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he question that gave rise to this set of essays is a simple one.
What does a professor – Brazilian or otherwise – think and do
on that first day that he or she is in front of a group of “foreign”
students to talk about Brazilian literature?
Naturally, this first question led to others. Who is this profes-

sor? How did he or she plan that first class? What challenges do
professors face when teaching the literature of a country different
from that of their students, and in a language that is, in most cases,
likewise unfamiliar to them?
According to the person who conceived and edited this book,
Pedro Meira Monteiro, “the first class convokes, invokes and provokes
the void. It would not exist without the void.” A professor at Princeton,
in the United States, he invited another sixteen professors from Brazil
and other countries, along with a writer, to consider the voids they
have experienced – and the result is a significant set of often poetic
reflections concerning Brazilian literature and its role in the formation of our imaginary and the imaginary of the Other, the foreigner.
A Primeira Aula: Trânsitos da Literatura Brasileira no Estrangeiro
[The First Class: Transits of Brazilian Literature Abroad] is part of the
activities of Conexões Itaú Cultural [conexoesitaucultural.org.br].
Created in 2008, the program arose from an observation by professor
and essayist João Cezar de Castro Rocha – the author of one of the texts
in this book. While browsing the Enciclopédia Itaú Cultural de Arte e
Cultura Brasileiras [enciclopedia.itaucultural.org.br], he noticed that the
various entries about writers there could be very useful to researchers
and professors of Brazilian literature abroad. The many questions that
ensued – Who are these professionals? Where do they carry out their
research and give their classes? How do they deal with the cultural
displacements and shifts of references? etc. – suggested the idea to create
a project attentive to the presence of Brazilian literature outside Brazil.
For Itaú Cultural, this book is not only an excellent gathering
of experiences and reflections – it is also an homage, an elegy to those
who have transformed Brazilian literary production into an evolving,
increasingly instigating character that tirelessly travels the world.

ITAÚ CULTURAL
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Pe d r o M e i ra M o n te i r o

THE FIRST CLASS:
VOID AND LITERATURE

“I wish I had
a treasure map
that would lead me to an old chest
full of treasure maps”

(Paulo Leminski)

T

he first class convokes, invokes and provokes the void. It would
not exist without the void.
Who has not experienced the first of the voids that the
class provokes? Throw the first stone, whoever has not felt

butterflies in the stomach before walking into a classroom. We must
respect the weight and meaning of the void that is “felt” in the body,
when it is called to say things that are ultimately ineffable, as if the
articulated voice were impotent before something that we know to be
fundamental, but which escapes us. How to describe those butterflies,
how to say where they are going and where they will lead us? How can
they be verbalized?
That first void has to do with another, which is adjacent to it:
the void we confront when we find ourselves faced with those expres
sions that we know so well: curious, indifferent, serene, impatient,
respectable (or not), circumspect, incredulous, friendly, challenging.
How to ignore that the void has to do with this small sea of feelings
and predispositions ciphered on the students’ faces? We don’t know
what to expect from a first class. Between the students and the profes
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sor a giant question mark stands throughout the whole course that
is beginning. Where are we going? Will we get there? But where is
“there”? What awaits us? What will we do together? What will we leave
behind along the way? And what will remain in the end?
Even when the proposal is secular, and the professor is agnostic,
the beginning of the course is a true moment of grace: full of promise,
totally unknown. I can’t resist a small moralizing gesture and I will
propose something that should be: either we open that void and delve
into it, or we will perish, sterilized by the lethal force of what is known
beforehand, whenever we know what awaits us. This is the problem:
if I do not open myself to the void, I separate myself from those faces,
disconnecting myself from the drama of their own unknowns. And
from then on, the disconnection commands the show and the stage
is opened for the performance, to the effects sought with confidence
and precision. The consolation is great and success is guaranteed. But
the soul loses out in the process.
If every professor is a frustrated actor (as Antonio Candido was
provocatively wont to say), the classroom is a special theater: in it, the
masks come off and we rarely know what lies behind them. The void also
has to do with the fear that the masks will fall apart, when the subject
no longer sustains the image that he/she normally projects. Reading,
listening and understanding, in a classroom, is a way to traverse that
void, to cross it. It is also a way to discover and reveal oneself.
***
This book is born from the challenge to consider “the first
class,” posed during a meeting about contemporary literature some
years ago. But it does not concern – as various of the following essays
suggest – only the “first” class in a chronological sense. The first class
can take place every day and at any moment. It does not even need to
be restricted to the classroom or to the teaching of literature, much
less Brazilian literature, exclusively. The first class is above all a will-
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ingness: an open, necessary and complex willingness in regard to
the potential for surprise in the course of speaking and in the use of
language. In the first class (whether it be the “first,” or the last) discov
eries take place, triggered by a gesture, a word or an intonation.
Initially, we thought that this book would be restricted to
the experience of teaching Brazilian literature and culture outside
Brazil. In a certain sense, this plan was kept, in the choice of authors:
whether Brazilian or not, they had all been through the experience
of geographical displacement and have faced the need to talk about
Brazil in a context unfamiliar to him/her.
But the book gained a special twist, also encompassing the
experience of translation (in a wide sense), of writing, of the nearly
always anguished testimony about reaching the limits of Portuguese
as a foreign language and of Brazil as an identitary mark. Catego
ries like “outside/inside,” as well
as the institutionalization of
teaching, the normalization of
language, the background of the
readers, the preparation of the
classes, the circulation of the
books, the historical contextual
ization, the negotiation in regard
to the canon, travel, music, the
previous

