an inside-out. 

Expression emanates from inside the work.  

 

                                                
154 Lygia Clark, “Light Line,” in Lygia Clark, Lygia Clark, 102. 
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Figure 17. Side view of Ovo contra-relevo, 1959 
Figure 18. Side view of Ovo contra-relevo, 1959 
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As a result of the emphasis on an interior-exterior, the artwork resembles an 

organic form in its physical constitution. Moreover this duality also operates as a 

surrogate for the relationship between the artist and the work, and the spectator and the 

work. Clark proposed a model of art based in inter-subjectivity, or what I call an “art 

of ethics.” In an essay titled “The Full-Emptiness” published in 1960 in the 

Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil, Clark argued for the role of the artwork and 

defined the full-emptiness as interior time. The essay begins with the subject of art and 

describes how form unfolds into the relationship of the work and the artist. Very 

quickly a slippage occurs between “the artwork,” “I,” “us” and “man,” when she 

wrote: 

That which a form may express only has a meaning for me in a strict 
relationship with its inner space, the full-emptiness of its existence, just as 
there exists our space which goes on being completed and taking on meaning 
as maturity arrives. At times I think that before we are born we are like a 
closed fist which opens its first finger when we are born and is opened 
internally like the petals of a flower as we discover the meaning of our 
existence, for us at a certain moment to become aware of this plentitude of a 
full-emptiness (interior time).155 
 

Both the art object and the self experience the full-emptiness. Lived time—birth, life, 

death—are also experienced by the work, and through the work. The artwork then 

engages the viewer as a subject itself. This is a very different relationship between 

work and viewer established by the Concrete poets with the function of art as the raw 

materials to construct a new society. Instead both Clark and Gullar create an aesthetic 

and ethical frame for art through its anthropomorphization and the phenomenological 

                                                
155 Lygia Clark, “O vazio-pleno,” in Lygia Clark, Lygia Clark, 111. Originally 
published in Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil, April 2, 1960. 
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intertwining of subject-object. Art offers a performance of the self and a proposition 

for the social structures between individuals. This happens with the non-object, which 

without purpose, finds its use only through its activation by the viewer turned 

participant. Yet critical for Gullar’s understanding, and again distinct from the 

Concrete poets, the non-object does not exist only to be used. He stated, “The 

contemplation leads to action, which in turn leads to further contemplation.”156 The 

artwork returns us to ourselves as active and contemplative beings. In many ways 

Clark’s essay, like Gullar’s theorization of the non-object, though unsaid explicitly in 

both texts, tap into a description perhaps less of an “artwork” than of the Kantian 

aesthetic, a space sliced out from mechanical time to experience with the imagination 

something without interest or purpose. Or as Clark puts it, “It is a flash of that infinite 

materialized in the finite.”157 Daily life and art then were not put in the service of the 

state, nor function as a likeness of the national plan. Rather for Clark and Gullar art 

must retain its autonomy as one of the few spaces where meaning can be re-made and 

re-found and where action and contemplation are simultaneously cause and effect.    

 Clark though did not limit her understanding of art to ethics, but broadened its 

purpose to also include the religious. Interestingly, Clark ended her essay by writing, 

“As science conquers on one side, it is essential for the individual to conquer his inner 

time, becoming aware of his ethico-religious sense, so that he does not become lost 

and destroyed.”158 Clark seemed to reiterate the Neoconcrete antipathy to science and 

                                                
156 Gullar, “Theory of the Non-Object,” 150. 
157 Clark, “O vazio-pleno,” 111. 
158 Ibid., 113. 
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its stripping of something intrinsically “human.” But what I want to actually point to is 

the use of the phrase “ethico-religious,” which she also used to begin the essay, “For 

me art is only valid in the ethico-religious sense.” Now as argued above, 

Neoconcretism was deeply invested in an ethics, which would become only more 

pronounced especially with Clark and Oiticica’s later works after the dissolution of the 

group, wherein they move away from a Kantian aesthetic towards a concept of art as 

enacting a social politic. So what about the other half of that phrase, the religious? 

Within Clark’s published essays and letters, she often made mention of God, the 

cosmic, ritual, and the magical. Art offered new meanings in a world where God was 

dead and “extreme rationalism” aimed to devalue a totality of the human experience. 

Religious does not signify any specific institution, instead a return to expression, 

affect, duration, and the sensory. 

Mythical creations 

Gullar claimed that it was his “book-poem,” or the shift from poetry on a page 

to poetry as a guided and interactive book form, that first influenced Clark’s Bichos 

project, but he was not the only artist to dabble in the book form.159 At the Second 

Neoconcrete Exhibition in 1961 Reynaldo Jardim exhibited his book-universe, which 

as described by Gullar, had two spines. The reader would read in one direction, and 

upon reaching the end, could turn and read in the opposite direction. Neoconcrete 

artist Lygia Pape with her first book, Livro da criação or Book of Creation, 1959-60, 

brought together painting, sculpture and text. It consisted of 18 pieces of gouache on 

                                                
159 “O livro-poema” is the term used by Gullar to describe his experiments with the 
word and the page. He discussed this form in Experiência neoconcreta, 35-40. 
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cardboard measuring about 12 x 12 inches (Figure 19). Pape played with geometric 

shapes, colors and words to tell a story about the earth and man. The story, like the 

shapes, recalls a primordial time. Her next book, Livro do tempo or Book of Time, 

1960-61, takes as its object the concept of time as it varies, changes and develops over 

a multiplicity of arrangements of colored shapes. Like a game of memory, the 

viewer/reader begins to see patterns of the same shape arrangements but in different 

colors. In this section I will explore Pape’s book, Livro da criação, and connect it to 

the larger Neoconcrete exploration of word and image. Through the use of the 

narrative form, Pape’s non-object unfolds and opens out to and through the reader. 

The book and its story also engage the mythical and the mystical, like Clark’s full-

emptiness and Gullar’s poems, yet as I argue here the book format emphasizes the 

individual experience, which I believe is central to the work of Neoconcretism. As I 

said before, many of the Neoconcrete members go on to produce art, which operated 

within the collective, but the Neoconcrete non-object produced and functioned through 

the individual.  
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Figure 19. Lygia Pape, Livro da criação, 1959-60  

 

Figure 20. Lygia Pape, Livro da criação, 1959-60 
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Book of Creation exists in multiple forms depending on how you encounter it. 

In her lifetime, Pape allowed for the work to be an “open structure.”160 Originally, the 

viewer would open the box, turn the flat pages into their three-dimensional structures, 

arrange them into an order of their choosing, and then return them back to their 

original format and close the book. Within a contemporary museum context, the 

viewer encounters the work already assembled. Each page opened and displayed 

separately as in Figure 19. Within a publication, we access the works via the 

collaboration between Pape and photographer Mauricio Cirne (Figure 20). The pages 

are photographed out and about in the city of Rio de Janeiro, or as Pape described it, 

she wanted to “take the book for a walk in the world.”161 The pages are accompanied 

by a written text, though previously only a spoken narrative circulated during Pape’s 

life like an oral history.  So for instance in Pape’s monograph, Gávea de Tocaia 

(2000), one of the publications for this mode of presentation, the reader sees the text 

and image side-by-side (Figure 20). A text accompanies each page that tells a story of 

the creation of the world. On the pages presented above the text states, “then the water 

went down and down down down and down” and on the other page is juxtaposed a 

photograph of three blue curving cut-out shapes, positioned in descending order in 

small grey-white pebbles, reminiscent of the mosaic sidewalks that hug the famous 

beaches of Rio. Or in another example, a white page with small circular cut-outs 

organized in a grid system stands on a sidewalk and leans against a white wall, which 

                                                
160 Gabriel Pérez-Barreiro, “Open Book,” ArtNews (April 2007): 102-103. 
161 Guy Brett, “The Logic of the Web,” in Lygia Pape, Gávea de Tocaia (São Paulo: 
Cosac&Naify, 2000), 309. Brett tells us in the footnotes to the text that Pape wrote 
him this in a personal letter. 
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formally mirrors the page with its circular voids (Figure 21). The sunlight shines 

through the standing page and forms a shadow on the concrete. As a result the page 

intervenes and becomes part of the cityscape with its shadow markings and 

architectural twin as if announcing that the art of  

 

Figure 21. Lygia Pape, Livro da criação, 1959-60 

geometry can be found throughout the constructed environment. The text adds a new 

dimension: “Man was gregarious and sowed the soil.” A narrative takes shape. The 

circular pattern suggests the spreading of seeds and the sowing of the land. And yet 

the inclusion of the word “gregarious” also references the primal nature of humans to 

form communities, settle, cultivate the land and build permanent structures. The 

circles represent the coming together of persons. Much of the written text concerns the 

human population and their actions, constructions and discoveries. Creation happened 
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through the potentialities of man to think and cultivate the earth. The juxtaposition of 

the abstract forms with the natural and built landscape invokes the viewer to see the 

geometric order underlying all physical and man-made structures. While the museum 

display asks the viewer to construct the narrative of creation. The open structure of the 

artwork allows for the presentation to determine how the viewer may interact and 

interpret the work and its meaning. The presentation also radically alters the possible 

reading of the work from a participatory creation to a formal exercise in geometric 

shapes to a translated creation of the universe retold from the streets of Brazil.  

Despite these potential differences, Pape harnesses the idea of geometric forms 

as mythical structures, not unlike Hélio Oiticica’s use of the labyrinth in his Maqueta 

para Projeto Cães de Caça (Maquette for Hunting Dogs Project), 1961 (discussed in 

chapter four). The colorful pages of cut-out shapes signify the beginning of time itself.  

Geometric forms become the exemplary appearance of a newly constructed world. 

The myth of creation differs from group to group. Each culture invents its own story 

of how the world came to be, and derives from that narrative the value systems that 

structure the social. Yet the creation of myths unites people with very different belief 

systems, and moreover the need to tell stories characterizes the human sensibility. This 

tension between the local and the universal or the individual myths and the creation of 

those myths is at the heart of the Book of Creation. As Guy Brett wrote about the 

Brazilian avant-garde of the 1950s and 60s, “These artists could therefore aim at the 

universal, even the cosmic, while immersed in the local and particular.”162 The 

                                                
162 Ibid., 305. 
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appropriation of geometric abstract art was already a grab for the universal from the 

local place of Brazil, and this work by Pape exemplifies this union of “the ideal and 

the real, the abstract and the concrete” of Lefebvre’s modernity.  

Like the poems and non-objects examined in this chapter, The Book of 

Creation depends on participation, and yet a personal or individual participation. José 

Guilherme Merquior linked the personal nature of the project to its mythical quality.163 

In an essay on Livro da Criação published in Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil 

in December 1960 the Brazilian critic compared the book to a totem, “the book is 

personal; it is quasi-mysticism.”164 Tapping into the “ethico-religious” and cosmic 

nature of Neoconcrete art, Merquior describes the book as “a mythic adventure” where 

myth is defined as the union of “the primitive with the social.”165 Myths are a 

collective construction, and by that fact define the collective. Yet in the Book of 

Creation the myth is made to be accessed by an individual through its formal 

structure—a book, a traditionally personal object, its individual participation with the 

pages, and its purposeful open structure. The individualizing aspect of the book-poems 

informs many Neoconcrete works, including Clark’s Bichos and Gullar’s Spatial 

Poems (discussed in the next section). Unlike the Concrete poets desire to approximate 

public mass media forms like advertisements and billboards, the Neoconcrete non-

                                                
163 José Guilherme Merquior, “A criação do Livro da Criação,” in Projeto construtivo 
brasileiro na arte (1950-1962), ed. Aracy Amaral (Rio de Janeiro: Museu de Arte 
Moderna and São Paulo: Pinacoteca do Estado, 1977), 276-279. Originally published 
in Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil, December 3, 1960. 
164 Ibid., 277. “…o Livro é pessoal; é um quase misticismo.” 
165 Ibid. “Primitivo, mas não egocêntrico: o desenrolar do Livro sugere uma aventura 
mítica. O mito é de fato a união por excelência do primitivo com o social.” 
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object remained a singular, personal and private object. Guy Brett in his essay on 

Pape’s work wondered why at this time Brazilian artists were attracted to the book 

format, especially considering their interest in the lived experience. He proposed an 

answer: “Perhaps they were attracted by the very reason of the paradox involved; by 

the irony to be extracted from the gulf between the manageable, calm void of the page 

or container, easily within a hand’s reach, and the ‘underdeveloped’ uncontrollable 

reality, whether of ‘nature’ or ‘city’.”166 We can extend Brett’s idea to geometric 

abstract art more broadly with its ordered universe of shapes that can be imposed on 

the “uncontrollable” city. I want to add to Brett’s proposal the notion that the book 

format necessitates a reader. The book format not only involved a fixed space to 

explore and experiment with, like a canvas, but more directly than a painting, it 

requires a reader. I consider here the reader as a participant and how Neoconcrete 

works produced a reader.  

Sacred poems 

 Neoconcretism’s “ethico-religious” aspect also appeared in Gullar’s sculptural 

objects called Spatial Poems, which represented his move off the page and into a 

sculptural practice. The work Ara, 1959-60, made of wood and painted white, consists 

of a shallow square box with a triangular flap, which when opened reveals the word 

“Ara” or “sacrificial altar” printed in small black lettering in the center of the square 

(Figures 22 and 23). When closed, the triangle pierces the square and the viewer is 

presented with a classical geometric object reduced further by the pure white color. 

                                                
166 Guy Brett, “The Logic of the Web,” 309. 
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Significant for the practice of Neoconcretism, the object asks the viewer to interact 

with it, to seek an additional expression of the object. The viewer now turned 

participant lifts the triangle upwards and finds the word “Ara.” The object is now  

 

Figure 22. Ferreira Gullar, Ara, 1959-60 (closed) 

 

Figure 23. Ferreira Gullar, Ara, 1959-60 (open) 
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transformed by the word and its meaning. Gullar, with this work, underscored the 

primacy of the word, further strengthened by the selection of only one word. Gullar’s 

poems, Concrete and Neoconcrete, were always short in length and utilized very few 

words, often times building on syllables that were themselves meaningful. For 

example, the poem we have already looked at contained only the two words: “verde” 

and “erva”. Another poem reads: “vermelho vermelho vermelho ver”. Again two 

words: “vermelho” and “ver” (“red” and “to see”) hinge on the inclusion of the 

syllable      “–ver” within the word “vermelho” but which on its own also has meaning. 

Each word then holds its own meaning but together another meaning is created “to see 

red.” For Gullar the word and its meaning were the primary elements of Concrete 

poetry, whereas for the Noigandres a much more playful system of organization did 

not bar them from breaking up the word, playing with the phonemes, opening up 

language to a nonsense of meaning but a materiality of form and language as sounds. 

For Gullar language was additive whereas for the Noigandres language was 

exponential.167 In the case then of a poem as a non-object, “it is the place where the 

                                                
167 This idea comes from Yve-Alain Bois’ discussion of elementarization and 
integration with De Stijl in “The De Stijl Idea” in Yve-Alain Bois, Painting as Model 
(Cambridge, MA and London: The MIT Press, 1993), 103. “Elementarization, that is, 
the analysis of each practice into discrete components and the reduction of these 
components to a few irreducible elements. Integration, that is, the exhaustive 
articulation of these elements into a syntactically indivisible, nonhierarchical whole. 
The second operation rests upon a structural principle (like the phonemes of verbal 
language, the visual elements in question are meaningful only through their 
differences). This principle is a totalizing one: no element is more important than any 
other, and none must escape integration. The mode of articulation stemming from this 
principle is not additive (as in minimalism, for example) but exponential (hence De 
Stijl’s blanket rejection of repetition).” 
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isolated word irradiates its entire charge.”168 Gone was the ludic quality of Concrete 

poetry with its play of phonemes and page design; instead the one word was made 

sacred.  

And what a word: Ara or sacrificial altar.  Serious, somber, cultic. Less 

concerned with the graphic element, though perhaps also chosen for being a 

palindrome, the meaning of the word transforms the object. Is the work a sacrificial 

altar? Or is language, like art, a mode of transubstantiation—an altar where within 

Christian mythology the bread and wine become the body and blood of Jesus Christ? 

The sculptural objects of the Spatial Poems also resemble altarpieces, not in scale, but 

in the constitution of moveable parts that form an inside and outside. An altarpiece 

triptych for instance when closed presents the viewer with two external panels that 

when opened reveals a central panel usually reserved for images of the most holy 

figures. Another example of a spatial poem, Não, is a thin black box whose top 

includes two panels, similar to a triptych altarpiece, which when lifted uncover a white 

interior with a removable black diamond (Figures 24 and 25). When removed, the 

diamond exposes another diamond but painted red and including the word “Não” or 

“No”. The word then takes the traditional place of the holy figures. I argue that Gullar 

returns language to the mysterious, the cultic and the cosmic. Or to return to the Henri 

Lefebvre epigraph, “It is the word as magic, as alchemy.” This represents a jarring 

reversal of Haroldo’s words that defined Concrete poetry as a substitution of “the 

                                                
168 Gullar, “Theory of the Non-Object,” 149. 
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magical, the mystical and the ‘maudit’ for the useful.”169 With the Spatial Poems, the 

hidden quality of the word acts as a secret knowledge for the viewer-participant to 

perform through the opening of the object. In this way Gullar also gives the spatial 

poems “an inside,” akin to Clark’s inside-outside. Before Gullar abandoned 

Neoconcretism in 1961, he constructed a completely, immersive living habitat for the 

word and the individual. 

 

Figure 24. Ferreira Gullar, Não, 1959-60 

                                                
169 Haroldo de Campos, “olho por olho a olho nu,” in Teoria da poesia concreta, 48. 
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Figure 25. Ferreira Gullar, Não, 1959-60 

In 1959, in the full thrust of the Neoconcrete movement, Ferreira Gullar 

devised a work called Buried Poem. Published first in the Suplemento Dominical 

Jornal do Brasil as a conceptual list of instructions, the installation was materialized 

in the garden of Hélio Oiticica’s parents’ house in 1960. Gullar who had been writing 

poetry since the late 1940s sought with this work to fully transform language into an 

object experienced off the page and instead penetrated by the body. Buried Poem 

invites a single person to descend a staircase into an underground square chamber of 

about 8.2 feet in length and width. Once inside, enshrouded in near darkness except 

for a single light source, the visitor stands above a red cube. Instructed to lift the 

geometric form, he finds yet another green cube and within that a white cube. Below 

the white square the spectator now participator now reader (“the eye-body”) reads the 

word “rejuvenesça” or “rejuvenate.” Instructions provided for the visitor upon entering 
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the work guide his movements through the work. Gullar established a controlled 

environment through the specifications of the instructions, “The ‘reader’ will then put 

the three cubes back exactly as he found them and linger a while observing the red 

cube, which is irreparably changed, as he knows what it conceals and stores. The 

reading is thus complete. In order to heighten the experience, only one ‘reader’ should 

enter the poem at a time. Throughout the whole experience the ‘reader’ will feel the 

scent of jasmine that hangs in the air.”170 

The work, like Pape’s Livro do criação, was made to be experienced by only 

one “reader”—a singularly intimate experience that places the emphasis on a personal 

“reading” and the act of reading (now reduced to one sacred word). Asked to enter a 

ritualistic space, affected by the darkness and jasmine scent, the reader discovers the 

word like a secret knowledge.171 “Rejuvenesça” is written in the command form of the 

verb conjugation. The work then directs the reader to find revitalization within the 

geometric form, within the act of reading, within the experience of discovery, and 

within the intimate offering of art. The word “rejuvenesça” functions as an optical 

sign, and yet exactly how the reader experiences rejuvenation is left undetermined. 

Gullar’s choice of an open-ended word enacts the Neoconcrete maxim “the poem 

begins when the reading ends…”172 The command form of the verb asks the visitor to 

do something, to perform the word. The choice of the word “rejuvenesça” does not tie 

                                                
170 Gullar, Buried Poem, in Experiência neoconcreta, 151. 
171 Hans Robert Jauss writes of the Christian Romanesque taste for “The full and 
objective meaning of the text is initially hidden and only unfolds in the course of time 
through the new commentaries of later readers.” Jauss, “Modernity and Literary 
Tradition,” Critical Inquiry 31, 2 (Winter 2005): 337. 
172 Gullar, Bastos and Jardim, “Concrete Poetry: An Intuitive Experience,” 136. 
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language to its formalized structure wherein language becomes a sign for an object in 

the world, for example the word “moon” stands in for the object in the sky, a 

characteristic of which is that it appears most strongly with the absence of light at 

night. Gullar instead wants a word that lacks a referent in the world, that assumes 

meaning through its context whether the individual or through the act. It is a verb but 

with no prescribed vigorous activity, rather an internal transformation. The carioca 

poets wrote in their inaugurational text, “Language does not act directly upon the 

world of objects other than ‘through the subject,’ that is, in equal measure to the extent 

to which the world of objects, turned meaning, turned culture, already is the 

subject.”173 Language in Buried Poem fulfills what Russian linguist V.N. Voloshinov 

calls “individualistic subjectivism” or language as “the individual creative act of 

speech” determined by the “individual psyche.”174 Put in opposition to another 

conception of language as a normative, closed system, unchanged across time, 

individualistic subjectivism understands language as irrevocably tied to the social and 

thus the variable. “The reality of language is, in fact, its generation.”175 Language 

changes through its historical manifestations and mutable meanings put into effect by 

its social users. Or again, language gains meaning through the subject who emerges 

from a particular place. The loop of meaning, culture, subject position a situated 

reader, participant, user.  

                                                
173 Ibid. 
174 V.N. Voloshinov, Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (New York: Seminar 
Press, 1973), 48. 
175 Ibid., 56. 
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Pape’s Book of Creation and its “mythic adventure” operates through the 

creation activated by the reader who puts the story together. Participation takes the 

form of constructing the narrative and the sculptural forms. The reader here is invited 

to serve as a narrator, to tell the story of creation and thus to enact creation by 

interacting with the shapes. Pape then has the reader remake the universe and also turn 

nature into culture like early man enacted. Similar to the works of Clark and Gullar, 

Book of Creation comes into being through the phenomenological intertwining of 

subject-object. The reader turned participant creates the story. Merquior made a 

defining statement about Pape’s book that can be expanded to Neoconcrete art 

discussed in this chapter, writing, “Admittedly if Lygia [Pape] conceives of the work 

as a suggestion of the intense moments lived by Humanity, in the end these instants-

intense-experiences (“instantes-intensas-vivências”) are experienced as strictly 

personal…and we understand that these experiences supersede the intention of the 

author for the work.”176 Pape proposed a creative act, but the reader is its culmination. 

And moreover, like Gullar’s Buried Poem, the experience of the work is singular and 

personal. Or as Merquior goes on to say, “É que nenhum de nós o vive como o outro” 

or “It is that no one of us lives it like the other.” The artwork returns us to ourselves as 

individuals. Art and language like life is experienced through the subject. 

                                                
176 Merquior, “A criação do Livro da Criação,” 278. “E se Lygia confessadamente o 
concebe como uma sugestão dos momentos intensamente vividos pela Humanidade, 
afinal esses instantes-intensas-vivências acabam estritamente pessoais…e nós 
compreendemos que ainda aqui a intenção da obra supera a da autora.” I purposefully 
leave in the English translation the order of the words “instants-intense-experiences” 
to communicate the impossibility to translate the phrase “instantes-intensas-
vivências.” The hybrid phrase expresses the intense moments of life that are so 
personal as to be indescribable.  
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The task of the artist and the production of meaning were the stakes in the 

Brazilian Concrete art and poetry project, and perhaps more significantly the role of 

the reader/spectator—the Brazilian “public.” How the reader of a poem or the 

spectator of a painting completed the work. The birth of the reader, though 

unformulated as of yet by Roland Barthes, emerged already in Brazil in the 1950s. In 

the text “Concrete Poetry” by Bastos, Gullar, and Jardim a work of art is not ruled by 

laws determined a priori, such as mathematical formulas, instead it comes into being 

with its making. In addition the poem relies on the reader—“the poem begins when the 

reading ends…”177 Interestingly this reader is specific, grounded in “circumstantial 

factors,” not universal. And yet what the essay makes clear is a fragile balance 

between the creative energy of the producer of art and the reader/viewer who 

completes the meaning of art. Though the Neoconcrete artist constructed objects for 

the reader/viewer, the artist nevertheless constructed those objects. Gullar desired art 

to create an experience for the viewer, but a controlled experience. The birth of the 

reader did not necessitate the death of the author in Neoconcrete art. Boris Groys in 

his writings on the history of the art of participation comments on this paradox, “One 

might also claim that the enactment of this self-abdication, this dissolution of the self 

into the masses, grants the author the possibility of controlling the audience—whereby 

the viewer forfeits his secure external position, his aesthetic distance from the artwork, 

and thus becomes not just a participant but also an integral part of the artwork. In this 

way then participatory art can be understood not only as a reduction, but also as an 

                                                
177 Gullar, Bastos, and Jardim, “Concrete Poetry: An Intuitive Experience,” 136. 
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extension, of authorial power.”178 The carioca writers of “Concrete Poetry” explicitly 

affirmed this when they wrote, “The Concrete poem is a means of entirely controlling 

an experience.”179 But then the interpretation of the experience or the actual act of 

experiencing is left open for the reader/viewer. How one experiences rejuvenation is 

personal and singular. Language acts through the subject.  