enchantments,

the

strategic moves and tricks, the
lapses, the insufficiency of the
national sign, the complicity, the

“Either we open
that void and delve
into it, or we will
perish, sterilized
by the lethal force
of what is known
beforehand

”

preconceptions, the circulation of people, the profession, the forma

tion of fields of study, the generations of scholars and students, the
planning and the surprise, control and improvisation, identity and

otherness, the nuances and differences among the students, the

proximity of Spanish, the professor’s role, diction, accent, reciprocity,
dialogue, silence, influence and originality, the crossing of languages,
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shelter and abandonment, voice and rhythm, meaning and epiphany,
defamiliarization, the analytic traditions of each country, the indi
vidual and the collective, theory and experience, the time and the
space of the class, language and literature, fluidity and discourse, the
unfathomable nature of speech, the meaning of the mediations, the
transmission of knowledge and transference, the text and the reader,
literacy and access to literature, interdiction and stereotypes – every
thing emerges in the texts gathered here.
The themes circulate, slide and disappear only to reappear
again, always posed in light of the singular experience that a colleague
decided to tell, for considering it significant or symptomatic, able to
express a common problem, but at the same time inalienable and
unique. It should be remembered that there is no experience, worthy
of the name, which is strictly normative; that is, the experience of each
one can never furnish an unequivocal “guide” or instruction manual
about how to proceed in the first class. Rather, in this book the reader
will find testimonies and reports of situations and conditions which
are often unrepeatable. But isn’t this, after all, what literature is all
about? About the significant event, able to produce the shared mean
ing, at the singular moment of the reading?
Perhaps a first class teaches something: what only happens
once cannot be sought programmatically; it is necessary to narrate, in
order to be able to update the experience that takes place in the class
room or outside of it, in light of texts and cultural artifacts. The first
class is the opening to something unique. Just as literature is.
***
The first class as a form: what Adorno called “the essay as form”
comes to mind. The “form,” in this case, is not indifferent and previous
to a “content” which, separated from it, will live in and of itself. It is in the
form, or by the form, that something can breathe and have meaning.
Wittgenstein talked about signs that breathe in their use. We
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thus think: how to breathe in that first class? What is the first breath
that leads us, that conducts the voice and moves us with it? At what
instant are we not only moving, but commoving? At what moment
does a course actually take off? When is it that we are no longer driven
by the cold and bureaucratic profession, but are rather moved by the
profession of faith – that which has to do with yielding ourselves and
allowing ourselves to go with the flow?
In short, let’s think of the first class as a form.
***
In this context I bring to bear my own experience as a professor
of Brazilian literature in a foreign university. But we should first consider
the institutional and symbolic geography in which the study of Brazilian
literature becomes possible, and at the same time difficult, outside Brazil.
A professor of foreign literature always builds his/her career
upon a chain of displacements and defamiliarizations. For a foreign
professor of a foreign literature, the first of these is geographic: I leave
my country, but I bring it with me, even though it is inevitable that
this country that I bring will fall apart on the way, like Drummond’s
elephant: “the glue dissolves/ and all its content/ of pardon, of kind
ness/ of feather, of cotton/ spills on the carpet/ as a dismantled myth.”
Many of us are tempted to reassemble it (as an imaginary country)
every time it threatens to fall apart. The most productive, or perhaps
most interesting attitude, however, lies less in the effort of reassem
bling a familiar idea and much more in the possibility of bringing that
disassembly to its ultimate consequences.
But what does it mean to bring to its ultimate consequences
the abandonment of the entire idea of “Brazilian literature”? This
gives rise to the second fundamental displacement, which is more
than simply geographic. To a greater or lesser degree, all of us nour
ish an illusion about the wholeness of what we study. This imaginary
integrity provides us with the confidence that allows us to continue
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and authorizes us to talk about something that we call “Brazilian liter
ature.” But, outside this zone of comfort, a literature professor can
push to the limit the doubt about that which he/she left behind. This
is a way of fighting against the enchantment of the origin, casting a
suspicious light on what we often placidly deem to “represent.”
The problem becomes even greater when the canon we are
attached to threatens to fail. After all, it would not occur to anyone
in Brazil to question the status and place of Brazilian literature. But
how to work with it and support it in an environment where it is not
readily recognized, where its validity is not guaranteed a priori – an
environment, in short, where it is not naturally important?

“The epistemological
heritage of the current
departments of Spanish
and Portuguese, create
profound expectations
regarding the identitary
sense of the study
of literature

”

Perhaps only the dis
placement and destabilization
allow us to understand the most
precious aspect of any litera
ture: its own precariousness, its
stammerings,

its

less-defined

spaces and the pores that make
it

unique;

unique,

precisely

because it is not enough, because
it keeps moving without ever
coming to an end.
But how to transport this

problem to the classroom? How to think about the precariousness as
a fundamental feature? It is precisely here where the exercise of the
first class can teach us something.
When one is working with students outside Brazil, it becomes
impossible to work with the self-attributed importance of Brazilian
literature. They do not know the canon, nor do they have any obli
gation to recognize it. And what does it mean to enter a classroom
to teach Brazilian literature to students who have never heard of
Machado de Assis, Mário de Andrade or Clarice Lispector? The comfort
zone disappears, because the canon is lacking. This reveals the useful
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ness of contemporary literature – that which has not been completely
submitted to the canon, which is not yet congealed, therefore, in the
canonical discourse.
This problem has led me to a somewhat worrisome consider
ation of the crisis of the concept of literary history. As is well known,
this concept is linked to a horizon of expectations mounted by a
discourse about language and nation. This is especially strong in envi
ronments like departments of Spanish and Portuguese, which often
derive from the former (and in some cases still existing) departments
of Romance languages. The entire tradition of European Romanist
linguistics (especially the German tradition, but also including the
Spanish estilística) still hovers above these departments. If we add to
this the fact that the study of Brazilian literature is greatly influenced,
at least in the United States, by the environment of reflection of the
“programs of Latin American studies,” the context becomes more
complex, because the institutional outlook is marked by the tradition
of the area studies, which are a cherished offspring of the Cold War,
currently undergoing a perhaps irreversible crisis.
Briefly, the epistemological heritage of the current departments
of Spanish and Portuguese, along with their institutional situation,
create profound and often unconscious expectations, regarding the
identitary sense of the study of literature. The expectation is that from
the study of Brazil something will be born that is called… Brazil. This
pleonasm, however, effaces the most interesting thing about Brazilian
production, or production about Brazil – namely, the sensation of the
insufficiency of the national mark – that which, in the contemporary
theoretic framework, especially in the Anglophone academy, is brought
to its ultimate consequences by the so-called postcolonial studies,
which are often erected on a reception (in English) of the so-called
deconstructionism, or French post-structuralism. In other words, the
institutional and epistemological heritage of the departments of Span
ish and Portuguese, if taken without a dash of suspicion or self-irony,
leads to an isolation, to an ideal ghetto (perhaps to a dark and decep
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tive corner of the cavern) in which Brazil is enough. But, as Drummond
again suggests – in the formula worked on recently by João Cezar de
Castro Rocha – “there is no Brazil.”
Upon reproposing the validity of that formula, I by no means
intend to defend the loss of specificity when one studies Brazilian liter
ature. I’m only thinking about the fabulous paradox of suggesting that
the universal character of literature often lies in its most profoundly
local aspects. But the irreducible local essence points to a universal
situation shared by everyone: incomprehensible or uncomprehended,
the Other convokes us to the complexity of understanding.
On the horizon of letters and cultures, translation and compre
hension are necessary whenever the Other is revealed as a gentle and
generous instance.
***
But we return to the ground, which in this case are the texts
and the practice of talking about them. At this point I recall an exer
cise that I proposed recently, in a Brazilian literature course, in one of
those “first classes” that fill us with anxiety.
A bit bothered by the amorphous idea of a “survey” of Brazil
ian literature, I decided to begin the course with two settings: a classic
scene, and another not so classic one. First, we read the first chapter
of Vidas Secas, by Graciliano Ramos, in which Fabiano feels the (very
biblical) temptation of sacrificing his eldest son, who could no longer
walk and accompany the family of refugees. Then we read “De Cor,” a
passage by Eles Eram Muitos Cavalos, by Luiz Ruffato, where the heart
and the feeling between father and son are poignantly evoked. In the
scene, a man, his young son, and an acquaintance are walking along a
road, at night, in a rather dreamlike arrival to the city of São Paulo. An
expert in national geography, the son guesses, one by one, the states to
which belong the cities written on the destination signs of the passing
buses (a Bye-Bye Brazil in reverse, one might say). Impressed by the