 The Concrete and Neoconcrete poets proposed conflicting roles for the artist 

and imagined different experiences for the reader. The São Paulo Noigandres group, in 

their determination to squash Romanticism in poetry, turned to a mathematical and 

mechanistic approach to poetry writing. The poet as Romantic genius-creator was 

evacuated; the poem became a graphic, multi-vocal, play of words and syllables, 

without linear directionality; and the “reader” turned builder, architect and designer 

constructed the poem, like he would construct a new and modern Brazil. The 

Noigandres project emerged from and ran parallel to the programs established by 

President Kubitschek who invested in multiple sectors of Brazilian society as a way to 

kick-start the economy, and constructed Brasília as a way to re-map the spatial logics 

of the geo-political, but the Noigandres worked from the cultural sphere. Within Brazil 

at this moment, the economic, political and cultural spheres were being pushed 

forward with the same goal of national development. And yet, interestingly, these 

ideas were centered in the economic capital of Brazil, São Paulo, and not Rio de 

Janeiro, the historical federal capital facing an expiration date. The Neoconcrete artists 

                                                
178 Boris Groys, “A Genealogy of Participatory Art,” in The Art of Participation 1950 
to Now, ed. Rudolf Frieling (New York: Thames&Hudson, 2008), 23. 
179 Gullar, Bastos, and Jardim, “Concrete Poetry: An Intuitive Experience,”136. 
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in Rio imagined a different Brazil and a different form of art production. The artist as 

author remained inscribed in the creative process while the relationship between the 

work and the viewer/reader followed a model of inter-subjectivity and ethics. The 

artist directed the opportunity for an experience of art that returned one to oneself as a 

sensate and expressive being. Unlike the production of viewers/readers as workers or 

consumers with Concrete poetry, Neoconcrete art experiences produced individuals. 

Actions within Neoconcretism were not externalized, but were internalized. In the next 

chapter of the dissertation I discuss how this individualistic push of Neoconcretism 

connects to the growth of the middle class during this period, and the way culture 

became a tool of middle-class distinction through an analysis of the Brazilian 

newspaper Jornal do Brasil and its supplement, Suplemento Dominical Jornal do 

Brasil, which was “taken over” by the Neoconcretists to present and publicize 

themselves and their work and ideas.  



Chapter 3  
“Newspapers, Art History, and Neoconcrete Art:  
The Transformation of Art into Popular Culture” 

 
Jornal do Brasil served as both a place of work for many of the Neoconcrete 

artists and also as the site of publicity for the group, its activities, and its writings. 

Reynaldo Jardim, Amilcar de Castro and Ferreira Gullar worked at the newspaper as 

editors, designers and journalists.180 This chapter demands a re-consideration of the 

role of these artists in the reformation of the newspaper, not only its graphic layout, 

but also how they used this mass media form to push an intellectual agenda that 

supported their own artistic and theoretical practices as well as educated the larger 

reading public. I examine the relationship between Neoconcretism and the Rio de 

Janeiro-based newspaper Jornal do Brasil to argue for the intervention of the 

Neoconcrete artists in the shaping of Brazilian modern society. Following from the 

last chapter on the study of Neoconcrete art and poetry, I continue to explore the 

intersection of image and word, but unlike with poetry, the newspaper takes a mass 

cultural form due to its larger circulation amongst readers. Through the paper, 

Neoconcretism intervened directly into the social life of Rio de Janeiro, and more 

broadly, Brazil. I argue that the newspaper cannot be relegated to the background of 

the history of Neoconcretism; instead it plays a central role in the formation and 

presentation of the group. I demonstrate how the newspaper was used as a public face 

                                                
180 These three men were principal players in the Neoconcrete movement. Reynaldo 
Jardim and Ferreira Gullar were poets, while Amilcar de Castro along with Franz 
Weissman were sculptors. Lygia Clark, Lygia Pape and Hélio Oiticica worked 
between painting, engraving and sculpture.  
 

117 



  118 

for the group, a site of “public-making” and community-building. For example “The 

Neoconcrete Manifesto” was published in the newspaper in March 1959 to accompany 

the opening of the first Neoconcrete exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in Rio 

de Janeiro. The use of the newspaper as a public platform for the Neoconcretists has 

not yet been the object of a specialized study. Nor has the newspaper received 

attention as a cultural bridge between fine art and popular culture. The Neoconcretists 

appropriated the paper to share their works and ideas, and as a result had to consider 

how to translate high art to a public not necessarily familiar with it. And contrary to 

previous scholarship, which focused on the international aspect of Neoconcretism, I 

emphasize the national discourse engaged and produced by the Neoconcrete artists 

working at and publishing in the newspaper. Moreover this chapter maps the local 

institutions central to the production of Neoconcretism and simultaneously the 

modernization of Brazilian society—the newspaper industry, educational institutions 

and the modern art museum. I argue that Neoconcretism also operated as a 

pedagogical program whether through Gullar’s published history of art in the 

newspaper, the intermixing of educational classes and the museum, or the exhibition 

of modern art in Rio de Janeiro. The instruction of “what is modern art” through these 

institutions simultaneously educated the Brazilian public and produced this Brazilian 

public—an emergent cultural and intellectual middle class. 

My dissertation and especially this chapter thinks through Benedict Anderson’s 

concept of “imagined communities” and the role of print capitalism as a tool of nation-
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building, and more importantly for us, for the development of national culture.181 

Aracy Amaral reminds us that given the incredible size of Brazil, and especially its 

difficult-to-access Amazon region, the “nation” as a concept was slow to form. She 

writes, “Not until the Vargas era (1930-1945) did Brazil begin to perceive itself as a 

unified whole; even then, there was a relative lack of communication among its 

diverse regions. This situation remained unaltered until the advent of mass 

communication in the 1950s.”182 The historical period of my study represents the 

advent of print-capitalism and the transformation of the press into a business, and 

away from news as a genre of literature. My argument here stresses the “takeover” of 

the Jornal do Brasil by the Neoconcretists and its use as a forum to build publics and 

form an “imagined community.”  

The reform of Jornal do Brasil and Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil 

Jornal do Brasil (JB) was founded in 1891 just after the establishment of the 

republican government, and therefore participated in the larger debates on the future of 

the country. The newspaper is often historicized in multiple stages of development and 

political bias dependent on the owner at the time.183 Under the ownership and 

management of the Count Ernesto Pereira Carneiro from 1918-1953, Jornal do Brasil 

                                                
181 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread 
of Nationalism (London and New York: Verso, 1983, revised edition 1991). 
182 Aracy Amaral, “Stages in the Formation of Brazil’s Cultural Profile,” The Journal 
of Decorative and Propaganda Arts” v 21 (1995): 9. 
183 Ana Paula Goulart Ribeiro summarizes the stages: monarchist (1891-1893), 
republican in opposition to the dictatorship of Floriano Peixoto (1893), popular 
journalism (1894-1918), listings of classifieds (1918-1953), modern (1954-2001), and 
present (2001-now). Ribeiro, Imprensa e história no Rio de Janeiro dos anos 1950 
(Rio de Janeiro: e-papers, 2007), 153-154. 
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was dedicated to the publication of classified advertisements rather than news, which 

only began on page 5, and was known as the “Jornal das Cozinheiras” or the 

“newspaper of female cooks” given its abundance of job listings for that position. 

Upon his death in 1954 the paper was taken over by his wife. During the tenure of the 

Countess Pereira Carneiro, the newspaper underwent a radical renovation. It shifted 

back to publishing news stories rather than just classifieds, was graphically re-

designed, and added a weekend supplement dedicated to cultural issues. Reynaldo 

Jardim, who already worked at “Rádio Jornal do Brasil”, suggested to the Countess 

that JB create a weekend supplement. The Suplemento Dominical do Jornal do Brasil, 

eventually named just SDJB, created in 1956, and edited by Jardim, focused on all 

things cultural including fine arts, film, theater and literature in Brazil and around the 

world. Initially the supplement circulated weekly with the newspaper on Sundays, but 

eventually moved to the Saturday edition. Washington Dias Lessa in his essay on the 

reformation of the newspaper notes that it was the increasing success of the 

supplement that contributed to the Countess’ decision to re-design the entire 

newspaper.184 Ferreira Gullar affirmed this notion saying, “the launch of the 

supplement stirred the countess to realize that it was possible to reform the JB and 

transform it into a real newspaper.”185 The reform of JB was part of a larger 

                                                
184 Washington Dias Lessa, “Amílcar de Castro e a Reforma do Jornal do Brasil,” in 
Dois Estudos de Comunicação Visual (Rio de Janeiro: Editora UFRJ, 1995), 20. Both 
Lessa and Ribeiro’s studies were essential to my understanding of the transformations 
of the Brazilian press during these years. Translations from Brazilian Portuguese to 
English are mine unless otherwise noted. 
185 Gullar quoted in Marieta de Moraes Ferreira, “A reforma do Jornal do Brasil,” in A 
Imprensa em transição: o jornalismo brasileiro nos anos 50, ed. Alzira Alves de 
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journalistic golden age in the 1950s when newspapers made graphic and content 

innovations, such as Diário Carioca and Jornal do Brasil, and others that came into 

existence including Tribuna da Imprensa (1949), Última Hora (1951), and Manchete 

(1952).  

Brazilian papers looked to both American and French newspapers as examples 

of objectivity and minimalism in terms of their content format and simple design 

methods. As Lessa details, Gullar, Castro and Jânio de Freitas (editor), who would all 

lead the reformation of JB, first worked together at the monthly magazine Manchete, 

influenced by the French weekly, Paris Match with its “layout without vignettes, 

photos arranged without decoration, [and] blank space that emphasizes the text and 

photos.”186 The American papers, on the other hand, contributed the concept of 

objectivity and impartiality in the form of the “lead.” As Ana Paulo Goulart Ribeiro 

tells us Brazilian newspaper articles traditionally began with the opinion of the author 

about the event being reported or used the opportunity to meditate on the larger 

meanings of the circumstance.187 The US press changed this form of news writing, 

instead the lead or opening of an article would list the facts of the event—the who, 

what, where, how. As a result the article would be in the form of an “inverted 

pyramid” wherein the most important or objective information would be at the 

                                                
Abreu (Rio de Janeiro: Fundação Getulio Vargas, 1996), 151-152. Originally from an 
interview with Gullar in the Associação Brasileira de Imprensa. “O lançamento desse 
suplemento estimulou a condessa a descobrir que era possível reformar o JB e 
transformá-lo num jornal de verdade.” 
186 Lessa, “Amílcar de Castro,” 38-39. “…a paginação sem vinhetas, as fotos 
colocadas sem adornos, o espaço em branco que valoriza textos e fotos.” 
187 Ribeiro, Imprensa e história, 31.  
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beginning with the information deemed “less” important towards the bottom. The 

format change accepted as true the idea that facts lead to objective truth, whereas the 

human organization of facts always belies that claim. The inverted pyramid also had 

two other effects: efficiency of both the reader and the newspaper business. The reader 

could grasp the relevant facts of the story without reading the whole text, and the 

editor could cut the original text from the bottom if necessary.  

The journalistic shift towards objectivity and minimalism mirrored the goals of 

Concrete art itself, while also connecting Brazil to a post-war aesthetic style dominant 

in Europe and the United States.188 Both the journalistic and Concrete art projects 

endeavored to leave behind an approach marked by romanticism and to work with the 

basic elements of the medium. With journalism, newspapermen shifted from the 

production of news as literature, while the artists broke from the tradition of 

brasilidade, or the representation of “Brazilianness” which occupied the modernist 

Brazilian vanguard of the 1930s and 1940s with such artists as Candido Portinari and 

his paintings of coffee plantation workers. And whereas Concretism composed with 

lines, shapes and color, the news worked with the basics—the who, what, where of the 

story. The pursuit of objectivity defines the program of modernization, and 

simultaneously results in it. Like the reform of many Brazilian newspapers at this 

                                                
188 In the dissertation I use the term “Brazilian Concrete art project” or “Brazilian 
Concretists” to refer to the united effort of both art movements from São Paulo and 
Rio de Janeiro. This is significant because the two groups can be brought together as a 
breakout moment in the history of Brazilian art and as a cultural endeavor to represent 
the national. When discussing the divided project, I use the individual groups’ 
names—Grupo ruptura and Neoconcretists. I use “concrete art” when referring to the 
generic art style practiced by many different artists in Europe and South America. 
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time, seeking to modernize their machines, content and graphic style, Concretism 

arose as a rebellion against what they viewed as retrograde ideas of Brazilian art, i.e. 

realist, figurative, and parochial, which caused Brazil to lag “behind” the kind of art 

produced in cities like Paris and New York.189 The turn to geometric abstraction then 

was an invitation to compete with the international vanguard, and redefine and redirect 

the image of Brazil from tropical underdevelopment to a modernized country of 

progress. It is no coincidence that the origins of the Brazilian Concrete art project lay 

in the remaking of a nation in the case of Constructivist Russia (1917) and in the cold 

rationalism of science and industry theorized by Theo Van Doesburg in his writings on 

Art Concret (1930). The collaboration of Neoconcretism and Jornal do Brasil makes 

evident the utilization of the commercial sector on the part of cultural producers to lay 

claim to new and emergent publics.  

Bringing high art to the lanchonete 

 Amilcar de Castro, a practicing sculptor and active member of Neoconcretism, 

led many of the graphic changes at JB.190 Operating as both artist and designer and 

working from the central aesthetic tenets of Neoconcretism—the activation of space, 

the durationality of time, and the participation of the viewer/reader—Castro directed 

the organization of space on the news page using the contrast of the white page and 

the black text as active elements of the composition in order to activate the reader as a 

                                                
189 For an excellent study of the debates between the realists and abstractionists, see 
Beverly Adams’ dissertation, “Locating the International: Art of Brazil and Argentina 
in the 1950s and 1960s” (PhD diss., University of Texas at Austin, 2000).  
190 Castro would bring his artistic eye to all the newspapers he worked with throughout 
his life, including Manchete (1953-1956), Jornal do Brasil (1957-1961), Correio da 
Manhã (1965) and Jornal de Resenhas (1999-2002), to name only a few.  
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participant. Castro and his team treated the newspaper page like a canvas, and even 

called their approach the “Mondrian” style.191 With this reference, the elements on the 

page—lines of text, black text and white space, photographs, titles—were considered 

in relationship to each other similar to the lines, colors and geometric shapes of a Piet 

Mondrian painting. Castro sought for a dynamism of design that would engage the 

reader and also make the act of reading easier and more pleasurable.  

  

    

Figure 26. Cover of Jornal do Brasil, November 12, 1956 (before reform) 
Figure 27. Cover of Jornal do Brasil, June 2, 1959 (after reform) 

 
 

Like with the theoretical discourse of Neoconcrete poetry led by Gullar, the 

graphic design of the newspaper emphasized the white space of the page. For Castro 

the white space was not just background for the black text, it was on equal terms with 

                                                
191 Lessa, “Amílcar de Castro,” 54. 
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the text and structured the organization of space on the page. Following Gullar’s 

understanding of white space in poetic texts as a pause, as silence that the act of 

reading necessitates—“The page in Neoconcrete poetry is the spatialisation of verbal 

time: it is pause, silence, time”—Castro transformed the design of newspapers into a 

performance in reading not just a vehicle for news or job announcements.192 The two 

cover designs above (Figures 26 and 27), one pre-reform and the other post-reform 

demonstrate how Castro used spacing to allow the news to “breathe.” The information 

is not densely packed as in the 1956 layout rather individual news stories immediately 

stand out. The comparison of the two covers underscores how the act of reading 

coincided with graphic design. The reader was not distracted by closely juxtaposed 

columns of text; Castro provided a Neoconcrete pause for the reader. The white space 

as an emphasis on individual stories corresponded to the reader as an individual 

subject. The design pointed the reader to the stories and as a result made possible the 

personal space of sustained reading. As a result the white space not only enclosed the 

text, but enclosed the reading experience as singular and absorbing. The inclusion of 

white space as an active compositional element and a reading strategy was a difficult 

win for Castro. Newspaper owners and editors did not see the economic benefit of 

reducing the amount of text in order to have according to them “the empty space” of 

the white page. With the daily newspaper Castro had to conform much more to a strict 

layout, whereas with the supplement, he had much more freedom to exercise his 

design ideas.  

                                                
192 Ferreira Gullar, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” in Experiência neoconcreta (São 
Paulo: Cosac Naify, 2007), 160. English translation taken from the book. 
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While Jornal do Brasil looked to the American and French examples of news 

design, Suplemento Dominical do Jornal do Brasil synthesized the innovations of the 

mainstream press and the European avant-garde journal. The design of SDJB reflected 

not only the modernization of new print machines but also the lessons taken from the 

typographic experiments of the European avant-garde in the first half of the twentieth 

century. Advanced print culture offered European artists the chance to circulate 

internationally and to represent themselves through the intersection of photographic 

reproductions of artworks, publication of artists’ texts and manifestoes, and innovative 

graphic design. The avant-garde art journal spotlighted collaborations of artists 

nationally and across borders. Though many of these magazines had limited 

subscription numbers and short life spans, they served as public representations of the 

various art movements and the artists’ desires to circulate in the public sphere as 

cultural agents and social transformers. The Neoconcrete artists and SDJB mirrored 

this intent, and likely looked to examples of avant-garde and modern art magazines for 

design ideas. 

The graphic design of SDJB most closely resembled the design style of De Stijl 

and Bauhaus, which is not surprising given their vital significance to the Neoconcrete 

artists. Both movements were considered historical antecedents to Neoconcretism and 

written as such by Gullar in his history of modern art, discussed later in this chapter.  

De Stijl (The Style) describes both the art group and the journal that announced the 

formation of the group in November 1917 in the Netherlands. Over the next ten years 

of the journal’s publication, membership varied but included painters, architects, 
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sculptors, poets, set designers and furniture designers.193 Theo van Doesburg served as 

editor until his death in 1931. De Stijl, with its focus on geometric abstract art and 

collaborative practice, and especially the work of original member Piet Mondrian 

greatly influenced Neoconcretism. Moreover I argue here that Castro and the SDJB 

team also adapted De Stijl’s typographic and graphic aesthetic principles. Gullar 

included a 1923 cover design of De Stijl in his history of modern art published in 

SDJB from 1959 to 1960, so they were aware of the journal and its graphics. 

Interestingly, the initial cover design of De Stijl from 1917 featured the title made out 

of only straight lines or what Michael White calls “brick-like blocks” and a woodcut 

image.194 Van Doesburg altered the cover design in 1921 shifting away from the 

primitivism of the block letters and woodcut towards a clean and modern tri-color 

(black, white and red) layout with only text (Figures 28 and 29). When writing about 

the 1921 cover, Stephen J. Eskilson notes the new design made use of white space, 

“There is a broad, blank space in the center of the cover, which for De Stijl artists did 

not represent ‘absence’ of design, but was an intrinsic element that was balanced with 

                                                
193 For a full history of the De Stijl movement and its complex network of 
collaborators see Nancy Troy, The De Stijl Environment (Cambridge, MA and 
London: The MIT Press, 1983), Carel Blotkamp, ed., De Stijl: The Formative Years, 
1917-1922 (Cambridge, MA and London: The MIT Press, 1986), Paul Overy, De Stijl 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1991), and Michael White, De Stijl and Dutch 
Modernism (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2003).  
194 White, De Stijl and Dutch modernism, 38. White makes the case for the author of 
the design to be Huszár rather than van Doesburg, and he also argues against Sjarel 
Ex’s reading of the woodcut as pure abstraction. Huszár instead sees two profile faces 
in the image. 
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the filled-in parts of the composition.”195 SDJB similarly made use of “blank space” as 

an active compositional element even more so than was permissible with JB. In 

addition, SDJB played with asymmetrical design and font orientation, also on display 

in De Stijl. The March 22nd cover of SDJB presents how the vertical thrust of 

“concreta” on the right intersects perpendicularly with “experiência” moving 

horizontally from the left side of the page (Figure 30). The text does not follow the 

traditional left to right direction of ordinary books or newspapers. Instead the design 

emphasizes dynamism and boldness meant to represent the new energy of 

Neoconcretism itself.  

 

Figure 28. De Stijl cover, 1917 

                                                
195 Stephen J. Eskilson, Graphic Design: A New History (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press and Laurence King Publishing, 2007), 189-190. 
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Figure 29. De Stijl cover, 1923 
 

 
 

Figure 30. SDJB cover, March 22, 1959 
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A unique objective of Neoconcretism was to break the frame, and what they 

interpreted as an act of destruction of the De Stijl frame, made visible in the 

comparison of the covers. The De Stijl covers do not emphasize the edges of the page 

like the Neoconcrete design. Notice how the edges of the text on the De Stijl covers 

mimic the illusionism of a traditional painting, similar to a framed picture. The 1917 

cover especially centralizes the text and woodblock print with abundant surrounding 

blank space. While the 1923 cover expands the text farther out, it continues to function 

as a picture frame by the way the text at the upper right area corresponds to the 

perpendicular angle of the text in the lower left area. Corners start to appear. Our eyes 

begin to trace straight lines along the edges of the text. A frame takes form. The 1959 

cover of SDJB on the other hand fills the space with text, which bleeds to the border of 

the page, destabilizing a fixed center of the page. Instead the text nearly moves off the 

page and into the reader’s space, similar to the performance of the Neoconcrete non-

object. Gullar writes about the frame in his 1959 essay, “Theory of the Non-Object,” 

“It is not a matter of the material presence or absence of the base or the frame. It is 

about creating without the support of these elements…When the problem of 

representation is overcome, the frame and the base lose their function.”196 In contrast 

to the De Stijl journals, the Neoconcretists put under pressure the page as a framing 

                                                
196 Gullar, “Theory of the Non-Object,” Experiência neoconcreta, 148. The Argentine 
Concretists also explored and pushed the conceptualization of the abandonment of the 
frame, especially represented in the essay by Rhod Rothfuss, “The Frame: A Problem 
of Contemporary Art,” originally published in Arturo 1, no 1 (1944) and discussed in 
chapter one of my dissertation. It is translated and republished in Mari Carmen 
Ramírez and Héctor Olea, eds., Inverted Utopias: Avant-Garde Art in Latin America 
(New Haven and London: Yale University Press), 490-491. 
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device. Decentered through distributed orthogonals, Castro’s graphic design moved 

away from picture-making and instead pushed the text into the participatory space of 

the reader. 

The design of SDJB experimented solely with orthogonal structures—verticals 

and horizontals—and not with the oblique or diagonal axis often found in Dada 

designs or Russian revolutionary graphics.197 While experimenting with newspaper 

design, the Neoconcrete artists prioritized the transmission of information over 

groundbreaking design. Dadaist periodicals such as Tristan Tzara’s Dada (1917-1918) 

or Bulletin Dada (1920) as well as George Grosz and John Heartfield’s Was ist Dada? 