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child’s unerring knowledge, the acquaintance suggests to the father
that they bring the boy to a television quiz program. Television then
becomes what it normally is: a horizon of unfulfilled promises.
The parallel between the scenes is more or less evident, and
generated a good discussion about style, themes and characters. But
the question that can traverse these texts, when placed side-by-side,
concerns the scope and the limits of the idea of literary history. What, in
the two scenes, makes them effectively “Brazilian”? Would it be produc
tive to seek a characteristic of the scenario, which would distinguish
them from others produced by other literatures? Clearly there are conti
nuities: the twisted and dramatic landscape of the sertão of Euclides da
Cunha is in Graciliano Ramos; the torture of the drought of Graciliano is
in the Cinema Novo; Brazilian cinema is in Luiz Ruffato. But what were
the big cuts, what were the moments of discontinuity, and what escapes
from the more or less secure language of a “Brazilian literature”?
At such moments, the introduction of the contemporary can
help to place into suspension the presuppositions on which our most
beloved fantasies in regard to a “Brazilian” literature are constructed.
Another example is the beginning of a course, also an over
view, in which a rather un-Brazilian – or perhaps very Brazilian (who
knows?) – theme served as a thread for the reading: “delicateness.”
The original idea was for us to read some of the various
poems by Manuel Bandeira in which nothing happens, but in which
everything seems to happen, as though in the countercurrent to any
definitive gesture. The reserved course of the ideas, the ebbing of the
gaze to the minimum point, as well as the infantile and gratuitous
knot of life appear in Bandeira, as any reader knows, in scenes that are
in principle localizable, referring to more or less known landscapes.
But if we were to shift to a contemporary scenario? Where to encoun
ter, or reencounter, such delicate moments?
Perhaps it is possible to think about contemporary Brazilian
literature based on a clashing between a strong sense of “presentifi
cation” (as it was named by Beatriz Resende) and, on the other hand,
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a withdrawing in relation to the world, or, stated another way, a reen
counter with a lost delicateness.
I remember my experience with undergraduate students at
Princeton, when we read passages from Caligrafias, by Adriana Lisboa,
to discuss how the short forms, which are owing to haiku and to a certain
delicateness we generally refer to as Oriental, serve as an index for the
experience of presentifying the world, revealing it from unexpected
vantage points, there where it is seen without needing to recur to the
world’s unfurling power. It is a different mode of presentification, a sort
of presentification in reverse, as though only evoking those “little noth
ings” that Bandeira referred to, when thinking about the essence that a
critical ear should listen to. In this case, the lighter the “presence” is, the
more incisive it becomes. And isn’t this precisely Adriana Lisboa’s hori
zon: seeking, in the world, what escapes from its overwhelming power?
In short, it is a delicateness which, in the context of contemporary Brazil
ian criticism, has Denilson Lopes as a careful reader, able to sound out
what takes place, gratuitously, in the shadow of the monuments.
***
Many more examples could be cited, and the names inter
linked. But this is already enough to formulate the invitation of this
book: to test, with imagination and experience, what the void of the
first class – the absence of either “national” or “canonical” references
on the part of foreign or Brazilian students – can generate. In short,
to test the report about the void that awaits us, whenever we find
ourselves before the delicate task of confronting the silence: to break
it, when necessary, and to maintain it, as much as possible.
***
Countless people have helped to make this book a reality –
beginning, clearly, with the colleagues and friends who were able to
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accept the invitation and decided to share their experience in the
transit of the “first class.”
But the book A Primeira Aula would never have been realized
were it not for the attentive listening of Claudiney Ferreira. It was
he who saw the seed of a collective project in a talk I gave in Rio de
Janeiro, in 2009, as part of the Conexões project for the international
mapping of Brazilian literature. Since then, the support and patience
of the staff of Itaú Cultural (above all Claudiney and Jahitza Balaniuk)
have been matchless.
A book does not become a book without a wager. In this case,
the wager contained, since the outset, a collective meaning. After all,
behind the wide understanding, and the revealing insight, there rests
the often unflagging work that the first class demands. The serious
reading, the preparation and attention, coupled with an open attitude
toward the spontaneous occurrence, require effort, training and will
ingness. This book is also about this: the unstable and difficult balance
that unites students, professors, translators and writers in the some
times slow, sometimes fast path between dedication and freedom,
concentration and chance.
Princeton, NJ, November 2009 to January 2014