(1920) played with diagonal typography and the overlaying of text (Figures 31 and 

32). These two techniques proposed the act of reading as disruption, a central tenet of 

Dada itself. The reader must re-orient the page or read the same area twice to 

understand the layered writing. Distraction is the Dadaist experience, whereas the 

Neoconcrete experience is contrast. It is worth stating an obvious point: though the 

team at SDJB adopted various design and typographic innovations, they worked for a 

business whose ultimate goal was to communicate the news and make money, which 

was not invested in alienating those public readers. 

                                                
197 Interestingly, Mondrian and van Doesburg famously disagreed about the use of the 
diagonal in De Stijl paintings. Supposedly the appropriation of the diagonal within van 
Doesburg’s works caused the end of their collaboration and friendship. Given the 
loyalty of Neoconcretism to Mondrian, may we speculate on the absence of diagonals 
as due to this dispute? 
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Figure 31. Tristan Tzara, Dada n.3, 1918 
Figure 32. George Grosz and John Heartfield, Was ist Dada?, 1920 

 
The Bauhaus with its emphasis on sans serif fonts and a codified alphabet were 

the other European avant-garde to have a formative influence on the Neoconcretists. 

The Bauhaus school opened in Weimar, Germany in 1919 under the leadership of 

Walter Gropius, then re-located to the city of Dessau in 1925, and was closed by the 

Nazis in 1933 in Berlin. The Bauhaus, echoing the nineteenth-century Arts and Crafts 

movement, proposed that art education should teach all the arts side by side, and 

synthesize the roles of the artist and the craftsman. Gropius structured the school so 

that students would learn techniques of fine art painting and industrial design, thus 

enabling the artist to survive off his artistic production. The Neoconcretists favored the 

phase of the Bauhaus after the first Masters of Form (Johannes Itten, Lyonel Feininger 

and Gerhard Marcks) had left and the subsequent shift away from Expressionism 
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towards Constructivism with new instructors such as Oskar Schlemmer, László 

Moholy-Nagy and Herbert Bayer. SDJB often published essays by many of these 

Bauhaus educators along with images including Gropius’ Dessau construction of the 

Bauhaus school, Moholy-Nagy’s abstract paintings and Bayer’s alphabet. Bayer, who 

ran the typography workshop at the Bauhaus, designed a single alphabet with only 

lower case letters in sans serif font in 1926. Sans serif fonts were popular across 

European avant-garde journals, including the newly redesigned De Stijl (discussed 

above, see Figure 29), the special issue of Merz produced by Kurt Schwitters and El 

Lissitzky in 1924 and Bauhaus, a review begun in 1928. Castro also adopted the use of 

sans serif font in the supplement. Gullar discusses how Castro selected and employed 

only one font for the supplement, but then varied its size and the use of italics or bold 

in order to give SDJB a singular aesthetic.198 This differed from other newspapers, 

including Jornal do Brasil, in which various fonts were used as well as serif fonts (see 

Figure 26). For SDJB, Castro would design a page with only Helvetica or Futura font, 

then as a structuring method for the texts modify the spacing between letters or use 

                                                
198 “Entrevista com Ferreira Gullar” in Yanet Aguilera, Preto no branco: a arte 
gráfica de Amilcar de Castro (São Paulo: Discurso Editorial and Belo Horizonte: 
Editora UFMG, 2005), 53. “Outra coisa também foi a família de tipos. Os jornais 
normalmente adotavam vários tipos, tipos de famílias diferentes, tipos de tamanhos 
diferentes, e por isso o aspecto do jornal era meio confuso, porque ora tinha um título 
em negrito, ora tinha um garamão em itálico, ora…Então, a página ficava uma 
bagunça. O que o Amilcar fez? Adotou um tipo único, uma família de tipo para todo o 
jornal. Então, as variações que havia eram os corpos diferentes: corpo dez, corpo doze, 
corpo quatorze, dezesseis. Também havia outra diferença: o negrito, o claro, o itálico. 
Quer dizer, veja bem, você tinha uma unificação, mas com uma variação muito 
grande, porque você podia fazer um título em itálico ao lado de um título em negrito. 
Você podia botar um texto também em tipo claro ou em um corpo doze ou corpo dez. 
Enfim, a variação era enorme e, no entanto, havia uma unidade tipogrâfica, porque a 
família do tipo era a mesma. Essa era uma outra inovação.” 
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italics (Figure 33). Unlike Bayer and the Bauhaus, Castro did not limit the alphabet to 

only lower case letters, though SDJB regularly broke with traditional typography, and 

for instance, spelled proper names without capital letters (see Figure 30).  

 
 

Figure 33. Page from SDJB, March 22, 1959 
 

The Neoconcrete artists, leaning on their Constructivist inheritance, integrated 

their practice, aesthetics, and intellectual formation with a popular object. The 

collaboration between the Neoconcrete artists and SDJB recalls not only the design 

principles of European avant-garde journals, but also the intervention into daily life 

through the publication of mass media forms that collected and announced a new art 

movement as cited in examples above, as well as artists like John Heartfield who 

collaborated with already existent magazines, such as AIZ. In the case of the Brazilian 

newspaper, the artists intervened both in form and content, and reached a far broader 
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audience than the smaller print runs of modern art journals. For example De Stijl at its 

peak only counted a few hundred subscribers.199 Whereas SDJB reached a much larger 

population (in 1960 59,000) and was a part of a national institution, Jornal do 

Brasil.200 The supplement distinguished itself from the avant-garde journals discussed 

in this section because it did not represent an independent endeavor. The Neoconcrete 

artists did not finance this project; they were employees for a major Brazilian 

newspaper, and yet they were able to exert creative control and transform SDJB into 

“a space of aesthetic experimentation and a locus of affirmation for the movement.”201 

The newspaper bridged the divide between high and low, and brought Brazilian avant-

garde strategies straight to the kitchen table at home or the food counter at the 

neighborhood lanchonete (snack bar).  

SDJB as the site of publicity for Neoconcretism 

Jornal do Brasil, and especially SDJB became generative as a site of 

community for the Neoconcrete artists. Though they regularly met in person whether 

at the home of Mário Pedrosa or the Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro 

(MAM-Rio), they also came together at and through the press. As stated before, many 

of the artists were employees of the paper and had worked there since 1956. But 1959 

actually marked the period when Jardim, Castro and Gullar decisively shifted the tone 

and direction of SDJB towards a strict Neoconcretist style. It is no coincidence that 

                                                
199 White, De Stijl and Dutch Modernism, 80. 
200 Ribeiro includes a graph of the print runs for the daily newspaper in Rio de Janeiro, 
Imprensa e história, 60. 
201 Ribeiro, Imprensa e história, 53. “O própio jornal funcionava como um espaço de 
experimentação estética e locus de âfirmação do movimento.” 
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this corresponded with the inaugural exhibition of Neoconcretism. Already in the 

January 16th, 1959 issue, the cover note from the editor announced the move of the 

supplement from every Sunday to every Saturday, and more importantly for us, the 

convergence of the paper and the new art movement. It reads: “We hope to continue 

counting on the same interest on the part of our regular readers. The direction of the 

SD will stay the same, but presently we can announce that we will be the 

spokesperson (“porta-voz”) of a movement, now in formation, that like Concretism, 

will dynamize the country.”202 The two entities, the paper and the group, depended on 

each other for their internal formation and public presentation. Moreover the paper 

even operated as an advertisement and bookstore for the group. The February 21st, 

1959 edition announced the release of a book of poems by Neoconcrete poet and guest 

writer for the paper, Theon Spanudis. The book was part of a series called Espaço 

(“Space”) that also included books by Gullar and Jardim. Interestingly Spanudis’ book 

was not sold in Rio bookstores, but only through SDJB and at MAM-Rio during the 

March exhibition.203  

Through the course of the group’s existence, SDJB often featured the works 

and writings of the members of Neoconcretism, therefore becoming in many instances 

                                                
202 “Bilhete do editor,” SDJB, January 16, 1959, cover. “Esperamos continuar 
contando com o mesmo interesse da parte de nossos habituais leitores. A linha do SD 
continuará a mesma, mas desde já podemos anunciar que seremos o porta-voz de um 
movimento, ora em estruturação, que, como acontecer com o concretismo, irá 
dinamizar a do País.” 
203 “Coleção ‘espaço’ lança ‘poemas’ de Spanudis,” SDJB, February 21, 1959, cover. 
The announcement also includes an interview with Theon Spanudis, which delves into 
his interest in Concrete poetry and his development as a poet after he abandoned his 
original profession as a psychoanalyst. 
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the initial publisher and distributor of their work. The paper offered the opportunity to 

the artists to present their latest artworks and to articulate a narrative of their thoughts 

and artistic practice. Consequently, the artists also consolidated Neoconcretism itself. 

In other words, the multiple opportunities for publication of their words brought 

Neoconcretism into existence via the description and explanation of the work. For 

those artists who did not write about their own works, such as Castro and Franz 

Weissmann, other members would step into the position of the art critic, historian and 

interviewer.  The reading public on their turn could come to know the artists and 

perhaps begin to understand the art, which for the majority of Brazilians remained 

obscure and confusing. The March 22, 1959 edition can be considered the best 

example of the supplement as the “porta-voz” of the movement not only because it 

included the publication of the manifesto, but also a collection of essays by and about 

most of the Neoconcrete artists and even Neoconcrete music. For example, a page 

from this issue collects together a short article on Castro, a poem by Gullar and a text 

about his book-poems, and an interview with Weissmann (see Figure 33 above).  Two 

photographs represent the sculptural works of Castro and Weissmann. With this single 

page, the reader learned how to interpret sculpture, found out about a current art 

exhibition, read a poem and became familiar with the look of Neoconcrete art. Like a 

museum, the reader was instructed on how to assume the role of a modern subject. 

SDJB synthesized how to experience Neoconcretism, and the experience was 

communicated visually through the layout of the page. The rhythmic arrangement of 

the design embeds the text and images together into the page. The white space that 
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produces the columns of text once more points the reader to specific regions of the 

page. In this way the page does not reproduce isotropic space, rather each reading 

region is individualized and localized for the reader’s pleasure, thus re-affirming the 

importance of the individual to the Neoconcrete practice, as argued in the previous 

chapter. 

 “The Neoconcrete Manifesto” first published in SDJB on March 22, 1959 on 

pages 4-5 accompanied the inaugural exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, Rio de 

Janeiro (Figure 34). Castro, a signatory of the manifesto, was also its designer in the 

newspaper. Reproduced almost as often as Neoconcrete artworks, including in 

exhibitions of the movement, the layout of the manifesto itself operates as an art 

object. Here I underscore that it deserves the close analysis of a Neoconcrete artwork 

and in this way extends our understanding of their artistic production, especially in 

relation to their European antecedents. Occupying two side-by-side pages the design 

signals the horizontality of a magazine rather than the verticality of a newspaper. The 

layout expresses a simple rhythm shuffling between text, photos and white space. The 

text of the manifesto for the most part occupies the central band running horizontally 

across the two pages broken only by two columns that extend beyond the top and 

bottom margins on each page. The extended columns of text lead the reader to the 

images of artworks along with the names of the Neoconcrete artists who signed the 

manifesto. In this way the design of the page functions simultaneously on a horizontal 

and vertical plane. The text and the images emphasize the horizontality of the design, 

as well as the clean-cut, geometric shapes characteristic of concrete  
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Figure 34. “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” March 22, 1959, SDJB 

art. The inclusion of photographs not only features works by the group’s members at 

the top right including from left to right, Franz Weissmann, Amilcar de Castro, Lygia 

Clark and Lygia Pape, but also presents works by their artistic forefathers in the lower 

left, also from left to right, Antoine Pevsner, Max Bill, Josef Albers and Kazimir 

Malevich. The images chosen to represent Neoconcretism also find an echo within 

them selves, playing with the positive and negative of space, and the contrast of black 

and white like the newspaper page itself. The organization of the photos in a neat 

linear sequence depart dramatically from early avant-garde photomontage techniques, 

and as a result emphasize an almost cinematic unfolding characteristic of post-war 

graphic design. In a departure from the inherent tension and conflict of the montage 
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form, the photos follow smoothly, one after another, without discord or struggle. The 

appearance of an even succession from European art to Brazilian art will also be 

presented by Gullar in his history of modern art considered in the final section of this 

chapter. And yet a verticality contrasts the horizontal line of the text and images as a 

result of the two longer columns of text that break from the central band. On the left 

page, the third column forms the center of the page and emerges like a tower breaking 

up the word “mani festo” and yet I would argue it also links that word to the early 

European avant-garde artists and artworks. As a result, the history of “Manifesto 

Neoconcreto” and Neoconcretism stems from this tradition of the manifesto and the 

history of European avant-garde art. The word “neoconcreto” then occurs after, in 

time and space, yet in the present, and fills the second page, along with the names of 

the Neoconcrete signatories and representative artworks. The last column of text 

breaks downward in contrast to the first page and leads the reader to the members’ 

names all in capital letters—the next stage of modern art.  

The use of the manifesto genre not only linked the group to the long modern 

tradition, but also once more highlighted their public coming out. Marjorie Perloff in 

her study of the Futurist manifestos points to the original definition of “manifesto” as 

a public and usually political announcement, but used by F. T. Marinetti “to create 

what was essentially a new literary genre, a genre that might meet the needs of a mass 

audience even as, paradoxically, it insisted on the avant-garde, the esoteric, the 
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antibourgeois.”204 The Neoconcrete manifesto also fulfills this definition not only by 

taking up the avant-garde tool in the form of the manifesto, but also placing itself in a 

public newspaper, like Marinetti had already done with the Futurist Manifesto first 

published on the front page of the Parisian newspaper Le Figaro in 1909. But unlike 

the first Futurist manifesto, the Neoconcrete manifesto reads more like part art history 

lesson and part defense of the movement. In contrast to Perloff’s analysis of 

Marinetti’s use of “hyperbole and parody” Gullar focused on a narrative, which 

distinguished Neoconcretism from São Paulo Concretism and created a history from 

which the Neoconcretists were the next stage of development (discussed at greater 

length in chapter one). Moreover the manifesto extends the model of the modern at 

museum by presenting history as a linear unfolding, while disguising what has been 

left out and the reinterpretations of past art traditions. I will expand on this idea as well 

as Gullar’s pedagogical approach in the next section.  

The publication of the “Manifesto Neoconcreto” is perhaps one of the best 

examples of what Castro was trying to do with graphic design with its seamless blend 

of art and industry. The manifesto brought together the rules of composition with the 

visual communication of language. The design with its contrast of orthogonal 

elements maintains a dynamic tension characteristic of the geometric abstract art 

tradition. As Gullar said in an interview about Castro, “He would make the layout like 

he was composing a painting, a canvas. It did not matter that later you would fold the 

                                                
204 Marjorie Perloff, The Futurist Moment: Avant-Garde, Avant Guerre, and the 
Language of Rupture (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1986), 
81-82. 
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newspaper and close it, because in the hour you had read it, you opened it with the 

awareness of the general space of the combined two pages.”205 Gullar points us to the 

previous discussion of the way the paper invited you to be an active reader through the 

appropriation of aesthetic principles. And yet I want to conclude this section by just 

pointing to an analysis of the larger global context of graphic design after World War 

II. Johanna Drucker and Emily McVarish historicize this period as the transformation 

of “the last gasp of modern utopianism,” or the European avant-garde style, into what 

became the “International Typographic Style” put at the service of corporate design.206 

The International Style preferred “underlying grid structures, asymmetrical layouts, 

and san serif type. It also favored straightforward, ‘objective’ photography, geometric 

forms, and an almost total absence of decoration or illustration.”207 Undeniably Castro 

and the graphic design of Suplemento Dominical fall within the rubric of this style. 

Though Drucker and McVarish do not include the history of Brazilian design in their 

history, the graphic production that occurred in the 1950s and 60s forms another 

comparative node along with the dominant U.S. narrative. Of course the focus of our 

examination is the employment of the International Typographic Style by an art 

movement to promote itself, but perhaps we can consider how the style generated a 

                                                
205 “Entrevista com Ferreira Gullar” in Aguilera, Preto no branco: a arte gráfica de 
Amilcar de Castro, 55. “Ele paginava aquilo come se estivesse organizando um 
quadro, uma tela, não importa se depois você dobrava o jornal e fechava, mas na hora 
que você ia ler, abria levando em conta o espaço geral daquele conjunto de duas 
pâginas.” 
206 Johanna Drucker and Emily McVarish, “Corporate Identities and International 
Style 1950s-1970s,” in Graphic Design History: A Critical History (Upper Saddle 
River, NJ: Pearson Prentice-Hall, 2009), 259-279. 
207 Ibid., 263. 
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corporate identity for the newspaper, similar to the American examples put forth by 

Drucker and McVarish, and contributed more broadly to a hegemonic Brazilian 

aesthetic style visible as well in contemporary architecture and design magazines such 

as Modúlo.208 In other words, Neoconcretism as a fine art movement and an 

International Typographic Style formed part of a larger national style that 

distinguished and became characteristic of this historical period in Brazil, especially 

with the construction of Brasília. 

Hence I argue that the Neoconcrete group was an integral part of the 

construction of a national public culture, emphasized by the publication of the 

manifesto in SDJB and thus its circulation through a public forum, but also its 

exhibition at the Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro (MAM-Rio). The 

newspaper publication followed the inaugural exhibition of the group, which ran for a 

month from March 19 to April 19, 1959. Importantly then the display of Neoconcrete 

art occured at the new official building of MAM-Rio following its original location at 

a government building, Ministry of Education and Health (Ministério de Educação e 

Saúde or MES). The group was not a small, underground or unknown entity, 

exhibiting their work in private spaces or only for each other. Rather considering that 

it exhibited in the new museum and published its announcement in the newspaper, 

Neoconcretism became part of and representative of Brazilian culture. The national 

                                                
208 Modúlo was a Brazilian architecture and design magazine distributed 
internationally. The magazine was edited by Oscar Niemeyer, the central architect of 
Brasília. As a result the magazine often featured articles about the construction of the 
city and became almost a long-form advertisement for the capital and Brazilian 
architecture, more broadly. The magazine also focused on Brazilian arts and culture 
including fine arts, theater, and cinema. 
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institutions of the museum and the newspaper were essential in the formation of this 

national culture. And I should say here, the national institutions themselves were in 

formation. As discussed previously the 1950s bore witness to the commercialization of 

the newspaper, and its shift away from the newspaper as literature to the 

communication of news as objective and impartial, as well as the modernization of its 

presses. The modern art museum as a Brazilian tradition also came to fruition in the 

1940s and 50s. The Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro was first housed in the 

MES building in 1952 while the plans for an official museum building were initiated 

and then put in action with the selection of the architect Affonso Eduardo Reidy. 

MAM-Rio followed the establishment of the Museu de Arte, São Paulo (MASP) in 

1947 and Museu de Arte Moderna, São Paulo (MAM-SP) in 1948, and therefore all 

three institutions formed part of a larger cultural renaissance of modern art. It is worth 

noting that Assis Chateaubriand, one of the great newspapermen in Brazilian history 

founded MASP. He owned Diários Associados and O Cruzeiro, two of the most 

popular and influential newspapers and magazines. MAM-Rio and especially the 

construction of its new building was spearheaded by its executive-director Niomar 

Muniz Sodré Bittencourt, a journalist in her own right, as well as the wife of the owner 

of the newspaper, Correio da Manhã. She would eventually take control of the 

newspaper when her husband died in 1963. The intermingling of art and the press 

demonstrates the overlapping aims and methods of Brazilian modernism as well as the 

advantage of a built-in publicity system for the museums through the newspapers. The 

federal government also played a contributing role by financially supporting the 
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cultural endeavor. In 1958 President Kubitschek gave the Rio museum $25.000.000,00 

cruzeiros over five years.209 The design of these modern art museums were modeled 

on the Museum of Modern Art in New York (MoMA) in the years of Alfred Barr, and 

therefore emphasized a linear history of art, the installation of artworks as discrete 

units, and the conceptualization of the viewer as an ideal, autonomous, and liberal 

subject.210 The Neoconcrete artists would claim much of this art as their historical 

lineage, and part of the focus of SDJB would be to explain these works. In this way the 

institutions of the museum and the newspaper together “trained” and formed a 

Brazilian public around modern culture, including Neoconcrete art.  

As an extension of this instruction and public education, the supplement also 

published writers and texts crucial to the development of Neoconcretism and thus 

informative of their views and practice. In this way the paper offered a communal 

space for the artists to share their works with each other and a public arena for the 

artists to explain their practice, aided further by texts that elucidated their intellectual 

context and historical background. For example, SDJB often included writings by the 

European avant-garde such as Bauhaus artists Oskar Schlemmer and Laszlo Moholy-

Nagy, as well as philosophical introductions to Jean-Paul Sartre and Maurice Merleau-

Ponty.211 The articles or essays had been translated from their original languages into 

                                                
209 Museu de Arte Moderna, Rio de Janeiro, Boletins, no. 18, January 1960, np. 
210 For an excellent and thorough discussion of the Museum of Modern Art in New 
York and its program, see Mary Anne Staniszewski, The Power of Display: A History 
of Exhibition Installations at the Museum of Modern Art (Cambridge, MA and 
London: The MIT Press, 2001). 
211 For examples: Oskar Schlemmer, “Ser humano e representação,” SDJB, January 4, 
1959; Lazslo Moholy-Nagy, “Bauhaus: teatro, circo, variedades,” SDJB, January 11, 
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Portuguese, and therefore offered Brazilians, often times, the first opportunity to read 

these kinds of texts. As a result SDJB now presents us a map and guide to the 

intellectual history of the group, and the production of a discourse that brought 

together the great writers, thinkers and artists of Europe, United States and Brazil. 

Reading SDJB today feels like you have dropped in on the conversations one can 

imagine the group and Brazilian intellectuals having in their local bars over chopes 

(beer) after work.  

The manifesto and the texts written by Neoconcrete artists mingled art history 

and philosophy, thus in language and content, they definitively espoused a high 

intellectual tone, which was in direct contrast to the original readers of Jornal do 

Brasil, “as cozinheiras.” The newspaper makes visible the growing divisions between 

classes in Brazil as a result of modernization. As discussed previously, the newspaper, 

along with the museum, both represented the coming into being of a middle class and 

operated as instructional guides in cultural taste and class distinction to further 

consolidate this class. The language and content of the manifesto also invested in the 

education of the reading community. Ribeiro discusses this gap formed by the 

modernization of the newspaper and its economic well-being dependent on a different 

class of readers than those intended with the reform. This period more generally saw 

the rise of a middle-class in Brazil, and especially in the two central metropolises of 

Rio and São Paulo. The reformation of JB and the establishment of modern art 

                                                
1959; Jean-Paul Sartre, Les Sequestrés d’Altona and a transcript of an interview from 
L’Express, SDJB, September 3, 1960; Jean-Louis Bruch, “O existencialismo de 
Merleau-Ponty,” SDJB, February 28, 1959.  
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museums helped to produce this middle-class, as much as it represented its formation, 

but not without class tensions. Ribeiro writes: 

The latter [owners and administrators of the press], despite wanting to conquer 
new publics, also worried about maintaining the loyalty of ‘as cozinheiras’ 
whose classifieds provided the newspaper with economic autonomy. They 
wanted to transform the newspaper into an important national vehicle, but they 
also feared losing their readers, which at the end of the day guaranteed the 
strength of the business. Despite the fears of the owners, the reform of the JB 
was very radical and resulted in the disassociation of the journal with the idea 
of the ‘povão’, which characterized the newspaper in the first half of the 
decade. The inspiration for the reform was distinctly elitist.212 
 

Ribeiro on the one hand points to the conflicting aims of the newspaper owners and 

how to use the growing market to their advantage. Ultimately for the owners, the 

consumer market was their key interest, but they had yet to understand its increasing 

diversification and how to appeal to those different consumers simultaneously.  