PEDRO MEIRA MONTEIRO

is a full professor
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M a r í l i a L i b ra n d i - R o c h a

L I T E R A T U R E I N T R A N S I T, O R B R A Z I L I S I N S I D E U S
(CONTRACTION, EXPANSION AND DISPERSAL)
From a Mexican colleague:
“Brazil, for me, is an enigma.”
“For me too.”

A

t first, talking about the experience of the “first class” appears simple: describing experiences of courses on Brazilian literature given
abroad. From the moment it is proposed, however, the invitation
to this exercise turns out to be much more difficult: expressing

the experience of the void that the condition of being outside one’s country produces in the speaker, who, based on his/her position of absence,
should represent his/her culture, speak for it, say it and, above all, teach it
to foreigners. Is it possible to teach Brazilian culture through its literature
to students who speak another language and belong to other cultures?
And what happens with our own self-understanding of what Brazilian
culture and literature are when we talk about them based on the viewpoint of absence and distance? I begin, therefore, by setting forth a paradox: when we live in Brazil we do not necessarily need to think about
Brazil, since Brazil is close to us, very close, perhaps too close; in a certain
way, one must become free of Brazil in order to feel other airs and greater
freedoms; when we go out of Brazil, however, leaving it behind, we bring
it along with us to the degree that we have lost it. Near, far away; far, close
at hand. Like the giddiness of desire, which feeds off lack and the mirage.
It is in this transit, and based on the pain arising from active longing, that one can catch sight of the crux of the problem: from now on
there will be no return to fullness. After the violent rupture of the departure, we begin to inhabit this hiatus, this void, similar to the “in-between
place” theorized by Silviano Santiago, who has himself lived and taught
for ten years in the United States. If the in-between place indicates a position shared by the Latin Americans, the void suggests that we consider
what happens with the notion of Brazilian literature in transit.
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IN THE MIDDLE OF THE PATH/ THERE WAS BRAZIL
We know that the journey has been a constant topic in the
literature produced in Brazil since the letter by Pero Vaz de Caminha,
and that it is also, in a certain way, a first class, like that one that our
colleague Pedro (he is also a Pero) is asking us for, except in reverse, since
it seems more like a letter of Perdition: we who are in the middle of the
path, bipartite beings and thoughts, are invited to think not about terra
firma, but about the empty, void place between two or more worlds.
Following the theory of Wolfgang Iser, we also know that the
voids – the gaps – in the text invite the readers to an active participation in the unveiling, invention and construction of the meaning.
Pedro Meira Monteiro’s question thus suggests that the teaching of
Brazilian literature based on an experience outside Brazil will accentuate or lead to an emptying of the full categories, forcing us into a
more intensive confrontation with the enigma: what important or
unimportant contributions do we – Brazilians – make to the worldwide intercourse? Will there ultimately be a Brazilian message to the
world and, once expressed, will this message maintain some essentially Brazilian singularity or will it be diluted and scattered?