 On the other hand Ribeiro makes clear the emergence of another sector of 

readers distinct from the povão or masses. Though she uses the word “elitist,” I would 

argue that it is not an elite in terms of economics but a growing middle sector that 

aspired to be a cultural elite. Brian Owensby in his book Intimate Ironies maps the 

reciprocal exchange between modernity and the growth of the middle-class in 

                                                
212 Ribeiro, Imprensa e história, 272. “Estes últimos, apesar de quererem conquistar 
novos públicos, também se preocupavam em manter a fidelidade das ‘cozinhieras’, 
cujos anúncios dotavam o jornal de autonomia econômica. Desejavam transformar o 
jornal em um veículo de importância nacional, mas temiam perder os leitores que, 
afinal, lhe garantiam vigor empresarial. Apesar dos temores de seus proprietários, a 
reforma do JB foi bastante radical e implicou na dissociação do jornal da idéia de 
‘povão’, que o caracterizou na primeira metade da década. A inspiração da reforma foi 
nitidamente elitista.” 
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Brazil.213 Owensby argues that the middle-class was made as a result of both 

experience—a lived reality—and an ideal produced from outside of Brazil. In this 

chapter I also pursue this argument through the newspaper industry and its 

appropriation by Neoconcretism. In effect, the Neoconcretists adopted a European 

model of avant-garde strategies, such as the manifesto, to fashion themselves into an 

art movement, but then inserted themselves into the daily lives of cariocas through the 

circulation of a newspaper. The growth of this middle-class was as much lived as an 

imagined European ideal, by which I mean in the case of the Neoconcrete artists: they 

constituted themselves in equal conversation with current European art practices and 

philosophical schools, and in fact as inheritors of that vanguard, while also engaging 

with the Brazilian public as local artists and central players in the formation of a 

modern Brazilian culture. The middle sectors then on their part had a newspaper they 

could read, a museum they could visit, a culture that helped them feel distinct from the 

lower classes and closer to the rich elite. Owensby discusses in his book the 

significance of reading materials for this socioeconomic class.214 Despite tight budgets 

the middle classes made sure to allocate financial resources for newspaper and 

magazine subscriptions and books. Owensby tells of one IBOPE study in which the 

middle classes spent just as much on books as did those groups who made more 

money. Reading and owning the right kind of books and subscriptions were a mark of 

cultural refinement and operated as cultural capital.   

                                                
213 Brian P. Owensby, Intimate Ironies: Modernity and the Making of Middle-Class 
Lives in Brazil (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999).  
214 Ibid., 109. 
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My argument here emphasizes the literal mass forum that the newspaper 

provided for the ideas of the Neoconcretists given that their aesthetics directly shaped 

the look and content of the supplement. With the reform the paper’s readership 

increased 40% and eventually became the most popular of the morning papers.215 

Castro’s designs passed between the fine arts and the popular, an idea central to 

modern and contemporary art. Jornal do Brasil and SDJB became vehicles for the 

transfer of Neoconcrete aesthetics and ideas into a mass cultural form. The artists 

working at the newspaper directly intervened into the daily lives of the paper’s 

readers, and contributed to the development of Brazilian culture. Herein lies one of the 

important reasons to include a study of JB and SDJB in this dissertation: to emphasize 

the integral role of the Neoconcrete artists in the production of popular Brazilian 

culture, and therefore their contribution to the breakdown of the hierarchy between 

high and low art. This is significant because the history of Neoconcretism is often 

narrated without an emphasis on its intervention into the public space and as devoid of 

politics, especially as a way to construct it as a contrast to the subsequent history of 

Brazilian art, marked by the politicization of many of the artists, their engagement 

with the favela communities, and their turn to the Brazilian “povão” (masses). The 

                                                
215 Ribeiro, Imprensa e história, 157. “Segundo a revista PN (20/3/1957), houve um 
aumento de cerca de 40% nas tiragens do JB, en 1956, depois de iniciada a reforma. 
Em pouco tempo, o jornal suplantaria em número de vendas o Correio da Manhã, até 
então o maior matutino do Rio.” Yet Alzira Alves de Abreu reminds us that the 
supplements were read by a small specialized group or as she quotes Silviano Santiago 
“alguns amadores” or “some fans,” but nevertheless, the Neoconcretists were 
formative in the formation of that group. Abreu, “Os suplementos literários: os 
intelectuais e a imprensa nos anos 50” in A Imprensa em transição: o jornalismo 
brasileiro nos anos 50, ed. Alzira Alves de Abreu (Rio de Janeiro: Fundação Getulio 
Vargas, 1996), 29. 
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traditional version of the history of the artists after the dissolution of the group, and 

during the years of dictatorship, aims to posit a rupture or break between these 

historical periods, rather than explore the continuities across the years.216 With this 

chapter then, and the dissertation as a whole, I aim to present the artists as deeply 

imbricated in the local discourses of cultural and national production.  They were 

affected by their local place and history and influenced the construction of that place 

and history. A study of Neoconcretism also proves essential as a way to consider why 

some of these artists who as I argue were central to the formation of a middle class in 

and around the Kubitschek years subsequently shifted to a politics of the “people.” 

Neoconcretism allows us a space to track the role of the middle classes in Brazil from 

developmentalism to dictatorship and the role of culture as a tool of distinction and 

contestation.  

“Na tabela”: playing defense for Neoconcrete art 

 To continue the discussion of Suplemento Dominical as a “porta-voz” for the 

movement, I want to highlight a section regularly featured in SDJB called “Na tabela”. 

This term proves difficult to translate given its most common usage refers to a table or 

listing, most often of sports teams and their rankings, or of prices. In the case of the 

newspaper section, “tabela” referred to a section of the supplement dedicated to short 

                                                
216 Michael Asbury’s writings have been very influential on my thinking here. In his 
multiple texts on Oiticica, Asbury narrates the trajectory of his work as a series of 
unfoldings rather than breaks. Asbury, “O Hélio não Tinha Ginga” in Fios Soltos: a 
arte de Hélio Oiticica, ed. Paula Braga (São Paulo: Perspectiva, 2008), 27-51, and, 
“Hélio Oiticica and the notion of the popular in the 1960s” in Art and Architecture of 
the Americas issue 3 (http://www.essex.ac.uk/arthistory/arara/99-
04.archive/issue_three/paper3.html). 
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and quick written responses to other articles published in other newspapers. For 

example, the reader would encounter the pertinent information about the other 

article—its title, the author, the place of publication and date—and then an 

intermingling of quotes from it, and the response from SDJB. “Na tabela” did not 

stipulate who authored the section, or whether the section was authored by one person 

or multiple authors. Ferreira Gullar has in recent years claimed ownership of the 

authorship of the section.217 Regardless, it was always clear that the author was 

sympathetic to the Neoconcrete movement. In and around the 1959 exhibition 

Neoconcretism was often a topic of debate at “Na tabela” not unlike a sports 

competition. As a result, it gave SDJB the opportunity to “out” other journalists who 

either condemned or celebrated Neoconcretism and to rebut those who criticized the 

movement and its artists. In this way, the section further drummed up attention to the 

group, and also continued to defend the group and its ideology. Once more, the press 

became a way to discuss, debate and shape ideas about Brazilian culture, literary 

criticism and art. 

“Na tabela” also spotlighted the generational divide made visible with the 

emergence of Concrete art in Brazil. It is worth mentioning that many of the new 

journalists at Jornal do Brasil were quite young in age, and thus formed a “new wave” 

of journalism, echoing the youth movements simultaneously happening in music with 

bossa nova (or new style) and in art with Concretism. “Na tabela” often featured 

debates between the old and new guard about the present and future state of Brazilian 

                                                
217 Gullar, Folha de São Paulo, September 12, 2010. 
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art. For instance, the section regularly took issue with the art critic for Diário Carioca, 

Antônio Bento. Within a period of four months in 1959 “Na tabela” spotlighted 

Bento’s articles four different times.218 Bento, an older critic who had come of age 

with the modernist movement in the first part of the 20th century, defended realist art 

and eventually Tachisme, and as a result often questioned Neoconcretism.219 In the 

first example dated from April 4-5, 1959 “Na tabela” responded to an article Bento 

wrote in March 22 in Diário Carioca about an exhibition of Brazilian art at MAM-

Rio. Bento wondered why Brazilian art was not more “up to date” with contemporary 

European art such as Tachisme style art, which filled European galleries, and attacked 

Neoconcretism as proof of the failure of the Concrete art project. “Na tabela” 

summarized and included quotes from Bento’s text, and then countered with their own 

defense that revisionism does not equal failure. Gullar pointed not to the 

“decomposition,” but “vitality” and “force” of Neoconcrete’s re-invention of Concrete 

art by writing, “What Neoconcretism demonstrates is a new thread of Brazilian art: the 

capacity to assimilate experiences that come from the exterior, live them, incorporate 

and renovate them. This is much more positive than say waiting for the latest 

European trend. Neoconcretism blazes its own path, making use of its own 

                                                
218 “Na tabela” responds to four different articles by Antônio Bento in 1959: April 4-5, 
1959, April 25-26, 1959, June 13-14, 1959 and July 11-12, 1959. 
219 Tachisme or Art Informel was a style of art born in post-war France and similar to 
the US school of Abstract Expressionism. The Neoconcrete artists in SDJB often 
attacked the Tachist artists who exhibited in Brazil since they were a competing 
contemporary abstract art style. 



  153 

discoveries.”220 This improvement (as Gullar might call it) of Concrete art did not 

condemn the whole project, but rather revitalized it. On the line is what can be 

considered authentic “Brazilian art”—who gets to make a claim for it and what should 

it look like. Bento came out of a very different history of national art, which was 

rooted in a representational art of the nation, whereas the Neoconcretists did not 

assume such a literal project. Eventually Bento became a champion of Tachist art, 

which the Neoconcretists viewed as direct competition to their translation of European 

modernism. By this I mean it is important to recognize that the Neoconcretists and the 

larger Brazilian Concrete art project imagined themselves as the inheritors of the 

European modern tradition. It was Brazil’s turn to “catch up” and push modernism 

forward. Tachisme emerged in France after the war and thus challenged a narrative of 

exported modernism, rather it positioned itself as continuing the long and great 

narrative of France as leading the vanguard.  

 The issues and problems raised by Bento and SDJB are not limited to only art 

but also the question of class. In Bento’s article for the May 31st, 1959 edition of 

Diário Carioca, he criticized the making of art by an elite class, which interestingly 

provoked this reply from Gullar, “At this point, we can note a contradiction. The art of 

Velazquez, for example, was made, in large part, as a commission for the elite. The 

critic Antônio Bento would not deny that art lasted centuries. In the face of this—and 

                                                
220 Gullar, “Na tabela,” SDJB, April 4-5, 1959. “O que o neoconcretismo mostra é uma 
fita nova na arte brasileira: a capacidade de assimilar experiências vindas de fora, 
vive-las, incorporâ-las e renovâ-las. Isso é tanto mais positivo que, em vez de 
esperarem o “derner cri” europeu, o neoconcretismo abrem o seu caminho, valendo-se 
do que descobriram por si mesmos.” 
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dozens of other similar examples—can we still maintain that the disadvantage of 

modern art is it being made by an elite? And shouldn’t we also make a difference 

between a social elite and a cultural elite, which especially today are not 

coincidental?”221 This passage proves useful for many reasons. It demonstrates how 

art-making in Brazil was wrapped up with class conflict and made visible class 

divisions. The artists and critics of the Generation of 1930 especially aligned 

themselves with the working classes, and viewed the Concretists as turning their backs 

on their “cause.” And secondly, it also introduces the division between an economic 

and cultural elite. This last division resonates with questions introduced by Ribeiro 

about the reform of the newspaper itself and a break between the elite who financially 

invested in the newspaper—the owners—and then the editors and journalists who 

revolutionized the content and design of the paper, and as result broke with the former 

direction of the paper as a source for job listings. This also touches on a point made by 

Owensby about the value of culture to the development of the middle class. A worker 

could appear to be of higher class if he appeared cultured or culto. Culture was a tool 

that separated the middle class worker from the lower classes without college degrees 

or without the economic means to buy books or patronize the “right” places. As a 

result, culture was a tool of distinction as much as a tool that blurred class divisions. 

                                                
221 Gullar, “Na tabela,” SDJB, June 13-14, 1959.“Neste ponto, pode-se anotar uma 
contradição. A arte de Velasquez, por exemplo, foi feita, em grande parte, por 
encomenda de uma elite. O critico Antônio Bento não negará que essa arte dorou 
séculos. Em face disso—e dezenas de outras exemplos semelhantes—pode-se ainda 
sustentar que o mal da arte moderna está em ser ela feita por uma elite? Não se deve, 
também, diferençar entre elite social e elite cultural, que, sobretudo hoje, não são 
coincidentes?”  
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Reading the right books and jornals, knowing which establishments to patronize and 

what names to drop concealed your class origins and made class illegible. A cultural 

elite flattened the divisions of economic classes. 

“Na tabela” provides a window into the function of the SDJB for the 

Neoconcrete artists. As a result of their employment at the supplement, they were able 

to use it as a front for their movement—its presentation to the nation and its persistent 

defense. Along with images and texts by and about Neoconcretism, this particular 

section of the paper, penned by the official spokesman of the group, engaged with 

other critics and intellectuals in a heated discussion about the nature of Brazilian art 

and culture. A divided community is made visible, along with issues at the heart of 

this historical period: the making of a national culture. “Na tabela” articulated diverse 

voices in conflict over who could make culture and how it could be marked as 

national. It is no coincidence that SDJB and Neoconcretism meet their ends at a 

similar time. The dissolution of the two institutions revealed their dependence on each 

other and also the close collaboration of the artists in both. Neoconcretism, not unlike 

avant-garde movements before it, burned bright and fast, and then saw its members 

blaze their own independent paths.  

History, Education and the Translation of Modernism 

Between March 1959 and October 1960 Suplemento Dominical Jornal do 

Brasil published Ferreira Gullar’s series on modern art history, subsequently edited as 
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a book, Etapas da arte contemporânea: Do cubismo à arte neoconcreta in 1985.222 

The series appeared every week with the first article published the week after the 

inauguration of the first Neoconcrete exhibition. Gullar organized the history by 

artistic movements; hence each week he expanded the series with an article on the 

movement or individual artist belonging to the movement. For example, Gullar began 

the historical narrative with an introduction to Cubism, followed by an article on Pablo 

Picasso, one of the principal innovators of the style, and so on with Futurism, the 

Russian movements, Neo-plasticism, Bauhaus, Concrete art, and Neoconcrete art. 

Each grouping concluded with a critical interpretation of the art style. The series was 

intended as a way to position Neoconcretism as the end point or inheritor of European 

modern art history, but as Gullar made a point to distinguish in the original preface to 

the book, not all of modern art is discussed. For instance, Neoconcretism denied it had 

any roots in Dadaism or Surrealism, or that these two movements had emerged from 

Cubism. As a result Gullar did not include a history of these styles nor referenced any 

of its artists, most notably absent is Marcel Duchamp.223 In this way this history 

operates as an artistic lineage for Neoconcretism and a beginning point for the making 

of a “true” Brazilian art history. 

I consider this series here not only as a gesture of history-telling and history-

making for Neoconcretism, but following from the section above, I will also examine 

                                                
222 Ferreira Gullar, Etapas da arte contemporânea: Do cubismo à arte neoconcreta 
(Rio de Janeiro: Editora Revan, 1999, 3rd edition).  
223 The absence of Duchamp marks one of the most significant differences with 
Minimalism, to which Neoconcretism is sometimes compared, given the artists’ use of 
geometric abstraction, admiration for Russian Constructivism, and overlapping years 
of production. 
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it as a pedagogical exercise. Gullar explained that one of the reasons for the series was 

“to insert a didactic mark in the fine art pages of the supplement.”224 I argue that 

Gullar’s journalistic work at SDJB endeavored to educate the increasing number of 

readers of the paper. Given the paucity of these kinds of texts in Brazilian Portuguese, 

Gullar imagined a community with an interest in all things cultural, who did not have 

the ability to read in French or English, or the means to purchase books in those 

languages.225  Gullar served as a historian of modern art, an un-official teacher for the 

newspaper’s readers, and even a kind of cultural ambassador for the Brazilian people 

similar to a figure like France’s André Malraux, who consolidated that role in the 

actual position of Minister of Cultural Affairs (1959-1969).226 By this I mean the 

                                                
224 Gullar, Etapas da arte contemporânea, 10. “Meu propósito era outro: de um lado, 
imprimir um cunho didático à página de artes plásticas que mantinha naquele 
suplemento e, de outro, realizar uma espécie de nova leitura dos movimentos artísticos 
de caráter construtivo a partir da visão neoconcreta.” 
225 Aracy Amaral in the “Preface” to the above cited book writes, “Assim, os diversos 
capítulos desta série (cubismo, futurismo, movimentos russos, neoplasticismo, 
Bauhaus, arte concreta, arte neoconcreta) focalizam inclusive os pricipais artistas 
desses movimentos, em época em que a única bibliografia à nossa mão era em francês 
e ingles, com pouca coisa em espanhol (e esse dado não é desconsiderável como 
observação, embora hoje talvez nem sequer se atente a isso).” 
226 André Malraux was a French novelist, arts writer, and statesman. What I find 
interesting about the comparison is that though Gullar was not an official minister of 
culture, his life has been dedicated to the uses of culture in Brazil. And though Gullar 
more overtly “spoke” for the nation when he became involved with the CPC, or 
Centro Popular de Cultura, in 1962, after his renouncement of Neoconcretism and 
avant-garde art strategies, I argue here that he was already an agent of national culture, 
though it was not the kind of popular revolutionary art and culture taken up by him 
and the CPC. With Neoconcretism, he espoused a form of national culture, just one 
more in line with bourgeois values. For Gullar’s involvement with the CPC see 
Charles A. Perrone’s “The Social Imperative: Violão de rua and the Politics of Poetry 
in the 1960s” in Seven Faces: Brazilian Poetry since Modernism (Durham and 
London: Duke University Press, 1996), 67-86. 
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presentation of art and culture to Brazil happened via Gullar, simultaneously through 

his arrangement and interpretation of it. 

The positioning of a European historical legacy for Neoconcrete art is 

revealing not only because it makes visible the traditions out of which it emerged, but 

also because those traditions are markedly not Brazilian. Reading this series as a 

novice with no prior context, one may be led to believe no great Brazilian art preceded 

the arrival of Concrete art. Gullar purposely excluded particular European movements, 

as mentioned before, and Brazilian modern art, especially the celebrated Semana de 

Arte Moderna of 1922 (Week of Modern Art).227 I argue that Gullar’s disregard of that 

national history was both a way to adopt an imported modernism—become a part of 

European modernism—and to position Neoconcretism as a new stage of 

development—the future—of Brazilian art history. Though Gullar and the 

Neoconcrete artists, especially Hélio Oiticica, would later privilege Oswald de 

Andrade, one of the central leaders and innovators of Brazilian modernism from the 

first half of the century, that history was markedly what the Neoconcretists were 

“breaking from,” especially the work of Candido Portinari.228 It is worth noting that 

the same year as the first Neoconcrete exhibition, 1959, Portinari was chosen to 

                                                
227 The Modern Art Week occurred in São Paulo, Brazil in February 1922. It was a 
public announcement and celebration of Brazilian modern art, including musical 
performances, poetry readings and art exhibitions. This week has been historicized as 
the beginning of modernism in Brazil, since it defined itself as a break from the 
dominant parnassianism and conservatism in literature and art. For a fuller reading of 
the Week see chapter one. 
228 Reference to Raymond Williams’ quote about modernism from chapter two. 



  159 

represent Brazil in the fifth São Paulo Bienal. Both Gullar and Pedrosa criticized the 

choice in the pages of Jornal do Brasil.229  

Gullar’s use of the literary supplement to publish this history of art brought 

together the instruction of sophisticated and intellectual material to the mass media 

form of the newspaper. SDJB aimed to become “the” paper for the latest news on 

contemporary art and where contemporary art happened (as argued above), and 

“attempted to attract the attention of the non-specialized public through its research, 

reporting and light and, when possible, interesting news section.”230 For this public 

then Gullar wrote his series as an introduction to European constructive art, laying out 

the major figures, dates and events first, along with corresponding reproductions of 

art. He interweaves the historical chronologies of the movements, or biographical data 

of the artists with quotes from the artists and references to the key sources used to 

write the history. Gullar himself served as the translator of mostly French and English 

art historical texts, thus acting as an intellectual mediator who belongs to what he 

called the “cultural elite,” or the intellectual class, rather than the upper rungs of the 

economic classes. Knowledge-production happened across languages, as well as in the 

sharing of complex ideas about picture-making and their attendant philosophical 

theories to a broad public.  

                                                
229 Gullar, “Artes visuais” Jornal do Brasil, May 6, 1959 and Pedrosa, “Artes visuais” 
Jornal do Brasil, June 17, 1959. 
230 Gullar, Etapas da arte contemporânea, 13. “…tentar atrair a atenção do público 
não especializado através de pesquisas, reportagens e um noticiário leve e, tão quanto 
possível, interessante.” 



  160 

The growing middle classes in Brazil at this time valued education as the 

securest means to obtain a better job, and leave behind the agrarian regions of Brazil 

for the metropolitan areas. I claim here that Gullar also operated from a position of 

educating the public, and teaching culture and taste. As I argue culture functioned as a 

tool to move across and manipulate class divisions. Owensby emphasizes the 

importance of an education as a way to demonstrate to employers a level of 

knowledge and taste. Middle class families budgeted for education, along with the 

purchase of newspapers, magazines, and books. Owensby makes clear that education 

included primary and secondary school, and for some, university study, which 

remained very expensive.231 For Gullar then the newspaper offered him access to this 

public, who were highly invested in learning and were literate. The literacy rate in Rio 

and São Paulo was higher than in the rest of the country. And Gullar’s mission was 

then not only to teach the public about this new form of Brazilian art, for the most part 

foreign to the region, but also to translate the history of European art for his reader. 

When compared to other art historians and critics or cultural historians, Gullar’s series 

emphasized and was dedicated to, for the most part, European art. In contrast, the texts 

published in Brazil in Portuguese aimed to relate the history of the Brazilian arts. For 

example Fernando de Azevedo’s comprehensive Cultura Brasileira published in 1943 

considered the large terrain of Brazilian culture including art and education. The 

                                                
231 Owensby, Intimate Ironies, 109-110. 
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section on art begins with the arrival of the Dutch in the seventeenth-century and ends 

with the modernist artists of the 1930s.232 

Given then Gullar’s recounting of European art history, how do we see the 

national and the international at work within the Neoconcrete movement? Isn’t Gullar 

trying to approximate the status of European art and deny the national within 

Neoconcrete art? Instead the task before him was to explain from where this art style 

emerged and to inform the Brazilian public about this history in order to ground 

Neoconcrete art in Brazilian soil as the first truly Brazilian art form. As discussed in 

chapter one the Neoconcretists were as much a reaction to national art as an adaptation 

of European art. In other words, its “breaking away” from earlier Brazilian figuration 

informs it as much as European constructive styles. Moreover, Neoconcretism 

represented a break with both European art and the Brazilian version of concrete art. 

Through the addition of the “Neo” the group accented their independence and 

announced their work as unique and original, distinct from the European styles and 

from the mechanistic, and unoriginal São Paulo project. As Beverley Adams argues 

about the group, “It [Neoconcretism] was the first successful ‘evolutionary’ change 

witnessed in Brazilian postwar art against international currents and institutional 

chic.”233 Neoconcretism, though in a long tradition of adapted modernism, or what 

Roberto Schwartz calls “out of place,” within Brazilian art, actually evolved and 

                                                
232 Fernando de Azevedo, A cultura brasileira: introdução ao estudo da cultura no 
Brasil (Brasília: Editora UnB and Rio de Janeiro: Editora UFRJ, 1996). 
233 Adams, “Locating the International,” 99. 
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became its own entity.234 Recalling the Bento-Gullar debate from “Na tabela,” “What 

Neoconcretism demonstrates is a new thread of Brazilian art: the capacity to assimilate 

experiences that come from the exterior, live them, incorporate and renovate them.” 

To return then to the historical series, we can now see that Gullar needed to re-tell the 

story of European art and Brazilian Concretism to make clear the break inaugurated by 

Neoconcretism and declare its independence and “evolution.”  

Moreover the making of Neoconcretism depended on the erasure of European 

avant-garde traditions, such as Surrealism and Dadaism, as much as the revision of 

those movements included in the series. In other words, Gullar’s position as a 

Neoconcretist and a historian informed how he wrote this history. Given not only the 

short length of the entries on each art style, the history favored a narrative that best 

framed the ideas and aesthetics of Neoconcretism. As a result, Gullar and the 

Neoconcrete artists served as readers and translators of European art, and in effect, 

transformed and renewed a utopian project laid to waste by World War II. The essay 

by Walter Benjamin “The Task of the Translator” (1923) provides for me a way to 

think through the artist as reader, as translator, not a passive recipient, and thus 

recursively, for the reader to become the ancestor.235 The Brazilian Neoconcrete artists 

prove so interesting because they put their art historical genealogy front and center, 

insisting on a reading of their work through their influences, triggering a consideration 

                                                
234 Roberto Schwartz, Misplaced Ideas: Essays on Brazilian Culture (London and 
New York: Verso, 1992). 
235 Walter Benjamin, “The Task of the Translator,” in Selected Writings Volume 1 
1913-1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA: The 
Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2004), 253-263.  
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of how for example Piet Mondrian can be translated into Portuguese, or how European 

modernism can be continued in Brazil. And as a result how European modernism or 

how we look at and understand a Mondrian painting changes through its “afterlife.”  

Gullar translated the history of European modern art to privilege Neoconcrete 

theory and practice and as a result read it through Neoconcretism. To continue with 

the example of Mondrian, Gullar and the Neoconcretists favored the artist’s 

production in New York though those years come at the end of his life and cover only 

a few years, 1940-1944, of a lifelong career. Along with a text that summarizes the 

basic facts about the painter’s life and his transition to abstract art, only two paintings 

are named, analyzed individually, and represented through photographic 

reproductions, Broadway Boogie-Woogie (1942-43) and Victory Boogie-Woogie 

(1942-44) (Figures 35 and 36).  These two artworks represent a new organization of 

plastic form, described by Gullar as “rigorous” yet “musical and happy.”236 The 

dancing rhythm of the New York exile paintings seduced the Neoconcretists, in as 

much with their musicality as with their trace of the artist’s body who made them. As 

many recent scholars, including Yve-Alain Bois, Carel Blotkamp and Harry Cooper, 

have argued, the late paintings surrender the black grid, give in to repetition, and 

activate a rhythm via color, symmetry and depth.237 With the late paintings Mondrian 

responded directly to a new geography—the city of New York. Even the titles of the 

                                                
236 Gullar, “Mondrian,” Etapas da arte contemporânea, 162. 
237 Yve-Alain Bois, “Piet Mondrian, New York City,” in Painting as Model 
(Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1990), 157-183; Carel Blotkamp, Mondrian: The 
Art of Destruction (New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc., Publishers, 1995); Harry 
Cooper, “Mondrian, Hegel, Boogie,” in October 84 (Spring 1998): 118-142. 
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paintings reflected Mondrian’s reinvigorated practice from his use of abstract titles 

earlier on to titles reflective of a specific location, Broadway Avenue in Manhattan. 

Mondrian revisited gestures Neoplasticism aimed to expel from the canvas, and this is 

the Mondrian exalted by the Neoconcretists—an intuitive Mondrian, an artist of urban 

rhythms and an artist of destruction. As Gullar wrote, Mondrian destroyed to 

reconstruct anew.238  

 

 

Figure 35. Piet Mondrian, Broadway Boogie-Woogie, 1942-43 
 

                                                
238 Gullar, “Mondrian,” 162-163. “Mondrian dissolveu a individualidade das formas 
em relações e tentou, pela destruição sistemática da forma, reencontrar, na tela 
pintada, a integridade da tela em branco. Daí por que, incessantemente, como Sísifo, 
leva as suas composições a complexas estruturas para depois demoli-las e retornar à 
simplicidade donde partira. E construir de novo.” 
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Figure 36. Piet Mondrian, Victory Boogie-Woogie (unfinished), 1942-44 
 

As a result Gullar’s interpretation of Mondrian allows for three things: the act 

of destruction by the Neoconcretists of the Mondrian space of the canvas, the 

translation of Mondrian into a carioca art style, and the establishment of an artistic 

alliance with Mondrian against fellow De Stijl artist and Art Concret innovator Theo 

van Doesburg. First, Neoconcretism cited Mondrian as a great influence on their 

practice and sought to follow the act of destruction at the center of his practice. Gullar 

wrote in “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” “It will do us no good whatsoever to view 

Mondrian as the destroyer of surface, plane and line if we fail to pay attention to the 

new space this destruction builds.”239 Neoconcrete art began anew from this space of 

destruction. The uncompleted project of modern abstract art continued in Brazil, 

especially with the production of the non-object, which, as discussed in chapter two, is 

                                                
239 Gullar, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” 158. 
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not a functional object. The non-object retreats from “the world of common things” 

and forms a kinship with the potentiality of a world without objects. Ultimately Gullar 

translated Mondrian’s project as the destruction of painting itself that would finally 

come to pass with Lygia Clark’s Bichos. Secondly, through the destruction of a 

Mondrian canvas ruled by dialectics and imposed mastery over the environment, 

Neoconcrete art was revitalized by the urban sensibility of the late paintings. Where 

Broadway Boogie-Woogie and Victory Boogie-Woogie reflected the dancing repetition 

of the lights of New York City and the sounds of boogie-woogie music, 

Neoconcretism intensified art into a phenomenological experience of multi-

sensoriality and intersubjective interaction characteristic of Rio de Janeiro’s color, 

sights, rhythms, and flow of the natural and built environment. Consequently, and 

addressing my last point, this interpretation of Mondrian placed his practice in 

opposition to that of Van Doesburg and his conception of concrete art as the invention 

of abstract forms as concrete as “a woman, a tree, a cow.” With Art Concret the 

artwork returns as a real object, and as a result, Gullar critiqued the way it gets treated 

as “a research specimen in a laboratory” and analyzed solely for its physical 

properties.240 At this point in the text, it becomes clear that Gullar is drawing a parallel 

between the history and debate of Mondrian and van Doesburg and the tensions 

between Rio de Janeiro-based Neoconcretism and São Paulo-based Concrete art. The 

two Brazilian cities rehearsed an argument over how art should function in society and 

to what end, which I discuss in greater length in chapter one and two.  

                                                
240 Gullar, Etapas da arte contemporânea, 186. 
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Before I end with a consideration of how Gullar wrote about Neoconcretism 

within the series on modern art, I want once more to underline how he threaded the 

history of European art through his present position as a Neoconcretist. In the text on 

Neo-plasticism, Gullar writes, “In that way, we [Neoconcretists] depart every time 

more from Mondrian and from the most important lessons of Neo-plasticism: in search 

of a transcendent expression in all the material elements—the methods dissolve in a 

free rhythm, in the pulsation of pure vitality. And here appears the affinity between 

Mondrian and Malevich, for whom art was the foundation for a world without 

objects.”241 Here Gullar tied together the Dutch and Russian avant-garde, and 

especially Mondrian and Malevich, two of the most influential artists on the group. 

Though the text on the Russian vanguard included consideration of the production of 

Vladimir Tatlin, Aleksandr Rodchenko and El Lissitzky, it is overwhelmingly 

dedicated to the theory and practice of Kazimir Malevich. Unlike the section on Neo-

plasticism, which featured smaller articles on individual artists, the writings on the 

Russian movements were organized around Suprematism, Non-objectivism and 

Constructivism, not specific artists. Yet Malevich clearly emerges as the most 

significant of the Russian artists, and Mondrian of the Dutch artists, stating “It is not a 

coincidence that we owe the radical break of art from the past and the proposition of a 

                                                
241 Ibid., 186-187. “Por esse caminho, afastam-nos cada vez mais de Mondrian e do 
que havia de mais importante no neoplasticismo: a busca de uma expressão 
transcendente em que todos os elementos materiais—os meios se dissolveriam num 
ritmo livre, na pulsação da vitalidade pura. E aqui se percebe a afinidade entre 
Mondrian e Malevitch, para quem a arte era a fundação de um mundo sem objetos.” 
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new plastic-pictorial language to the Russian Malevich and the Dutch Mondrian.”242 

Given Neoconcretism’s favoritism for these two artists, Gullar privileged them and 

their work as the two central nodes of the history of modern art and its radicality, in 

and against any other version of this history. 

In the final section of the series, Gullar wrote about Neoconcretism and 

immediately positioned it as defying the history he just set out for it. He began the text 

with the line, “Neoconcrete art does not yet have a history; actually it is practically 

just born.”243 We can clearly read this line literally as an indication of the youth of the 

movement, but given that by the time this was published in SDJB two years had 

elapsed since the inaugural exhibition, I analyze it differently. Gullar removed the 

group from a history overdetermined by colonialism with its unilateral movement of 

ideas from Europe to Brazil, as well as from a history of local Brazilian art (as 

discussed above). Recall as well that Neoconcretism is an art of destruction, and rose 

up from the space of art destroyed by Mondrian. It is an art of the present, of the 

perpetual now, so favored by modernism. Without history, Neoconcretism has no 

precursors and no shadows of influence. Born into independence, the group will define 

what it means to make Brazilian art. It is also interesting to note the hermeneutic 

language favored by Gullar that framed the group within a humanistic and biological 

mode, “being born.” Gullar continually used this device to describe Neoconcrete art, 

                                                
242 Ibid., 146. “Não é por acaso que ao russo Malevitch e ao holandês Mondrian deve-
se o rompimento radical com a arte do passado e a propisação de uma nova linguagem 
plástico-pictórica.” 
243 Ibid., 244. “A arte neoconcreta ainda não tem história, pois está praticamente 
nascendo.”  
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and as a way to distinguish the carioca approach to art practice from that of the 

paulistas. The former invested in the bodily and the organic and the latter in the 

machinic and the artificial.  

Privileged in this idea of the organic, and against the machine, was imbued the 

sense of the personal and experiential that arises as a result of time. Time in this case 

was conceived as development or as durational. Gullar highlighted that Neoconcrete 

art resulted from personal insights that happen over time on the part of the artist in the 

making of the artwork. In the second line of the article he put forward that 

Neoconcrete art “is an aesthetic experience that develops dialectically by force of 

questions and responses.”244 Against any notion of art production as an a priori system 

or a conceptual practice, Neoconcretism operated from a process-based practice. To be 

more precise though, it was not that they rejected theory or the intellectual aspect of 

art making, rather Gullar claimed that Neoconcretism united the mind-body split. It 

was both practice and theory. The theory must emerge from the work rather than 

before its production. Gullar set up a binary in which the São Paulo school of creative 

production enacted a model based in scientific examination, whereas the Rio group 

proposed a model of intersubjectivity, or what I termed in chapter two “an art of 

ethics.” In the scientific model, the idea of art preceded the object of art, and the 

maker stood removed. The Neoconcrete artist, on the other hand, worked directly and 

spontaneously within the work, inseparable, yet also able to intellectualize the process.  

                                                
244 Ibid. “Além de um punhado de obras realizadas, ela é, sobretudo, uma experiência 
estética que se vai desenvolvendo dialeticamente à força de indagações e respostas.” 
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In contrast to the American art critic, Clement Greenberg, who was writing 

concurrently, Gullar was not writing his series on modern art after visiting an 

exhibition of these artists’ works.245 Gullar was not writing from direct engagement 

with the artworks. Rather the series operated as a synthesis of facts, other authors’ 

texts and Gullar’s own shaping of this history to privilege the reception of Concrete art 

instead of any other kind of contemporary art, such as more lyrical abstract styles like 

Tachisme popular in Brazil at this time. Instead Gullar operated as a historian, art 

critic and even curator, sweeping through the annals of European modern art for the 

reader’s learning pleasure. When considered in tandem with the renaissance of modern 

art museums simultaneously happening in Rio and São Paulo, the series published in 

SDJB brought modern culture to Brazilians as a form of national development in the 

cultural sphere. Gullar arranged a tour that led the Brazilian reader through an 

imaginary museum, a project that echoes André Malraux’s “museum without walls.” 

Both took advantage of photographic reproductions of artworks, while Gullar also 

borrowed from circulating art history texts to inform his interpretations. This 

imaginary museum did not pretend to be comprehensive, yet like all great museums, 

including the model par excellence, New York’s Museum of Modern Art, it told its 

story as if this was all there was to tell. The gaps and erasures were obscured in favor 

of a history that ended logically with Brazilian art, and especially Neoconcrete art. 

                                                
245 Greenberg was an American art critic most well known for his championing of the 
New York School and his writings on Modernist art. See John O’Brian’s edited 
volumes, Clement Greenberg: The Collected Essays and Criticism, Volumes 1-4 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1986-1993). It may be worth considering 
at a greater length the models of art writing proposed by both of these hugely 
influential critics. 
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Interestingly, though MoMA figured broadly in Gullar’s imagination, New York as a 

thriving center of art production was written out of his story. Etapas da arte 

contemporânea makes a fantasy cartography where spatial regions vanish and time 

falls away. Gullar presented this argument for the Brazilian reading public, the same 

group that would then be encouraged to visit MAM-Rio and contribute to the growth 

of the arts and culture in Rio. To return to Owensby, the formation of this middle class 

was a result of lived experience and an ideal of how modernization happened 

elsewhere. The Neoconcrete artists, and specifically within this chapter, those 

employed at Jornal do Brasil, translated and produced that ideal for Brazil and made it 

a lived experience. Their modernist sensibilities were tuned to “a free rhythm, in the 

pulsation of pure vitality” that continues to characterize contemporary Brazilian art 

and culture. In the next chapter, I consider how this rhythm and vitality were modeled 

in architectural maquettes made by the Neoconcretists as a response to the 

architectural renewal projects of the 1950s, especially the construction of Brasília, and 

especially how the Neoconcrete artists incorporated architectonics into their own 

practices. 



Chapter 4  
“A Total Work of Art: Architecture and the Arts in Neoconcretism” 

 
“Architecture and music were the total sensorial models that neo-concrete work sought 
and were developed simultaneously within the sensorial coexistence of the city being 
expanded at that time. The way that modern architecture in Rio de Janeiro sought to 
integrate itself into the landscape, adapting to the geographic characteristics of the city 
demonstrated the search for a synthesis of urban experiences: to inhabit, transport, 
live, work and relax. If architecture tended to abstraction and space, the life-
experience circumstance of the city gained importance and acquired new meaning. In 
the 1950s, Rio de Janeiro experimented with the constitution of a unique and 
integrated model of life in modern civilization. The city expanded and this expansion 
was reabsorbed by the continuum of previous fundamental, transforming and renewing 
experience. In addition, this expansion was marked by the emergence of an artistic 
form that originated from it and was on behalf of it.”  
Paulo Venancio Filho246  
 

Paulo Venancio Filho in his essay on Rio de Janeiro weaves intimately 

together the cultural production of architecture and the visual arts and their 

indivisibility from the city itself and the urban experience in the 1950s and early 

1960s. Yet little attention has been given to how the forms, language, and theories of 

architecture influenced or found their way into the style of Neoconcrete artworks, and 

how the writings of the artists and critics translated architecture into the visual arts. To 

say that architecture was a key feature of Neoconcretism may be simultaneously 

obvious and bewildering. The latter because we are dealing with a group of painters, 

sculptors and poets, not architects.247 Definitively unlike De Stijl, whom the 

                                                
246 Paulo Venancio Filho, “Modernity in a Tropical Metropolis by the Sea,” in Time & 
Place: Rio de Janeiro 1956-1964, ed. Paulo Venancio Filho and Annika Gunnarsson 
(Stockholm and Göttingen: Moderna Museet and Steidl Verlag, 2008), 28.  
247 Neoconcretism describes a group of artists poets working together in Rio de Janeiro 
in 1959, included were poets Ferreira Gullar, Reynaldo Jardim and Theon Spanudis,  
sculptors Amilcar de Castro and Franz Weissmann and painters Lygia Clark and Lygia  
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Neoconcretists greatly admired, the carioca group did not include actual architects.248 

And yet architecture and its language invaded Neoconcrete artworks and texts through 

and through. This chapter then examines side-by-side how the Neoconcrete artists 

integrated architectural theory into their own practices, and re-conceived space and 

time between architecture and painting, and between architecture and sculpture. I 

argue for the central role of architecture within the Brazilian political, cultural and 

social landscape. In Latin America, architecture functioned both literally and 

symbolically as the path to modernization in the twentieth-century. With the built city, 

the public and private spheres were re-developed and expanded, changing and 

producing the experience of living in a modern American city. Particularly in Brazil, 

with the construction of Brasília, the new national capital city, the federal government 

attempted to shake off the country’s colonial formation, and unite the far-reaching 

national borders through geographical redevelopment. The national project of the 

design and construction of Brasília, begun in 1956 and dedicated in 1960, by Brazilian 

architects Lúcio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer acts as a central character in this chapter. 

Though not focused on the lived problematics of Brasília, I instead “walk” the city in 

an attempt to map it as a phenomenological space.  

Architecture, in this chapter, serves as an intertext to develop a shared 

language of space, time and rhythm across the arts, as a result of its multiplicities of 

meanings during this time period, and in the many ways it was deployed. The 

                                                
 
Pape. Hélio Oiticica was not an original member or he did not sign the 1959 
manifesto, but exhibited with the group by their second exhibition. 
248 Carioca refers to “of or from Rio de Janeiro.” 
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dissertation as a whole argues for the collaborative and interdisciplinary nature of 

Neoconcretism, and therefore this chapter examines the influence of architecture on 

the group. I argue that architecture, exemplified by Brasília, operated as the principal 

form of the modern within Brazil, and this forms one reason why the Neoconcretists 

used it as a working method in their own practices. The other reason the 

Neoconcretists turned to architecture was a result of the influence of the European 

avant-garde on them. Thus I also examine their relationship to the modernist desire to 

synthesize the arts. Brasília functioned as a model for this synthesis, and was the 

subject of an international conference, “The New City: Synthesis of the Arts,” hosted 

by Brazil. The title of the conference points to the city as the site of a synthesis, but I 

argue that architecture alone did not provide this synthesis, but worked alongside the 

visual arts. I consider the practices of Neoconcrete artists Lygia Clark and Hélio 

Oiticica as a translation and an exploration into space and time. I argue that 

architecture in both its forms and theories pushed the artists to experiment radically 

with the medium of painting, and to essentially destroy the frame of painting, and 

eventually introduce an art of participation and environmental installation. The 

Neoconcretists’ experimentation with architecture both overlaps with the Brazilian 

model promoted primarily by Costa and Niemeyer, yet also offer a counter-model. 

Both groups of creative intellectuals searched for mythical forms to “ground” their 

modern fantasies, while Oiticica, in particular, produced a phenomenological 

experience of space very much in contrast to the imposing forms of Brasília.  
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Throughout this chapter I also think through how phenomenology operates as 

an additional link between Neoconcretism and architecture. Neoconcretism as a theory 

drew on the philosophy of phenomenology, with an emphasis on the writings of 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty. Gullar makes several references, explicitly and implicitly, to 

Merleau-Ponty throughout “The Neoconcrete Manfiesto,” especially the intertwining 

of the living organism and the world, which distinguished Neoconcrete art from all 

other variants of concrete art. As a result, I turn to British architect, historian and 

theorist Kenneth Frampton and his text, “Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points 

for an Architecture of Resistance” (1983) as an intersection between Brazilian 

architecture and the Neoconcrete artists.249 In many ways Frampton’s ideas echo the 

work done previously by these artists and poets. In this essay Frampton summarized 

many years of his thinking about the relationship of architecture, the local and place, 

shaped by his readings on phenomenology, specifically the writings of Martin 

Heidegger, Hannah Arendt, and Paul Ricoeur. The defining line of the essay reads, 

“The fundamental strategy of Critical Regionalism is to mediate the impact of 

universal civilization with elements derived indirectly from the peculiarities of a 

particular place.”250 The main concern of the text is the adaptation of universal 

civilization by local cultural contexts especially through the construction of 

architecture as a physical space and a corporeal experience. For Frampton a 

phenomenology of architecture resisted global modernization and the dominance of 

                                                
249 Kenneth Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism: Six Points for an 
Architecture of Resistance,” in The Anti-Aesthetic: Essays on Postmodern Culture, ed. 
Hal Foster (Seattle: Bay Press, 1983), 16-31. 
250 Ibid., 21. Frampton’s own italics. 
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technology through the consideration of the particularities of place such as light and 

air circulation. Critical regionalism also finds a home with Costa and Niemeyer’s turn 

to the local context of historical Luso-Brazilian architecture to adapt and translate the 

modernist forms of European architect Le Corbusier. Frampton’s essay offers a new 

dialogue on the relationship between architecture and the arts. Later in the chapter I 

will illustrate how Oiticica’s artwork counters the space of Brasília through exactly 

many of the terms deployed by Frampton.  

Though the Brazilian context was not specifically mentioned in the essay, I 

argue that Brasília provided one of the foundations for Frampton’s theories. Brazil had 

already interested him when he was writing his seminal survey, Modern Architecture: 

A Critical History, published in 1980. Considered within the section on global 

responses to International Style, Brazil represented for Frampton a potential never 

fulfilled, and this remains true even until today. Across his years of work on modern 

Brazilian architecture, Frampton has praised “the young followers of Le Corbusier 

[who] transformed these Purist components [five points] into a highly sensuous native 

expression which echoed in its plastic exuberance the 18th-century Brazilian 

Baroque.”251 Whereas Niemeyer’s design and construction of the Pampulha complex 

in Belo Horizonte proved a climactic point, Frampton quickly changed his tone with 

the work dated after 1955, especially the building projects for Brasília and Niemeyer’s 

                                                
251 Kenneth Frampton, Modern Architecture: A Critical History (London: Thames and 
Hudson, 1980), 254. 
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Museum of Modern Art in Caracas, Venezuela.252 He even claimed Brasília was 

“destined eventually to provoke a global reaction against the precepts of the Modern 

Movement.”253 This critique is spurred by the belief that Costa and Niemeyer 

sacrificed invention for monumentality, and looking ahead to critical regionalism, they 

ignored the local conditions—the particularity of the place.  

Brasília: a city to see 
 
 In 1956 newly elected President Juscelino Kubitschek announced his decision 

to build a new capital city in the plano alto of Brazil, moving the seat of the federal 

government from Rio de Janeiro to the central planes of the nation, or what was to 

become the city of Brasília. This idea did not originate with Kubitschek rather he 

fulfilled a long-held dream of the Brazilian nation. As Norma Evenson tells us, in 

1789 revolutionaries in the state of Minas Gerais were the first to mention the plan to 

build a new capital city.254 The first capital had been the city of Salvador in the 

northeast state of Bahia. Settled by the Portuguese in 1500 and the major port in the 

                                                
252 Niemeyer previously worked for Juscelino Kubitschek when he was the mayor of 
Belo Horizonte, the capital of the state of Minas Gerais. Kubitschek commissioned 
Niemeyer to build a suburb of Belo Horizonte to be a center for tourism, entertainment 
and leisure. Pampulha was designed and constructed between 1940-43. Niemeyer 
designed the Museum of Modern Art in Caracas in 1955, but it was not built. 
Frampton wrote about Niemeyer in Modern Architecture, 256, “One may date this 
break with his 1955 project for a museum of Modern Art in Caracas, where he 
proposed the dramatic use of an inverted pyramid, to be poised on the edge of a 
precipitous terrain. Inverted or not, this use of the pyramid seems to have signaled a 
return to Classical absolutes, and the same may be said of his work at Brasília which, 
together with Costa’s grid, evoked the aura of the genre terrible, the assertion of 
implacable form against remorseless nature; for beyond the order of Brasília’s Capitol, 
edged by an artificial lake, there lay the infinite extent of the jungle.” 
253 Frampton, Modern Architecture, 256. 
254 Norma Evenson, Two Brazilian Capitals: Architecture and Urbanism in Rio de 
Janeiro and Brasília (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1973), 105.  
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exchange of slaves and raw and commercial goods, Salvador would remain the capital 

until 1763 when power shifted south to Rio de Janeiro. With the arrival of the 

Portuguese crown to Brazil in 1808, Rio secured its seat as the center of federal power, 

but also its ties to the history of colonialism. The national city imagined then by the 

revolutionaries was a form of resistance against imperial rule, and its settlement 

patterns along the coast. And yet as Evensong explains, the move inland was always 

under consideration, even by the King, as a form of defense. Eventually a provision 

for the new capital city made its way into the Constitution of a newly independent 

Brazil in 1891. Though revived over the years by various leaders, Kubitschek 

appropriated the call for development as a central slogan of his Presidential campaign, 

and pushed ahead with the plan once in office as a tactic of nation-making and 

stagecraft.  