CONTRACTION AND EXPANSION
Brazilian literature is not a fixed object that we can put into a
suitcase. We carry books that always weigh a lot, but a concept has no
physical volume or weight. And since it has no fixity as a solid thing,
its lightness also does not break apart in the air, it is only transformed
according to how we move in terms of our position and language,
since the journey accentuates the discomfort, the dilemmas and the
need for a continuous review of what the term “Brazilian literature”
reveals and conceals, as it is our task to respond for it.
We therefore imagine that because of the journey the entire
material archive of Brazilian literature should fit into a small suit-
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case, and for this reason it would need to be compressed by one of
those suction devices that remove all the air from an object, making it
contract maximally in order to fit it into a suitcase without weighing
a lot; and that, once we arrive at our destination, the volumes that
compose Brazilian literature fill up with air and open up again, like a
magic box expanding upon contact with the air. Upon leaving Brazil,
there is a maximal compression in order for a lot to fit into a little.
When we arrive at some point abroad, there is a maximal expansion
that makes what is on the outside to be embodied on the inside. It is
this continuous movement of containment and reduction (in search
of the lowest common denominator) and the concomitant expansion
and scattering (in search of the largest common denominator) that
the experience of teaching outside Brazil activates.
For this reason, rather than accentuating “out-of-place ideas,”
I think that the experience abroad accentuates “the place outside the
ideas,” that is, the unthinkable things of Brazil, and everything which
in that place escapes from the ideas and surprises us. On the other
hand, the process of exteriorization gives way to an intense movement of interiorization. Also in this case, the ideas are not out of place,
but within the body.
If we take up Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s challenge that culture
is not taught or learned, but only the language is (hence the urgency to
consider language professors on the same level as those of literature,
philosophy and culture); that culture is not learned or translated, just
as it is not possible to translate the phonetics; and if we consider that
this observation is not pessimistic, since it does not spell the end of our
profession, but rather challenges it to find the quid, the point X of the
transmission of a knowledge, we see that teaching Brazilian culture literature does not imply a need to include especially, and above all, Brazilian
elements in the courses; rather, there must be a way to open space so that
whatever the theme is, a Brazilian way of perception and understanding can make the difference in the discussion and in the presentation of
the contents. We thus state that the important thing is not the course’s
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content, but its form. And the form of a culture, of belonging to a culture,
is its mark, its inscription in the body, in the letters and in the voice. That
“certain intimate feeling” that Machado de Assis referred to would therefore refer not to a content, but a diction, to a physical mark of culture
on our body and our mind, and it directs, anticipates and precedes our
perspective, how we hear and see the world, like the memory of a nursery rhyme heard as a baby. This is how, alongside the expansion, there
is also a reduction: Brazil appears in minimal differential elements that
are nearly imperceptible, and certainly uncontrollable and unconscious.
How can this near-to-nothing be conveyed in a classroom?
Perhaps this is one of the main questions to be posed for the foreign

“What happens when
one leaves the province
of one’s mother tongue
and arrives at
the heart of
globalism?

”

students who read our literature.
Precisely because they do not
have the mark of Brazil on their
skin, on their body, they can put
into words, see from a distance
and be able to abstract what is
obscure for a native Brazilian,
thus contributing much to our

understanding. For their part, native Brazilians do not express Brazil
as something outside of themselves, but even without aiming to, they
present it, in the way they breathe or pronounce diphthongs like ão or
in a certain way of rolling their words and rhythms.
This is also how, alongside canonic texts of our culture, the
presentation of a literature outside the texts gains importance. Showing Brazilians a scene from Carnival, which they know so well, may
sound redundant or ring of populism. But when one is abroad and
listens to the silence, the void, produced by Mangueira at the 2012
Carnival, when the drum corps stops playing to allow the collective
singing to be heard – a song that recalls the deepest roots of the indigenous and African union in the Carnival groups Bafo da Onça and
Cacique de Ramos, with their flags and flag bearers – one is struck
by an uncommon dimension. What place in the world offers a silence
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so full of people and voices as this one? For the same reason, in the
course Voices of Brazilian Fiction, we read texts by contemporary writers in Portuguese, including the “Contracarta do Achamento” recently
signed by the Guarani-Kaiowá* Indians. In this way, the aim is to problematize the long-standing tradition that sets us apart, as “Brazilian
culture,” from a Portuguese or indigenous background.