The design for Brasília was chosen through a competition in 1956 that 

included 26 applicants with the award given to the plan and report submitted by 

Brazilian architect, Lúcio Costa in 1957. Much has been made of the fact that Costa’s 

competition proposal consisted of five cards with freehand sketches and a brief 

statement, with little attention given to such details as topography, population density, 

or socioeconomic development. Instead the sketches ranged from minimal lines to the 

layout of the city center in a form suggesting flight, with its central spine and radiating 

wings, whether an airplane, a bird or an insect (Figures 37 and 38). Like the airplane 

its design resembles, the built environment imposed itself from above. Not 
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coincidentally, Brasília was chosen as a site based on aerial photography of the area.255 

James Holston in his study The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique of 

Brasília points to the cruciform shape Costa used in his design in order to argue for it 

as a foundation myth.256 By analyzing the sketch and text that won Costa the 

competition, the project is revealed as rootless. Holston writes, “Costa presents the 

problem of founding a capital city as if it had no history. He does not justify the 

Master Plan as the outcome of a consideration of either historical conditions in Brazil 

or of a history of ideas in architecture. Rather, he dehistoricizes it by presenting it in 

the terms of a foundation myth, divinely inspired.”257 

 

Figure 37. Lúcio Costa, Sketches, Brasília, 1957 

                                                
255 Norma Evenson, “Brasília ‘Yesterday’s City of Tomorrow’,” in World Capitals: 
Toward Guided Urbanization, ed. H. Wentworth Eldredge (Garden City, NY: Anchor 
Press, 1975), 245. 
256 James Holston, The Modernist City: An Anthropological Critique of Brasília 
(Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1989). 
257 Holston, The Modernist City, 65. 
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Figure 38. Master plan, Brasília, 1957 

A phenomenology of architecture then considers the experience of a site 

through a more fully embodied sensorial interaction. The visual is denigrated in favor 

of the tactile, with the visual made equivalent to “universal technology”, “mere 

information, to representation or to the simple evocation of a simulacrum substituting 

for absent presences,” or in the case of Brasília, viewpoints that prefer the aerial.258 

The privileging of the bodily and of tactility parallels the Neoconcretists’ 

phenomenological turn. In addition both contest the image-making that results from a 

new landscape of information, advertising and design. Frampton like Gullar express an 

aversion to surfaces as something only given to sight. Recall I wrote in a previous 

chapter about how Gullar rejected the object as surface because he interpreted it as 

empty, flat, bereft of durational time, therefore, machine-like, and ultimately then, 

non-human. He directly contrasted his own concrete poems to “the advertisement and 

                                                
258 Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism,” 28. 
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advertising processes in general, in which language is employed solely to trigger a 

reaction in the reader, not to create an object for him.”259 The Neoconcrete object was 

conceived of in deep time, against the shallow time of these other objects, which 

change meaning within Gullar’s rhetoric from objects into products—products of 

science, products of industry, and therefore situate the artist as a scientist or industrial 

manufacturer, which is very fitting when compared to Frampton’s ideas, “In 

contradistinction to Critical Regionalism, the primary vehicle of Populism is the 

communicative or instrumental sign. Such a sign seeks to evoke not a critical 

perception of reality, but rather the sublimation of a desire for direct experience 

through the provision of information. Its tactical aim is to attain, as economically as 

possible, a preconceived level of gratification in behavioristic terms. In this respect, 

the strong affinity of Populism for the rhetorical techniques and imagery of advertising 

is hardly accidental.”260 Here Frampton is responding to the work of Robert Venturi 

and his rebuke of modernist architecture and appraisal of the vernacular and the 

popular.  

Gullar and Frampton believed in the project of modernism, but not when 

defined as a project of modernization, industrialization and instrumentality. They 

express a fear of efficiency, the economical, images as easy slogans, experience as 

unrooted from place, the body, deep time—all the terms then privileged by their brand 

of phenomenology. Interestingly we can return once more to the image of the airplane 

                                                
259 Ferreira Gullar, Oliveira Bastos and Reynaldo Jardim, “Concrete Poetry: An 
Intuitive Experience,” in Gullar, Experiência neoconcreta, 136. Translation taken 
from book. 
260 Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism,” 21. 
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as this sign. Consider the collapse of temporality in airtime, the disorientation of the 

body, and the ability to abstract land into an image, into information, into the site of a 

capital.  

It would seem Niemeyer would share theoretical interests with Gullar and 

Frampton as evidenced in his essay “Imagination in Architecture,” in which he pointed 

to the gap between design and the built site or between drawings and the actual 

building itself.261 The architect must use the power of his imagination to transcend the 

sketched line to the experience of volumes and lived space. Time then is disrupted 

since the architect must travel mentally to the completed structure, especially for the 

purpose of considering points of view. Niemeyer wrote, “Hence certain solutions were 

adopted for the structures, structures that have been modified plastically in function of 

different points of view, so as to take on changing aspects, richer and more varied.”262 

His sketches accompanying the text include drawings of the buildings of the capital 

but with drawn eyeballs and their lines of sight (Figure 39). He avoided any fixed 

position of a visitor, always adding several eyes. He even went so far as to put side-

by-side a “bad” and a “good” version distinguished by eyes that only look in one 

direction versus eyes that look in multiple directions. And as both the text and the 

drawings demonstrate, Niemeyer removed the columns away from the Federal 

Supreme Courthouse in order to allow for more viewpoints including outside the 

columns, between the columns and the building and inside the building looking out. 

                                                
261 Oscar Niemeyer, “Imagination in Architecture,” Modúlo 15 v3 (October 1959), 6-
13. 
262 Ibid., 8. 
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Niemeyer considered the movement of the body in space but as a mobile eye, as a 

viewpoint. The architecture takes into account a human response, but abstracted as an 

eye, or man as the origin of perspective. Frampton reminds us that the etymology of 

perspective “means rationalized sight or clear seeing” and thus results in a distancing 

of the subject from the object, from the environment.263  

 

Figure 39. Oscar Niemeyer, sketch from “Imagination in Architecture,” Módulo,  
October 1959 

 
The sketches now turned photographs of a completed Brasília demonstrate the 

necessity of the human eye to be at this distance, motioned to by Frampton, in order to 

be able to experience the architecture. Marcel Gautherot’s collection of photos 

                                                
263 Frampton, “Critical Regionalism,” 29. “In this way, Critical Regionalism seeks to 
complement our normative visual experience by readdressing the tactile range of 
human perceptions. In so doing, it endeavors to balance the priority accorded to the 
image and to counter the Western tendency to interpret the environment in exclusively 
perspectival terms. According to its etymology, perspective means rationalized sight 
or clear seeing, and as such it presupposes a conscious suppression of the sense of 
smell, hearing and taste, and a consequent distancing from a more direct experience of 
the environment.” 
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chronicling the construction and inauguration of Brasília reveal a city built out of 

incredible open spaces, a panorama of unobstructed sky and clouds, and a vast horizon 

now framed by monumental architecture.264  As praised by Niemeyer, and in effect 

becoming the eyeball of Niemeyer’s sketches, Gautherot’s camera allowed for 

multiple views of the same building, for example, aerial views and ground views of 

the Alvorada Palace, directly in front of it and also inside the columns looking out.265 

When the camera comes in close, inside of the built environment as it were, for 

instance with the photos of the dome-and-bowl legislative chambers, the larger forms 

become impossible to take in, rather a partial shape rises above the viewer, framing 

and eclipsing views of the sky.  

In an incredible photograph of the National Congress palace, it is almost as if 

we have been transported to the painted world of Giorgio de Chirico (Figure 40). A 

colonnaded corridor cuts across the frame in a sharp diagonal. Strong contrasts of light 

and shadow give the columns a sense of fantastical projections running infinitely 

towards the horizon and also vertically into the ground. Each column possesses a 

shadow line that leads to a wall of windows, which gives way to an interior room 

where it is difficult to tell inside from outside, interior and exterior columns, the 

                                                
264 Marcel Gautherot, Building Brasília (London: Thames&Hudson, 2010). It is 
interesting to note that the book includes an essay by Frampton. 
265 The book includes quotes by Oscar Niemeyer sprinkled throughout the collection 
of pictures, including “For many years, Marcel Gautherot was our favorite 
photographer. How many times did we travel together across Brazil! He photographed 
the buildings we designed. Pampulha, Brasília, São Paulo…How well we got along 
and how easily we laughed with our dear old companion! And the photographs he 
took…How well Marcel Gautherot was able to find the appropriate perspectives, the 
contrasts of the architecture he understood so well!” Gautherot, Building Brasília, 138. 
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shadowed world from the wall of glass. We gradually become aware of a system of 

ramps connecting the multiple levels of the building, and small isolated human bodies 

start to reveal themselves hiding in dark spaces. In the lowest level, a subterranean 

world of blackness, a single man walks amidst the columns that disappear into 

nothingness. Two other figures stand in the colonnaded corridor, across from each 

other, and completely encased in a thick black shadow that covers them and the 

nearest column—a single black line that cuts the photograph in two. The people are 

overwhelmed by the architecture, lost in its forms, and like in de Chirico, they do not 

seem to belong in the city built for them. 

 

Figure 40. Marcel Gautherot, “The National Congress palace,” c. 1960 
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Made as a series of viewpoints, the city exists as a monument—a monument to 

development, to modernization, to modern architecture, to nationalism, and to the 

power of the executive, in this case, Juscelino Kubitschek. As Lawrence J. Vale 

describes the government buildings did not lead to the city but rather to another vista, 

the open landscape, including Lake Paranoa, an artificial lake constructed with the 

city.266 The lake in this case then served as a staged backdrop to the sculptural 

monuments of the central administrative plaza.267 Costa himself put forward the 

centrality of the monumental to the city, “The monument, in the case of a capital is not 

an afterthought, that can be left for later, as in the modern little English cities, the 

monument here is intrinsic to the thing itself, and opposed to the…city which one 

wishes discreetly inscribed into the landscape, the capital city must be imposed and 

command [the landscape].”268 We are reminded again of the image of a plane or bird, 

descending from above with a master view of the land. The monument in its scale 

traditionally looms large over the landscape, and also often offers vistas above the 

ground.  

To return to Frampton and how I am using his ideas here—I argue that Critical 

Regionalism offers me a way to re-frame the space of Brasília as designed by Costa 

                                                
266 Lawrence J. Vale, “Designed Capitals after World War Two: Chandigarh and 
Brasília,” in Architecture, Power, and National Identity (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2008), 121-145. 
267 Evenson notes, “Most of the designs revealed a lack of intimacy with the site, a 
factor particularly noticeable with regard to the lake. Although this body of water 
served to define the setting of the city, none of the designs sought to incorporate the 
lake into the urban plan or to use the contours of its shoreline as a generator of urban 
form.” Evenson, Two Brazilian Capitals, 140. 
268 Lúcio Costa quoted in Vale, “Designed Capitals after World War II,” 140-141.  
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and Niemeyer and photographed by Gautherot and reconsider it as a city to see. In one 

of the more damning sections of his essay, “Towards a Critical Regionalism,” 

Frampton argues against the “placelessness” of avant-garde architecture, writing “It is 

self-evident that the tabula rasa tendency of modernization favors the optimum use of 

earth-moving equipment inasmuch as a totally flat datum is regarded as the most 

economic matrix upon which to predicate the rationalization of construction.” And 

continuing, “The bulldozing of an irregular topography into a flat site is clearly a 

technocratic gesture which aspires to a condition of absolute placelessness, whereas 

the terracing of the same site to receive the stepped form of a building is an 

engagement in the act of ‘cultivating’ the site.”269 Now Frampton may not be 

specifically referencing Brasília with this phrasing, and yet we cannot deny that 

Brasília is evoked. With its executive order, its aerial siting, and its design of flight, 

Brasília often times feels dropped from above, rather than rising from below.270  

Moreover, Brazilian architecture ultimately disappointed Frampton because it 

was not able to achieve a political transformation of the social. Frampton 

foregrounded this failure when he began his text for Gautherot’s book of photographs 

                                                
269 Frampton, “Towards a Critical Regionalism,” 26. 
270 Niemeyer even commented on his wishes for the experience of a city “not anchored 
to the earth.” Niemeyer quoted in Evanson, Two Brazilian Capitals, 204. The full 
quote, “On the contrary, I visualized it with a richness of forms, dreams and poetry, 
like the mysterious paintings by Carzou, new forms, startling visitors by their lightness 
and creative liberty; forms that were not anchored to the earth rigidly and statically, 
but [I] uplifted the Palaces as though to suspend them, white and ethereal, in the 
endless nights of the highlands; surprising and breathtaking forms that would lift the 
visitor, if only for a few brief instants, above the difficult and at times overwhelming 
problems which life poses for all of us.” Originally from his essay, “Form and 
Function in Architecture,” Modúlo, 1960. 
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with an epilogue by Niemeyer from 1960 discussing the poor conditions and forced 

separation of the workers who built the capital city, “We realized to our regret that the 

social conditions in force conflicted at this point with the spirit of the Pilot Plan, 

creating problems it was impossible to solve on the drawing board and even 

demanding—as some of the more ingenuous suggested—a social architecture that 

would lead us nowhere without a socialist basis. Once again, it was brought home to 

us that all we could do was to support the progressive movements that envisage a 

better and happier world.”271 Critical regionalism was not merely an aesthetic and 

stylistic program, but synthesized together politics, history, and architecture.272 It was 

firmly grounded in a social program that understood the built environment as able to 

transform the actual lived conditions, provide shelter and ameliorate the inequality of 

social classes. Brasília, though in its symbolism, and belief that a renewed space could 

change their history and re-write their future, ultimately, in its literal buildings and 

                                                
271 Oscar Niemeyer quoted in Kenneth Frampton, “Construct and Construction: 
Brasília’s Development” in Gautherot, Building Brasília, 18. The statement was 
originally published in Modúlo, n18 (1960).  
272 Jorge Otero-Pailos in his study of Frampton carefully constructs the political spine 
of critical regionalism and insists on the politicized practice of Frampton as an 
architect, theorist and historian. He ends his chapter though by stating, “Critical 
regionalism was variously interpreted by vulgarizers as the putative center of 
ahistorical architectural exegeses during much of the 1980s. In the hands of second-
rate thinkers, critical regionalism lost much of its subtlety. Divorced from Frampton’s 
careful Arendtian considerations of surplus experience as both unique and plural, 
critical regionalists affirmed only their ‘local’ uniqueness.” Not coincidentally, many 
of these same things could be said about the theory of post-modernism as first 
conceived and especially adapted by art history as a political praxis rather than an 
ahistorical pastiche of styles, as decried by for example the October group and the 
value judgments of let’s say a Sherrie Levine from a Julian Schnabel. Otero-Pailos, 
“Surplus Experience: Kenneth Frampton and the Subterfuges of Bourgeois Taste,” in 
Architecture’s Historical Turn: Phenomenology and the Rise of the Postmodern 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 183-249. 
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design of space, does not promote social access, and in fact heightened class conflict 

as a spatial reality, as discussed by Holston in his study, The Modernist City. Holston 

points to the inversion that occurs between the intent of the city and its lived 

manifestation. In fulfillment of the modernist promise and premise, Costa and 

Niemeyer believed in what Holston calls the “transitive prescription for the 

metropolitan crisis,” or “change the architecture and society will be forced to follow 

the program of social change that the architecture embodies.”273     

A total work of art 

 In September 1959 Brazil hosted the international conference, “A Cidade 

Nova, Síntese das Artes” (“New City, Synthesis of the Arts”) in the cities of Brasília, 

São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. For a week, international architects, critics, historians 

and journalists gathered together, gave lectures on architecture, urban planning and the 

visual arts, and viewed the design of the new capital city. The conference was 

published in the Saturday, September 19 and October 3, 1959 issues of the Suplemento 

Dominical Jornal do Brasil (Figure 41).274 This event is significant for my dissertation 

not only because it spotlights the value of Brazilian modern architecture within global 

currency but also its sub-title, “Synthesis of the Arts,” demonstrates the avant-garde 

program of Brazilian modernism, and the desire to appropriate Brasília as the trophy. 

Brazil desired to show it self off as able to accomplish what no European movement 

                                                
273 Holston, The Modernist City, 56. 
274 “A cidade nova,” Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil, September 19, 1959, 1-7 
and “Críticos e arquitetos opinam sôbre Brasília” Suplemento Dominical Jornal do 
Brasil, October 3, 1959, 3-5. 
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could completely fulfill. I argue that Neoconcretism also formed a part of this drive to 

a complete modernity. 

 

Figure 41. “A cidade nova,” Cover of Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil,  
September 19, 1959  

 

Given their place as self-named heirs to Concrete art and Constructivism, it is 

no surprise that the Neoconcrete artists were interested in the relationship between the 

arts—painting, sculpture and architecture. The competition between the arts is as old 

as art itself, and the desire for painters to imitate and deceive the eye (trompe l’oeil) 

with a blend of painting, sculpture and architecture found its climax in the Baroque 

period. Within modern art though, Dutch Neo-plasticism or the De Stijl movement 

stands as the clear precursor for the Neoconcrete interest in what Ferreira Gullar, 
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writing in the Neoconcrete manifesto, calls “the spatialization of the work” and “the 

experience of the real” or the dissolution of space and form into time.275 The 

Neoconcrete’s shift into interactive and participatory engagement remains one of their 

most significant legacies and stands as a precursor to all contemporary art practices of 

participation, in particular relational aesthetics. Neoconcretism carried on the utopian 

desire of the European avant-garde for the fine arts to be expanded into lived space 

and time, and yet Brasília, literally and symbolically, held this promise with more 

certainty. And so in some way, I also argue that the introduction of architectural 

language, the exploration of space and time and the clear adoption of architectonic 

forms within Neoconcrete art was also both an approximation to the field of Brazilian 

architecture and its global rise, as well as a friendly competition with it. 

The conference was organized by sessions on the topics of: the new city (“a 

cidade nova”), urbanism (“urbanistica”), technique and expressionism (“técnica e 

expressividade”), architecture (“da arquitetura”), plastic arts (“da artes plásticas”), 

industrial arts (“das artes industrias”), arts education (“da educação artistica”), and the 

state of the arts in the modern era (“situação das artes na idade moderna”). The list of 

participants included representatives from Germany, Argentina, Austria, Belgium, 

Chile, Colombia, United States, France, Japan, Mexico, Poland, Portugal, Switzerland, 

Uruguay, Czechoslovakia, Turkey, Pan-American Union, Sri Lanka, Holland, 

Yugoslavia, United Kingdom, Israel, Italy, and Brazil. 

                                                
275 Gullar, “The Neoconcrete Manifesto,” in Experiência neoconcreta, 160. 
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Mário Pedrosa’s essay “Brasília a Cidade Nova” (“Brasília, A New City”) lead 

the publication of presentations, including an illustration of Costa’s Master Plan for 

the city.276 Pedrosa, a well-established Brazilian art critic and intellectual, worked very 

closely with the Neoconcrete group and held regular salons at his home where artists 

could share their work and discuss their ideas. Most famously, Pedrosa’s library 

served as a fountain of knowledge, especially for Gullar, on subjects including art 

history, philosophy and political theory. In the essay, Pedrosa discussed Brasília 

within a longer history of Western civilization ranging from the Greek polis to the 

Medieval commune in order to position Brasília as an endpoint or “the most 

accomplished product of an era.”277 With this move, Pedrosa does not leave any doubt 

that Brazil fits within this history, and thus does not form an outside to it, nor identify 

as “not-West” to use Walter Mignolo’s phrase, and, in turn justifies Oiticica’s use of 

the labyrinth as a sign of Brazilian modernism addressed later in this chapter. Yet he 

also provided a long view of the country’s national history begun with the 

inauguration of its first capital city in Salvador, and drawing a parallel between the 

colonization of Brazil by the Portuguese and now an internal colonization by the 

federal government. The juxtaposition of these two moments side-by-side point to 

how Brazil is continually made new and formed out of raw material, whether it be 

their “baptism” on 22 April 1500 or a new city built “from zero, in this virgin region, 

                                                
276 Mário Pedrosa, “Brasília, A Cidade Nova,” in Acadêmicos e Modernos: Textos 
Escolhidos III, ed. Otília Arantes (São Paulo: Editora de São Paulo, 1998), 411-421. 
Originally published in Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil, September 19, 1959, 
3. 
277 Ibid., 411. 
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uninhabited and wild, far from the centers of civilization, a city, completely artificial, 

all new, of 500,000 inhabitants to make from it a capital of Brazil.”278  

At play in the essay are many of the same terms found in Costa’s writings—

nature/man, local/imported, colonizer/colonized—as well as a form of writing history 

that does not seek a break from the past, but rather threads through the continuities and 

parallels, though Pedrosa makes a stronger case for considering the history of Brazil as 

continual beginnings, rather than development. “Our past is not fatal, we remake 

ourselves everyday. And soon it leads us to our destiny. We are, through our fatality as 

much as our formation, condemned to the modern.”279 This artificiality of Salvador, 

Brasília, and in fact the country as a whole also determines it as a work of art. 

“Brasília is, in essence, a work of art that is built.”280 And the construction of a new 

city is the best work of art that can be made in the century. Argentine critic, Jorge 

Romero Brest, also made the same claim in 1948 when he lectured at the Museum of 

Modern Art in São Paulo, stating, “In my opinion the great art of our century is 

architecture, which, like sculpture, engages with actual space.”281 Once more we find 

                                                
278 Ibid., 412-413. “A nossa ‘modernidade’ é tão radical que, coisa rara entre os 
Estados, temos a certidão do nosso batismo. Nascemos numa data precisa: 22 de abril 
de 1500. Antes disso, simplesmente não existíamos.” “…que permitiu que se venha 
construir, partindo de zero, nesta região virgem, desabitada e selvagem, tão afastada 
dos focus da civilização, uma cidade, toda artificial, toda nova, de 500.000 habitantes 
para fazer dela a capital do Brasil.” 
279 Ibid. “O nosso passado não é fatal, pois nós o refazemos todos os dias. E bem 
pouco preside ele ao nosso destino. Somos, pela fatalidade mesma de nossa formação, 
condenados ao moderno.” 
280 Ibid. “Brasília é, na essência, uma obra de arte que se constrói.” 
281 Jorge Romero Brest, “A Arquitetura é a Grande Arte de Nosso Tempo—1948: 
Romero Brest em São Paulo,” in Projeto construtivo brasileiro na arte (1950-1952), 
ed. Aracy Amaral (Rio de Janeiro: Museu de Arte Moderna and São Paulo: Pinacoteca 
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then the affirmation of architecture as the leading art of the period, and the field 

underscored with the most potential to affect the social and cultural life of its people. 

Since the construction of the Ministério da Educação e Saúde (MES) or the 

Ministry of Education and Health (1936-1942) in the heart of Rio de Janeiro, Brazil 

had become an object of international attention that reached a fever pitch with the 

design and construction of Brasília. The MES building was designed by an already 

well-established Brazilian architect, Lúcio Costa, along with a team of younger 

architects including Affonso Eduardo Reidy, Jorge Moreira, Carlos Leão, Oscar 

Niemeyer, and Ernani Vasconcellos, and with Le Corbusier as a consultant. Most 

notably, the Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1943 organized an exhibition, 

“Brazil Builds,” covering Brazilian architecture from colonialism to the modern period 

(1652-1942). Communicated mostly through photographs as well as architectural 

plans and models, curator Philip Goodwin included the colonial period to serve as a 

backdrop or to provide a longer view for the more important modern buildings. As 

Zilah Quezado Deckker tells us in her exhaustive monograph on the exhibition, the 

colonial section took up less than a third of the installation.282 Yet its inclusion serves 

the important function of giving modern architecture a history, and local traditions 

from which it developed, rather than favoring a narrative that places Le Corbusier as 

the germ of influence on Brazilian architecture, and thus devaluing the current 

moment as just a second-rate copy. But as Guilherme Wisnik writes the frame of the 

                                                
do Estado, 1977), 98. “A meu ver a grande arte do nosso século é a arquitetura, que, 
como a escultura, maneja o espaço real.”  
282 Zilah Quezado Deckker, Brazil Built: The Architecture of the Modern Movement in 
Brazil (London and New York: Spoon Press, 2001), 128. 
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exhibition did not originate with MoMA, but rather with the writings of Lúcio Costa 

himself.283 Costa in his writings of the 1930s, done during a period when he could find 

no work because clients only wanted neo-colonial homes and not modern designs,284 

favored the anonymous colonial constructions that spotted the Brazilian landscape 

with their own hybrid forms of Portuguese, Arab and Chinese building techniques and 

styles.285 Wisnik makes the important point that Costa in writing his own version of 

Brazilian architecture does not break with the past, a position privileged by European 

modernism, and in contrast to Holston’s argument about his pre-Brasília work, but 

rather in his own “piece of historical construction” draws a line from the Luso-

Brazilian tradition to the current modernist practices.  

The binaries of old and new and local and import dominate the discourse on 

modern Brazilian architecture, and similarly on artistic production. Brazilian poets, 

artists, and architects have been defending their styles and ideas since the early 

twentieth century when Oswald de Andrade famously wrote “Manifesto Pau-Brasil” 

(1924) and “Manifesto Antropófago” (1928) developing the idea of a poetry for export 

in the former, and the concept of cannibalism in the latter. Oswald, part of a 

burgeoning art movement in São Paulo, which launched with the Semana de Arte 

Moderna in 1922, participated in the overthrow of nineteenth-century traditionalism, 

and waged a defense of a national style sited in the local. Antropofagia, or 

cannibalism, inverted the taboos attributed to the Brazilian natives by the European 

                                                
283 Guilherme Wisnik, “Doomed to Modernity,” in Brazil’s Modern Architecture, ed. 
Elisabetta Andreoli and Adrian Forty (London and New York: Phaidon, 2004), 25. 
284 Ibid. 
285 Ibid., 26 
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colonizers and conceived of the artist as able to eat any and all forms, and digest and 

defecate a new form, unique to Brazil. The cannibal re-appropriates the marginalized 

position that has been enforced on them, and transforms it into the position from 

which to make art.  

Architectural historians, such as Styliane Philippou and Valerie Fraser, have 

adapted this model to their own writings on Oscar Niemeyer and Roberto Burle Marx, 

respectively, in relationship to the role of Le Corbusier in Brazil.286 Both authors in 

the defense of their subjects are invested in not depicting them as passive recipients of 

influence, but via cannibalism, actively engaged in the construction of their own forms 

and identities. Threaded throughout Philippou’s monograph on Niemeyer are 

references to the cannibal myth and the siting of the architect’s genius in his ability to 

blend all possible sources. Fraser, on the other hand, argues that Burle Marx purposely 

chose the curving forms of his gardens as a resistance to Le Corbusier’s neocolonial 

straightening of the meandering forms he saw everywhere he visited in South 

America. Yet as argued above specifically with Brasília Costa and Niemeyer did not 

cannibalize the avant-garde tradition to produce transcultural forms, rather European 

modernism was transplanted from above. Brasília marks a sharp shift away from 

previous Costa and Niemeyer collaborations such as MES and the Pavilion of Brazil at 

the New York World’s Fair of 1939, or even Niemeyer’s own designs for the Ouro 

Preto Grand Hotel and the Pampulha complex, which all considered the adaptation of 

                                                
286 Styliane Philippou, Oscar Niemeyer: Curves of Irreverence (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2008) and Valerie Fraser, “Cannibalizing Le Corbusier: The MES 
Gardens of Roberto Burle Marx,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, 
Vol. 59, No. 2 (June 2000): 180-193. 
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Corbusier-inspired tenets to a Luso-Brazilian lifestyle. Rather with Brasília the 

monumental superseded the local, and the mythical broke with the past. Placeless and 

history-less, Brasília condemned Brazilians to the modern. 

 I want to conclude this section by returning once more to the title of the 

conference and the avant-garde notion of the synthesis of the arts. Walter Adamson in 

his book Embattled Avant-Gardes: Modernism’s Resistance to Commodity Culture in 

Europe (2007) makes a distinction between the synthesis of the arts or 

Gesamtkunstwerk and the total work of art or Einheitskunstwerk.287 Adamson 

distinguishes between these close relatives in order to discuss Walter Gropius’ 

inclination for the latter in his conception of the Bauhaus because it was founded in 

architecture rather than theatre as with the former. Considering then the emphasis of 

the Brazilian conference on architecture, Brasília and Brazilian visual culture hoped to 

succeed the Bauhaus and the De Stijl movement in the accomplishment of the total 

work of art, or Einheitskunstwerk. Yet other than the MES in which the artist Candido 

Portinari collaborated with the architects on the tile work, Brasília relied more on 

traditional figurative sculptural works to decorate the open plazas and the cathedral. 

Like Pedrosa stated, the city itself was the work of art rather than an emphasis on 

collaboration between the arts as was called for by the European avant-garde 

traditions, and even when compared to a contemporaneous building project like Carlos 

Villanueva’s Ciudad Universitaria in Caracas, Venezuela in 1950. 

                                                
287 Walter L. Adamson, Embattled Avant-Gardes: Modernism’s Resistance to 
Commodity Culture in Europe (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2007), 194. 
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 The conference also featured very little of how the synthesis of the arts was to 

occur, and Brasília was not the topic of many of the presentations other than for the 

Brazilian speakers. Perhaps given the nature of the event and that this was the first trip 

to Brazil for many of the visitors, the presentations remained at a very abstract level 

with little to no specificities offered.  Rather longer historical views were discussed, 

and the specialties of the speakers were on display whether Jean Prouvé and his 

discussion of the relationship between the architect and the engineer or Tomás 

Maldonado’s history of the arts and education, and its current revitalization as a result 

of advances with technology and industry. The conference instead stands out now as a 

packaged form of publicity for the country and its development. Though in many 

ways, Brasília does represent the accomplishment of something the European avant-

garde hoped for, but never achieved; it does not achieve this on its own. My argument 

resides in the fact that along with the rise of the Concrete movements in São Paulo and 

Rio de Janeiro, the synthesis of the arts or, more accurately, Brazil as a total work of 

art did in fact occur, but not through the collaboration across disciplines. In other 

words, Neoconcretists did not participate in the making of Brasília. Rather a language 

was shared across the arts—a language derived from architecture. In this next section I 

consider the work of Clark and Oiticica and the development of the language of 

Einheitskunstwerk in their Neoconcrete practice.   

Neoconcretism and architecture: a city to live in 

As early as 1956, before her involvement with Neoconcretism, Lygia Clark 

was interested in architecture and the role of the visual artist within that field. She 
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gave a lecture at the National School of Architecture in Belo Horizonte in which she 

promoted the possibility for collaboration between the architect and the painter.288 She 

made the point that the collaboration would not be at the expense of the architect’s 

vision nor would it require the painter just “’to paint’ walls.” Rather Clark imagined 

the possibility to construct “an environment which is ‘in itself expressive’” as a result 

of the joint effort. Like the avant-garde collaborators before her, Clark envisioned this 

new harmonious environment as a thing of the future, a utopian future, but she limits 

this dream to the bourgeois unit of the home only and not public spaces. Interestingly 

and given the paucity of female architects within Brazilian architecture, Clark ended 

her presentation with a gendered reference that once more ties this image to 

domesticity, “Do not call upon the artist at the end of a project, thereby having the 

‘patriarchal’ attitude of the miner [sic] from the hinterland who, in offering a good 

spread of food to his friend, leaves his wife behind the kitchen door, listening to the 

praise which the friend gives out as to the food which she herself has prepared.”289 

With this humorous warning, Clark emphasized that the architectural environment 

should be the product of an intimate group effort, and also clearly gendered each 

discipline. In the spirit of the European avant-garde, Clark opened her practice to the 

notion of collaboration, and though she would not end up working on the design and 

                                                
288 Lygia Clark, “Conference given in the Belo Horizonte National School of 
Architecture in 1956,” in Lygia Clark, Lygia Clark (Barcelona, Spain: Fundació 
Antoni Tàpies, 1997), 71-73. The catalogue includes both the Spanish and English 
translation of the Portuguese text. Originally published in Diário de Minas, January 
27, 1957. 
289 Ibid. The English text in the catalogue translates the word “mineiro” to miner, 
whereas I translate the reference to the people of Minas Gerais, a state of Brazil and 
where Clark was born.  
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construction of a building, she would find her place with the group of artistic types in 

Neoconcretism.  

 Clark also constructed models of living spaces in 1955, the same year as the 

lecture, and when she was a member of Grupo Frente, the precursor to the 

Neoconcrete group. Made of wood and industrial paint, the maquettes represent 

interiors, but they do not clearly indicate a functional interior, by which I mean they 

do not look like living rooms or bedrooms, for instance (Figures 42 and 43). Rather 

flat spaces, the models instead become exploded paintings, less architectural than 

painterly. Resembling in many ways the paintings Clark was making at the time, such 

as “Composition no. 5. Series: Breaking of the frame,” 1954 and “Modulated surface 

no. 1,” 1955, the interiors play with planes of colors varying in size that divide the 

surface through their repetition. The maquettes do not experiment though with the 

corner, which is perhaps why they remain flat, rather than three-dimensional. Nancy 

Troy in her study of the Dutch avant-garde group De Stijl addresses the role of the 

corner as central to the operation of color in the interior of a room: either the corner 

maintains color as “the discrete character of individual surfaces” or it allows “for a 

continuous experience of color in space.”290  Clark did not achieve “a continuous 

experience of color in space” with her maquettes. In many ways, they become almost 

stage-like with their animated back wall, like a theater backdrop. 

                                                
290 Nancy J. Troy, “Transition: The Problem of the Corner,” in The De Stijl 
Environment (Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 1983), 47. The chapter 
considers the way in which De Stijl artists, Vilmos Huszar, Piet Zwart (not an official 
De Stijl member), Theo van Doesburg, and Piet Mondrian provided different solutions 
to the problem of the corner within painting and architecture.  
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Figure 42. Lygia Clark, Maqueta para interior, 1955 

 

Figure 43. Lygia Clark, Maqueta para interior n° 1, 1955 

Clearly Clark’s interests in the relationship of painting and architecture 

emerged from an interest in the European avant-garde’s desire to bring together art 

and life, to bridge the divide between art and the society from which art emerged, 
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especially in the work and philosophy of the De Stijl movement. The treatment of the 

surface by Clark recalls the Rietveld design for the Schröder house, a play of 

moveable surfaces. De Stijl or The Style was founded in Holland in 1917 with the 

publication of a journal of the same name. The first issue included essays by the group 

that represented the diversity of painting, architecture, sculpture and poetry. The 

interdisciplinary nature of De Stijl was an enormous influence on the Neoconcretists. 

Gullar wrote in his article on Neo-plasticism in his series on modern art published in 

the Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil about the importance of De Stijl to bring 

together a diverse range of types of artists and the need to speak a general language 

across those fields.291  

Piet Mondrian, the most well known artist to emerge from the De Stijl 

movement, served as the guiding light for the Neoconcrete artists. Both Clark and 

Oiticica make multiple references to him in their writings, and in their own art 

practice. Gullar also called Mondrian “the first prophet of the integration of art into 

daily life” in his essay on the early works of Clark.292 Interested in exploring the 

relationship between paintings and space, Gullar narrated a chronology of how her 

paintings shifted from isolated units to spatial environments and located the surface as 

“the fundamental and primary element of Lygia Clark’s expression” and as the 

                                                
291 Gullar, “Neoplasticismo I” in Etapas da arte contemporânea: Do cubismo à arte 
neoconcreta (Rio de Janeiro: Editora Revan, 1998), 150. “Para isso, era importante o 
contato do artista e do crítico com o público, mas também que os artistas dos 
diferentes campos (o pintor, o escultor, o arquiteto) reconhecessem que têm que falar 
uma linguagem geral, libertando-se dos caprichos individualistas.” 
292 Ferreira Gullar, “Lygia Clark: A Radical Experience,” in Experiência neoconcreta, 
137-142. Originally published in 1958. 
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“material nucleus of the work.”293 This discussion returns us once more to the concern 

of how meaning can be located on the surface. Within the essay on Clark the surface is 

what leads to the spatial and eventually the temporal. Most significantly for this 

chapter, Clark’s attention to the surface causes the integration of the arts or, “From the 

integration of the surface within the architectonic space, we arrive at its integration 

with the space itself, on an equal footing with architecture.”294 For Gullar here the 

surface performs tectonic space or the built surface, which contrasts to the Noigandres 

surface (discussed in chapter two) as flat and empty. Gullar also aligned Clark’s art 

with what he determined as the “semantic isolation” of painting explored by 

Mondrian, which as a result leaves the artist with the desire for this integration of art 

and life, painting and architecture. With the emptying out of content, of pictorial 

illusion from painting, it now seeks to re-signify, and find purpose within its culture, 

and one of those outlets is the utilitarian and often social mission of architecture. This 

was even truer within Brazil where architecture reigned as the modern form par 

excellence. As already stated above, since the construction of the Ministério de 

Educação e Saúde building in 1936 Brazil had used architecture to signify an 

accelerated modernization, taken up most broadly by Kubitschek with his mantra “50 

years of progress in 5” and the unbelievable act of Brasília and its completion in four 

years.  

As of yet though little work has been done on the relationship of the 

Neoconcrete artists and the pervasive presence of architecture within their social 
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context. In re-reading the early texts of Clark, and re-viewing her architectural 

maquettes, it is clear the dominating influence of architecture on the development of 

her artistic practice. Clark’s break-through moment, the recognition of what she 

variously called the “organic line” (“uma línea organica”), “space-line” (“uma línea 

esapcio”) or “light line” (“uma línea luz”) emerged from her experiments with 

architecture. Before she had named it, she introduced it in the 1956 lecture at the 

National School of Architecture, “The artist may also research according to the lines 

which I may call ‘organic’, functional lines of doors, fixing of materials and cloths, 

etc., in order to modulate a whole surface. This is precisely my personal 

experience…The plastic problem is simply that of the ‘valorisation [sic] or de-

valorisation [sic] of this line’. It was by basing myself on this observation that I found 

the relationship between this line researched by myself in paintings and the functional 

lines of architecture.”295 For Clark the lines formed by doors, windows, floors were 

liminal spaces that nevertheless organized the constructed space. She realized this 

same liminality within her own painting practice—how the line between the canvas 

and the frame also determined a spatial organization of the work.  

By 1958, this investigation into the line gives way to a study of time-space 

within her practice. With Unidades (nº 1-nº 7) (Units (no. 1 – no. 7)), 1958, exhibited 

in the First Neoconcrete exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, Rio de Janeiro in 

1959, the white line exposes the paintings to the space in which they are contained 

(Figure 44). Comprised of seven small square paintings, measuring about 30x30 cm 

                                                
295 Clark, “Conference,” 72. 
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each or about 12x12 inches, no Unidades is the same. They are all painted black, but 

the placement of the “space-line” differs in each. The lines frame, cut, divide and 

almost surround the works. The works do not exist in and of them selves, similar to 

Minimalism’s efforts to make the spectator aware of the space of the gallery; Clark 

also sought a tension between her constructed works and their environments. 

Considering the legacy of Neoconcretism, both strands of Mondrian and Russian 

Constructivism are clearly hailed. Mondrian famously complained about the removal 

of his works from his studio and the change that occurred in them when installed in 

the museum. The autonomous object is revealed as false, and the homeless modern 

work is replaced by the consideration of context and its affects.  

 

Figure 44. Lygia Clark with Unidades (1958), Museum of Modern Art, Rio de 
Janeiro, 1959 
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Clark’s text “Lygia Clark and the Concrete Expressional Space” published in 

1959 in SDJB meticulously mapped her moves from the discovery of the “organic 

line” to the dismissal of the canvas as just “an abstract support” or what she also called 

“mechanical time.”296 In playing and experimenting with the line, the works opened 

themselves to “time-space” or the interaction of the real space, the outside to the work, 

and the constructed space, the inside to the work. Or as Merleau-Ponty described the 

relation of man and the world, “man is in the world, and only in the world does he 

know himself.”297 Consciousness cannot be detached from, nor pre-exist the body. She 

writes, “On a two-dimensional surface (the thickness of space) it is mechanical time, 

as one travels the distance between one form and another and they remain on the same 

relationship with the plane (surface). I mean that the two-dimensional plane is a 

convention, and the time expressed by it is purely mechanical, as the time between 

two objects in real space is also mechanical.”298 But once the artist introduces “a pause 

between one form and another,” or a tension within the artwork, an incompletion, then 

organic time can be experienced by the viewer. Clark focused her writings on the 

spectator and his experience of the artwork, and she desired that “he sees less in the 

optico-mental sense, and he also feels it in an organic way.”299 We can interpret “the 

optico-mental sense” also as perspective favored by Western art since it was 

                                                
296 Lygia Clark, “Lygia Clark and the Concrete Expressional Space,” in Lygia Clark, 
83-85. Originally published in SDJB, July 2, 1959, 3. “I started calling it the ‘organic 
line’, as it was real, it existed in itself, organizing space.” 
297 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, selections of The Phenomenology of Perception in 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty: Basic Writings, ed. Thomas Baldwin (London: Routledge, 
2004), 67. 
298 Clark, “Lygia Clark and the Concrete Expressional Space,” 86. 
299 Ibid., 85. 
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systematized in the Italian Renaissance, and recall, criticized by Frampton, as well. 

The “organic way” happens as a result of the incompletion, of the line that almost 

surrounds the black painting, as described above. As she writes in another text, as 

opposed to Gestalt, which seeks the unity of forms, Clark maintained “perception in 

suspense”, not whole, in her works, in order that “real space” may unfold with the 

work in space-time.300 Clark’s art rehearses Merleau-Ponty’s ideas about perception. 

He also disagreed with Gestalt theory because it asks for forms to be received as if 

removed from the larger perceptual field. In contrast he wanted, “The perceptual 

‘something’ is always in the middle of something else, it always forms part of a 

‘field’.”301 In these early works, Clark is slowly working on this relationship between 

form and its larger ‘something else’ and eventually her practice will completely 

collapse the subject and the object—the act of participation will become the work. 

And the central place of architecture within her work, less we forget we began this 

section with the lines formed by doors and windows, will become the body itself as an 

architectural space of investigation with A casa é o corpo (The house is the body), 

1968 and the series Arquiteturas biológicas (Biological architectures), 1968-1969.  

Fellow Neoconcrete artist Hélio Oiticica also experimented with architectural 

forms, as well as reflected on the relationship between space and time in his own 

                                                
300 Clark writing about Ovo linear (1958), in Lygia Clark, 105. “Looking at an almost 
complete circle within the surface of a representative space, we tend to close the circle 
visually (Gestalt’s law.) When we have an almost complete circle, outlined by the 
light-line in the real space, the circle tends not to be closed for us, because the edges of 
the light-line, perceptively distort the surface of the circle.” Originally published in 
Livro-obra, 1983. 
301 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, The Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2006), 4. Originally published in French in 1945. 
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practice. As Michael Asbury points out both Clark and Oiticica explored the 

relationship of space and time—Clark with the line and Oiticica through his use of 

color.302 Their theories on art can often times be difficult to disentangle, or to assign 

intellectual property to either artist, as well as Gullar, therefore demonstrating the 

collaborative nature of the group. In the 1960 essay, “Color, Time, and Structure” 

Oiticica wrote about each of these dimensions in relation to painting.303 He 

distinguished between traditional figurative painting and its dependency on 

representational space and mechanical time whereas non-figurative painting, and more 

specifically with the non-object, space and time act as one unit, coming into being 

simultaneously. Oiticica pointed to two influences in his current work: architecture 

and music. The architectural can be found in the maquettes304 and the large paintings 

because “human scale enters into them.” He described how they “envelop in their 

lived experience.” Mari Carmen Ramírez in her foundational essay on Oiticica, “The 

                                                
302 Michael Asbury, “O Hélio não Tinha Ginga,” in Fios Soltos: a arte de Hélio 
Oiticica, ed. Paula Braga (São Paulo: Perspectiva, 2008), 56. 
303 Hélio Oiticica, “Color, Time, and Structure” in Hélio Oiticica: The Body of Color, 
ed. Mari Carmen Ramírez (London and Houston, TX: Tate Museum and Museum of 
Fine Arts, Houston, 2007), 205-207 
304 As the translator Stephen A. Berg writes in a note for the text “Color, Time, and 
Structure” (1960) in the catalogue Hélio Oiticica: The Body of Color, 207. “The 
French architectural term ‘maquette’ has been adpoted in Brazil by common usage to 
designate what is commonly known in English as a ‘model.’ The editors of the Hélio 
Oiticica Catalogue Raisonné have chosen to preserve it throughout the English 
translation in order to draw attention to the special connotations that the term held for 
the artist. Whereas ‘model’ designates a prototype, Hélio considered his maquettes to 
be completed works, whether they were eventually built or not. In his words: ‘There 
are various types of maquettes. Some are not to scale, and others are to scale for 
construction…I don’t believe most of these things will develop beyond the maquette 
stage. But, to me, the maquette is already the work [itself].’” HO, interview by Jorge 
Guinle Filho, “A última entrevista de Hélio Oiticica,” (April 1980). 
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Embodiment of Color—‘From the Inside Out’” situates his work “at the crossroads of 

architecture and painting, rather than of painting and sculpture.”305 Akin to Gullar’s 

non-object, “for which the designations painting or sculpture perhaps no longer fit,” or 

even Donald Judd’s famous first line from his 1965 essay, “Specific Objects,” “Half 

or more of the best new work in the last few years has been neither painting nor 

sculpture,” Oiticica’s works examine the full manifestation of color as a spatial 

environment one can inhabit.306 Or in his own words, “I am seeking an architecture of 

painting...”307  

Maqueta para Projeto Cães de Caça (Maquette for Hunting Dogs Project) was 

first exhibited at the Museum of Modern Art, Rio de Janeiro in November 1961, as 

part of a solo exhibition (Figure 45). The Neoconcrete group had already dissolved by 

this point, and this marked Oiticica’s first solo outing. Therefore this work can be 

considered outside of Hélio’s Neoconcrete output, but I would like to analyze it here 

since not only is its production so near the end of Neoconcretism, but it also includes 

two works by fellow Neoconcrete artists: Ferreira Gullar and Reynaldo Jardim, 

produced within the Neoconcrete years.308 The project is a maquette, a form often used 

                                                
305 Mari Carmen Ramírez, “The Embodiment of Color—‘From the Inside Out’,” in 
Hélio Oiticica: The Body of Color, 49. 
306 Gullar, “Theory of the Non-Object,” 145. 
307 Oiticica, “Testimonial, April 1962,” in Hélio Oiticica: Body of Color, 260. 
308 Michael Asbury writes about the work as outside Neoconcretism. “He [Oiticica] 
recalled his first environment, the Hunting Dogs Project, a maquette produced after 
the group’s dissolution: organized as a single architectural space, it included 
individual works such as Gullar’s Buried Poem and Reinaldo Jardim’s Integral 
Theatre, indicating both the difficulty of coming to terms with the end of Neo-
Concretism, and a new direction to be taken.” Asbury, “This other eden: Hélio 
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by Oiticica, and which he considered to be an artwork in itself. Measuring over 5 x 5 

feet, the project has a labyrinthine shape with five of Oiticica’s Penetráveis 

(Penetrables), Gullar’s Poema enterrado (Buried Poem) from 1959, and Jardim’s 

Teatro Integral (Whole Theater) from 1960. Unlike Clark’s private domestic space, 

Oiticica conceives this plan as a pubic space, which gives out to the street.  

 

Figure 45. Hélio Oiticica, Maqueta para Projeto Cães de Caça, 1961 

The architectural form plays off the natural and the constructed space with the 

use of raked sand throughout the exterior of the maquette and then its transition to 

marble as you enter the built space. “The problem of a relationship to nature—given 

that the project is constructed in it—has been resolved through the gradual 

disappearance of the natural element (raked sand) as one penetrates the nucleus. This 

transition—which should not be abrupt—is mediated by the white marble sidewalks 

                                                
Oiticica and subterranean London,” in Oiticica in London, ed. Guy Brett and Luciano 
Figueiredo (London: Tate Publishing, 2007), 35. 
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that serve as entrances to the great labyrinth. Sand is the natural element, and marble 

an intermediary between nature and what has been elaborated, while masonry 

(whether painted or not) is what is already elaborated.”309 The Hunting Dogs Project 

takes into consideration the relationship between nature and built space, and not 

coincidentally is it sand, a reference to the great beaches of Rio and the way the beach 

formed both a limit to the possibility of urban extension and also a starting point from 

where to build. The construction of Rio shifted from the Portuguese monarchy’s 

interest in building away from the coast whereas the modern period centralized 

construction along the coastline, forcing the lower income cariocas into the mountains. 

One can imagine then a visitor to the Hunting Dogs Project, who can enter via three 

entrances/exits, making contact with the sand and the marble, between the organic and 

the ordered. Hélio would make use of sand again with Tropicália.  

The maquette takes the form of both a labyrinth and a garden, though Hélio 

makes a point to say it is also neither. Though early on in the text from his journal he 

calls it “a great labyrinth,” he then writes later, “There is no actual labyrinth here; it is 

merely virtual.”310 The labyrinthine form was already in use by Oiticica with his 

Nuclei, 1960-1963 (Figure 46). He made several versions that varied in size and are 

distinguished in title by their scale: small (“pequeno”) of 5 pieces, medium (“médio”) 

between 10 and 20 pieces and large (“grande”), which has 47 pieces. The pieces 

themselves are square or rectangular in shape, vary in size, are installed alternately at 

vertical and horizontal angles, hung from the ceiling with clear string, so from a 

                                                
309 Oiticica, “August 28, 1961,” in Hélio Oiticica: Body of Color, 254. 
310 Ibid., 254. 
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distance the wood fiberboard panels seem to just float in space. Meant to be a maze of 

color for the viewer to walk through and experience, the Nuclei gave way to the 

Penetráveis featured in the Hunting Dogs Project. Interestingly the title of the work 

refers to a star constellation, which form the bodies of two dogs. The Hunting Dogs 

constellation includes two stars, but more appropriately for Oiticica, it also features 

galaxies, which take the shapes of spirals comprised of endless stars.311 Oiticica notes 

in his text on the project that at the time he was giving his works the names of 

constellations or nebulas, in imitation of contemporary atomic nuclear projects.312  

 

Figure 46. Hélio Oiticica, Grande Núcleo, 1960-66 

                                                
311 For more on the Hunting Dogs constellation, see 
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/30153682/ns/technology_and_science-
space/#.T3B3yOyOogV 
312 Oiticica, “Entrevista sobre a exposição no MAM-RJ com o Projeto Cães de Caça,” 
Programa Hélio Oiticica 0024/61, http://www.itaucultural.org.br. 
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The labyrinth therefore is a central part of Oiticica’s practice, both as a form 

and a sign. He famously wrote in 1961 the single line in his journal entry, “I ASPIRE 

TO THE GRAND LABYRINTH” (“ASPIRO AO GRANDE LABIRINTO”), which 

will subsequently become the title of the earliest collections of his writings after his 

premature death in 1980 at the age of 42.313 As Paula Braga explains, for every scholar 

Oiticica’s labyrinth holds a different meaning, thus becoming an open work.314 I 

would like to consider it within the terms of this chapter—as an architectural form. 

The labyrinth as a form and symbol dates back to Greek mythology, and becomes a 

common motif deployed throughout history for multiple meanings. Throughout art 

history the labyrinth and the mythological creature associated with it, the Minotaur, 

appear perhaps most famously in modern times in the works of Pablo Picasso and the 

Surrealists. The story involves King Minos, the ruler of Crete, who asks Daedalus to 

build a labyrinth to house the half human-half bull birthed by his wife, Queen 

Pasiphaë. The legend explains that Poseidon sent Minos a bull in order that he may 

sacrifice it in honor of him, but Minos defied the god, and as a result Poseidon tricked 

Pasiphaë to fall in love with the bull. Minos though does not kill the Minotaur, but 

                                                
313 Hélio Oiticica, Aspiro ao Grande Labirinto, ed. Luciano Figueiredo, Lygia Pape, 
and Waly Salomão (Rio de Janeiro: Editora Rocco, 1986), 26. Written in his journal, 
January 15, 1961. 
314 Paula Braga in an email with the author, April 2, 2011. She writes me, “Bem sobre 
‘Aspiro ao Grande Labirinto’, acho que cada estudioso da obra interpreta essa frase de 
um jeito diferente. Eu penso num labirinto de onde cada cômodo é um inventor 
(Nietzsche, Bergson, Cage...), como se o labirinto fosse uma rede, com todos esses nós 
que são os grandes inventores no NOVO. Assim, Oiticica queria construir um shelter 
para esses inventores, ou seja, uma obra que contivesse todos eles, e que também 
abrigasse a própria obra dele. Uma estrutura que contenha a si própria (seria possível 
isso??).” 
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instead builds it a maze out of which it cannot escape. Minos’ fame led to the naming 

of the pre-Hellenic, Bronze age people of Crete to be called “Minoan” by the British 

archeologist, Arthur Evans. As Cathy Gere demonstrates in her intricate and 

interdisciplinary history of Evans and his life, which weaves together history, art 

history, philosophy, literature, and psychoanalytic theory, the unearthing of Knossos 

in the early twentieth-century re-imagined “Minoan society reconstructed as Western 

civilization’s earliest blossoming, a gilded infancy suckled by a benevolent mother 

goddess, a time of peace and plenty on a beautiful island protected by the sea.”315 Her 

book demonstrates how the history of the Minoans was determined by Evans, a 

product of modernism, and moreover how these excavations called out to modernist 

artists, poets and even Sigmund Freud. In other words the story of Knossos tells us 

how we need origin stories but how those origin stories are always already colored by 

the life and times of those weaving the narrative.  

And so it is interesting that Oiticica turns to a form both ur-classical and yet 

also ur-modern in symbolism. Gere’s point about the Minoans and Evans connects 

Oiticica to Pape and their quest to originate and communicate myths and to use their 

works to tap into mythmaking from Brazil. In addition, we can also find a parallel with 

the designs of Brasília in terms of the use of an architectural form not “native” to 

Brazil, but rather European in origin. As Holston tells us, Costa also used “a 

mythology of ancient cities and their sacred planning techniques” in the conception of 

                                                
315 Cathy Gere, Knossos and the Prophets of Modernism (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2009), 4. 
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the basic cruciform shape of the capital.316 Holston uses this to further support his 

argument about Brasília as a city without a Brazilian past. Yet the labyrinth differs 

greatly from Brasília in its architectural form. By nature, it refuses panoramic vistas, 

perspectival points of view, any sense of a totalizing knowledge of your place in it. 

The body then as a navigator is emphasized rather than the body as an eyeball, as in 

Niemeyer’s drawings. Oiticica even writes about Hunting Dogs, “The structure of the 

work can only be grasped in motion after the complete unveiling of all of its parts, all 

of which are hidden from one another, and are impossible to be viewed 

simultaneously.”317 He underscores a body in motion, unable to rely solely on vision 

as the origin of knowledge, but rather experience and knowledge as unfolding in time. 

And with the inclusion of his Penetrables it is also a body in motion immersed in the 

environment, not a view at a distance.  

Oiticica also compared the work to a garden, but once again, a garden more 

akin to an individual mythic paradise. In an interview he stated, “That project would 

be like a garden, open to the public…” and continued, “…it is not a matter of a 

habitual garden as one is accustomed to understand, with the pure and simple utility of 

a garden.”318 Instead the work follows the principles of Gullar’s non-object with its 

                                                
316 Holston, The Modernist City, 68. “For the present, my principal concern is with the 
way Costa eliminates the history of Brazil and of modern architecture from the idea of 
the plan—only to reinvest it with a mythology of ancient cities and their sacred 
planning techniques.” 
317 Oiticica, “August 28, 1961,” 254. 
318 Oiticica, “Entrevista sobre a exposição no MAM-RJ com o Projeto Cães de Caça,” 
Programa Hélio Oiticica 0024/61, http://www.itaucultural.org.br. “Êsse projeto seria 
algo como um jardim, aberto ao público, em uma cidade qualquer, de preferência num 
lugar amplo, como se fôsse um parque, e não dando saída diretamente para ruas. A 
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non-usefulness and pure aesthetic quality or as Oiticica put it, “A work of art of any 

form is not ‘useful,’ if not it stops being a work of art.”319 Gullar’s “Theory of the 

Non-Object” written and published in 1959 defined a special class of objects, which 

unlike the readymade, never were made for use, and thus could not be 

“snatch[ed]…back into the world of common things.”320 Instead Oiticica emphasizes 

the “magical quality” of the work and the experience of it, and also points to this same 

quality as the rationale behind how all three artists’ works relate together. Moreover, 

though public in nature, each of the three artworks can only be accessed and 

penetrated individually. They are established then as absorbing, singular experiences, 

rather than as public encounters or spaces that construct a public in the sense of a 

crowd.  

Similar to Gullar’s Poema enterrado already discussed in a previous chapter, 

Jardim’s Teatro Integral (Whole Theater), 1960, was first published as a text along 

with sketches of its plan in the January 30, 1960 issue of Suplemento Dominical 

Jornal do Brasil. The text states, “I give here the instructions for who may want to put 

together this which I am calling the Whole Theatre: the stagnation of the evolutionary 

process of theatre as art; the natural corruption of a piece as a result of having to be 

interpreted by directors and actors; the necessity of a theatre that remains whole 

(always on display, whatever day and time, according to its creation); the 

                                                
grande questão porém, é a de que não se trata de um jardim habitual como se está 
acostumado a entender, com a utilidade pura e simples de jardim.”  
319 Ibid. “Uma obra de arte de qualquer naturêza não é ‘utilitária’, pois senão já deixa 
de ser obra de arte.” 
320 Gullar, “Theory of the Non-Object,” 144. 
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subordination of theatre to literature and the necessity of it to become an autonomous 

art form; new theatre, new architecture.”321 The sketches then demonstrate to the 

reader and potential maker of the work its dimensions (13 x 20 feet) and architectural 

plan (Figure 47). The theatre is based on the shape of a cube, made of either metal or 

wood. The walls and ceiling are removable, and it contains one chair on a swiveling 

base located in the center of the plan. Not unlike the relationship of architecture and 

social planning in Brasília, Jardim links the innovation in architecture with the renewal 

of theatre as an art form. This period in Brazilian theatre would be witness to 

incredible transformations and a radicalization of the theatre. Whereas traditional 

Brazilian theatre was largely made up of non-Brazilian comedy of manners, the late 

1950s, and more fully in the 1960s, saw a turn towards Brazilian playwrights and 

directors with themes originating in Brazilian life, along with the introduction of the 

arena stage, first in São Paulo with the ground-breaking Teatro de Arena.322  

                                                
321 Jardim, “Teatro Integral,” SDJB, Jan 30 1960. “Dou as indicações para quem 
desejar fazer o levantamento estético disso que estou chamando teatro integral: a 
estagnanção do processo evolutivo do teatro como arte; a natural deturpação por que 
passa uma peça ao ser interpretada por diretores e atôres; a necessidade de um teatro 
que se mantenha integral (que sempre seja mostrado, em qualquer dia e tempo, 
segundo foi criado); a subordinação do teatro à literature e necessidade de que se torne 
uma arte autonoma; novo teatro, nova arquitetura.” 
322 David George, The Modern Brazilian Stage (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1992). The Teatro de Arena began in São Paulo in 1953 as an alternative to traditional 
theatre and would become central to the counter-revolution in Brazil during the 1960s 
in the military years. 
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Figure 47. Reynaldo Jardim, Teatro Integral, 1960 

Jardim’s work then engaged with these changes occurring on the stage, and 

also aimed to shock or de-familiarize the spectator, but instead of experiencing the 

theatre as a traditional public audience, his work was solely interested in the singular 

experience. Jardim writes that the visitor would enter the darkened chamber alone, and 

without previous knowledge of what is happening, “finds him self in an emotional 

situation.”323 The emphasis is on the individual experience, and moreover like Buried 

Poem, a ritualistic experience. “He will fulfill a ritual. He will sit down and allow 

himself to become a part of the organism of which he is a part.”324 There may be 

sound but the viewer must not be able to see the source of the sound. Isolated from the 

                                                
323 Jardim, “Teatro Integral.” 
324 Ibid. “Vai cumprir um ritual. Sentar-se e deixar cair sôbre si todo um organismo do 
qual êle faz parte.” 
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world and the day-to-day realities, “he will live vital time (‘um tempo vital’).”325 The 

work endeavored to return the individual to himself via the experience of the 

environment. 

Oiticica’s Maqueta para Projeto Cães de Caça brings together three different 

works by three artists, but which all share a language of architecture in order to 

produce for the individual a mystical experience. The project itself depends on an 

architectural construction that invites the passerby to move from public to private 

spaces of reflection and immersion, and an experience of time as durational and 

“vital.” Combined, the works form a total work of art: architecture, painting, sculpture, 

poetry and theatre along with multi-sensorial perceptual acts of touch, smell and 

sound. One could imagine the participant by turns disoriented, rejuvenated, and 

engaged. Oiticica did not just construct an architecture of painting, but a labyrinth of 

the arts.  

In this chapter I argued for the significance of architecture to the modern 

experience in Brazil, and thus for its influence on the Neoconcretists. Architecture 

allowed them to develop a language that challenged traditional conceptions of painting 

and sculpture, in the case of the artists Lygia Clark and Hélio Oiticica, and even poetry 

and theatre, in the case of Ferreira Gullar and Reynaldo Jardim. For Clark she realized 

the lines within an architectural space such as doors and windows could be re-

conceptualized within painting as the limits between the painting and the frame and 

the work and the “real.” She was slowly working through a process that would bring 

                                                
325 Ibid. “Mas deve viver um tempo vital.” 
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her to interactive art, and eventually to the complete destruction of the traditional 

autonomous artwork. The language of architecture for Oiticica allowed him to 

formulate painting and color as an immersive environment, which both breaks from 

the single plane and the static representation of past forms of art. Architecture 

introduces both space and time, or within the Maqueta para Projeto Cães de Caça the 

plurality of architectonic planes, experienced not just through vision but through the 

mobile body of the participant moving through its labyrinth. This total work of art 

makes visible the influence of European avant-garde artists on the Neoconcretists and 

of the Brazilian modern architects, who were transforming the landscape, literally and 

symbolically, of Brazil. I argue that Clark and Oiticica were “competing” with these 

architects to share in the inheritance of modernism that was taking hold of Brazil in 

the 1950s and 60s. And yet the Neoconcretists proposed an architecture, and thus a 

modernism, not only based in vision and long perspectival views, associated in this 

chapter with classical art and the monumental; rather Neoconcretism argued for a total 

work of art made for the moving, fully sensate body, theorized via Merleau-Ponty’s 

writings on phenomenology. In contrast to the airplanes of development, the 

Neoconcrete labyrinth of art grounds the individual in the sands of Brazil. A year after 

Brasília’s founding, Neoconcretism as a group and a movement dissolved. In the 

following years, many of the Neoconcretists turned even further away from the 

ordered forms of a Master Plan and its symbolism of development towards the maze 

of the favelas (slums), experimentation with the body as art and political 

consciousness centered around the “popular” classes.  



Conclusion 
“The Dissolution of Neoconcretism” 

 
In May 1959, just two months after the opening of the first exhibition of 

Neoconcrete art, Lygia Clark wrote a letter to the deceased Dutch artist Piet Mondrian, 

an artist greatly admired by the Neoconcretists. Addressing him as a creative ancestor, 

fellow peer, and confidant, who shares in the loneliness and euphoria folded into the 

practice of art, she shared with Mondrian:  

You already know about the Neo-Concrete group…At the moment in which 
the group was formed there was a deep identification, as I saw it. It was a 
beginning of the awareness of a time-space, a new reality, universal as an 
expression, as it would involve poetry, sculpture, theatre, engraving and 
painting. Even prose, Mondrian…Today the majority of the members of the 
group have forgotten this affinity (which is the most important fact) and they 
wish to establish a meaning which is inferior to it, in preferring it to grow 
without this identity which for me is indispensable, in an attempt to give a 
superficial continuity to this movement.326 
 

She revealed her plans to leave the group, to “remain faithful to my convictions.” 

Within two months then the group already suffered from fragmentation (noted by 

Clark later in the letter). Key for my project is Clark’s acknowledgement that the 

uniqueness of the group stemmed from their interdisciplinary affinities, and that this 

identity connected them with the “universal,” which I argue in this dissertation can be 

read as the group’s assertion of their art as the continuing development of the project 

of modern art begun in Europe with for instance the De Stijl movement. I argue for an 

understanding of the Neoconcrete group, its identity and formation, as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
326 Lygia Clark, Lygia Clark, exhibition catalogue with essays by Guy Brett, Ferreira  
Gullar, and Paulo Herkenhoff (Barcelona, Spain: Fundació Antoni Tàpies, 1997), 115-
116.!
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interdisciplinary and collaborative. Moreover their broad creative and intellectual 

interests put them into direct engagement with the Brazilian national culture being 

made at the same moment. Yet already foreshadowed by Clark in her letter, 

Neoconcretism as an artistic and poetic movement enjoyed a brief life. The group 

dissolved in May 1961 after its third and last exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, 

São Paulo.  

 Interestingly and coincidentally, at least for this study, 1961 also marked the 

year that Juscelino Kubitschek left office. In many ways, Brazilian Concrete art 

belonged to President Kubitschek with their overlapping ambitions to modernize the 

nation and its culture. And yet, neither Kubitschek nor architects Costa and Niemeyer 

favored the new vanguard when designing and constructing the new capital city of 

Brasília. Instead the city relied on second-generation favorites like Candido Portinari 

and Bruno Giorgi. This absence of collaboration between the architects and abstract 

artists continues to puzzle scholars today. Nevertheless in this dissertation I 

demonstrate how both fields of culture and politics contributed to the development of 

Brazil in the hopes to transform it into a leading power in the region and 

internationally. This dissertation has especially shown how this occurred via the use of 

culture by the growing middle class sectors in Rio de Janeiro.  

 The year 1961 then brought the end of Kubitschek’s term, the last Neoconcrete 

exhibition, the final publication of the Suplemento Dominical Jornal do Brasil, and 

with it the conclusion of the vanguard project in Brazil with its utopian hopes and 

promises. Ferreira Gullar moved to Brasília the same year to manage the Fundação 
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Cultural de Brasília (Cultural Foundation of Brasília), and by the next year he had 

become involved with the Centro Popular de Cultura da União Nacional dos 

Estudantes (CPC da UNE or the Center for Popular Culture at the National Union of 

Students). The CPC began in Rio de Janeiro as a politically active group that worked 

with “popular revolutionary art” aimed at the masses.327 Gullar’s turn to agitprop 

followed the events in Cuba in 1959, which had an indelible influence on all of Latin 

America and its future, which I will return to in a moment. With his participation in 

the CPC, Gullar created a division between his former life as a member of the “elitist” 

avant-garde and his new life as a promoter of “true” culture since it directly engaged 

with the lives of the Brazilian people. This split would be articulated by Gullar in his 

1965 book Culture in Question (Cultura posta em questão). As Charles Perrone 

explains though we need to be careful to not misunderstand Gullar’s use of “popular” 

as if “emanating from the people, but rather imbued with correct political 

consciousness.”328 In other words, culture, in the case of Gullar we still mean poetry, 

did not emerge from the Brazilian people, instead his poetry, now inflected by Marxist 

principles, had the power to revolutionize the masses. In my own project I argue 

against the emphasis on this rupture within Gullar’s career. I am not denying his 

political conversion to Communism, rather I argue that Gullar as a Neoconcretist also 

operated as a teacher and educator. The major distinction concerns class divisions, or 

who was the intended audience.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
327 Charles Perrone, Seven Faces: Brazilian Poetry since Modernism (Durham: Duke 
University Press, 1996), 72-73. 
328 Ibid., 73. 
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 Of the Neoconcretists Gullar, Hélio Oiticica, and Lygia Pape most fervently 

pursued an art now associated with the povão, whether Gullar through the CPC, 

Oiticica with his work in the samba schools of the favela, or Pape’s collaboration with 

the filmmakers of Cinema Novo. These three artists turned away from a form of 

modern art most certainly traced back to Europe and towards a revolutionary art that 

put the specific conditions of Brazil as its center and origin. Rather than continue with 

a vanguard project that situated them as the inheritors of the European legacy, as I 

argue in chapter three, this new “post-modern” art approached art-making with a 

political sensibility that privileged the point of view of the lower classes and 

highlighted the underdevelopment of the nation.329  

The transformation of the Brazilian art scene in the early 1960s mirrored the 

political changes happening in the country, and would eventually directly affect the 

lives of these artists. With the end of the “golden years” of Kubitschek came political 

conflict once more and an unstable executive. The 1960 elections resulted in a split 

vote ballot in which the President and Vice President did not belong to the same 

political party. Jânio Quadros was elected to the top office and João Goulart as the 

second in command. Goulart had already occupied this seat under Kubitschek. In a 

very complicated series of events, Quadros resigned from his post in the same year as 

he took office. It is believed he handed in his resignation as a first step to actually re-

take control of his slipping power, but he did not take into account the fact that the 
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Universidade de São Paulo, 1998), 355-360. Originally published in Correio da 
Manhã (June 26, 1966).  
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Congress would accept his resignation and move forward to grant executive power to 

Goulart. Many reasons can be given for why Congress did not back Quadros. Thomas 

Skidmore suggests that Quadros had disappointed all parties invested in politics, 

including members of Congress that Quadros had begun to investigate for corruption, 

government workers who lacked faith in Quadros’ ability to govern efficiently, the 

economic sectors who did not see a strong economic recovery program for the 

country, labor leaders, Quadros’ own party, and most significantly, military leaders 

who had grown weary of Quadros’ approach to the growing Communist world.330 This 

last point would continue to be a problem for his successor, who coincidentally was on 

a trip to Communist China when Quadros turned in his letter of resignation. Goulart’s 

own soft foreign policy towards Communist and Socialist countries would contribute 

to his downfall when on the evening of March 31, 1964 the military overthrew him 

from power.331 The coup led to twenty years of military dictatorship, the closure of 

democratic politics in the country, and widespread censorship, repression and 

violence. Many of the artists discussed in my dissertation left the country as a result of 

their political leanings or the limitations on their artistic practices, including Gullar, 

Clark, Oiticica and Castro. The passage of the Institutional Act No. 5 (AI-5) in 1968 

led to “a strategy of control by terror” by the dictatorship against any forms of 
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decision to lead a coup against the President, and also why Goulart lacked the political 
support to resist the military. It is important to note that both those on the right and the 
left were already calling for the ouster of Goulart. See Skidmore for a detailed 
summary of events.  
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resistance and protest, and “what followed was a period of silence, of fear, of disarray, 

of hopelessness.”332 

 I do not aim with this dissertation to celebrate nostalgically the historical 

period from which Neoconcretism emerged, but rather to shed light on the modernist 

ideals and sensibilities of these artists and poets, and consider how the conditions of 

that utopian project established a ground that would shift so dramatically and so 

suddenly, and result in ever more radical experimentation. My project does not argue 

that all Brazilian art that followed Neoconcretism flowed from it, but I do counter 

those that call for a strict break between these two histories. Neoconcretism, its art and 

theory, gave birth to one of the most creative and productive communities in Brazilian 

art history, and even though the group disbanded, their experiences within the 

movement continued to shape them in their many afterlives.   

   

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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