“THIS BRAZILIAN BUSINESS IS AWFULLY CONFUSED!”
The Brazilian literature that I taught when I was a professor
in the interior of Bahia was a literature and theory taught to an audience of young students avid for information who came from Anagé,
Brumado, Barra do Choça, Caetité, Caculé, Guanambi, Ituaçu, Jequié,
Poções, Tanhaçu or Rio de Contas. Suddenly, upon leaving the Universidade Estadual do Sudoeste da Bahia, in Vitória da Conquista, and
arriving at the University of Stanford, in California, USA, the audience
of the Brazilian literature course was made up of students from the
states of Arizona, Georgia, or Pennsylvania, or from countries such as
Senegal, Mexico, Cuba, Guatemala, Portugal, Catalonia, Spain, England,
France, Korea, India, and, in a few cases, Brazil.
What happens when one leaves the province of one’s mother
tongue and arrives at the heart of globalism? In the first place there
occurs the larger problem of translation: teaching Brazilian literature
and culture in English or in Spanish limits, on the one hand, the choice
of available authors, at the same time that it enlarges its field of activity. Before confronting this problem, however, the first shock of arrival
came when I perceived the nearly nonexistence of Brazilian literature
in California, where Spanish is the second language. I had the shock of
perceiving that Brazil, as large as it is, was extremely small outside of
itself. Brazil thus seemed like a parenthesis within the larger context
*
Open letter sent by the Indians to the public in 2012 regarding the attempt to evict them from their
lands. In the letter, they announce collective death as a form of resistance. In this case, Achamento (Finding)
refers to the arrival of the Portuguese, as opposed to Discovery.—Trans.
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of Latin America. The good news was a very warm welcome, coupled
with the perception that there is a growing interest and enhanced
curiosity about Brazilian things.
The language learned and spoken by the students who receive
their BA from our department is Spanish, but may include Portuguese
as a specialization. For their part, the doctoral students learn one year
of Portuguese and can choose the study of Brazilian literature as a
main focus of their research. When I arrived in 2009, the Department
of Spanish and Portuguese had just undergone a process of renaming
and had been transformed into the Department of Iberian and Latin
American Cultures, as part of a project of expansion and inclusion of
the diversity of languages and cultures in the Iberian Peninsula and the
Americas in general, since the department also included an important
nucleus dedicated to Latin/Chicano studies concerning the literature
produced by children of immigrants, especially in border regions like
Texas and California. In relation to Brazil, however, the term “Latin
America” does not help much, since the immediate tendency is to
relate it with Hispano-America. To remedy this question, the department initially used a parenthetical phrase: “Latin America (including
Brazil).” Part of my concerns was precisely this: how to remove Brazil
from the parentheses and lend it more visibility?
To teach Brazilian literature in this context, a movement of
expansion is therefore necessary, with the offer of courses that establish
bridges and dialogs. This category includes courses taught in Spanish
such as those centered on Haroldo de Campos and Octávio Paz, who
were thinkers of a transnational and translational poetics; as well as
on Guimarães Rosa and Alejo Carpentier. Another category of courses
is dedicated to individual authors read in English: Machado de Assis
(whose books, as well as a good part of his criticism, have enjoyed excellent translations); and Clarice Lispector, who is especially appreciated
and admired. Another nucleus of courses relates literature and culture.
These include Brazilian Resonances, with Brazilian poetry and music;
Black Brazil, discussing “Brazilian-style racism,” reading Gilberto Freyre
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and contemporary authors like Conceição Evaristo; and the course Literature, Life and Landscape, which proposes a journey of discovery and
exploration of Brazil as a whole and a focus on some of its regions: from
Amazonia with Euclides da Cunha and Milton Hatoum, to the Tristes
Trópicos of Claude Lévi-Strauss, as well as the sertão [arid backlands]
with the tales of Guimarães Rosa and the journeys of Macunaíma.
The students’ most visible reactions include: progressive surprise of
the discovery of the unsolvable complexities of Machado’s oeuvre; the
accent on the performative character of Lispector’s texts, the paradoxes
in Guimarães Rosa and the unfamiliarity of this place called the sertão.
There are furthermore two important areas of activity: the
doctoral students have to create a repertoire of Brazilian readings,
which includes from 30 to 50 works they are tested on. In these lists
there is a wider range of choices, since they read in Portuguese, and
it includes the most difficult thing to propose in the course: the reading of poetry. The other front of activity involves invitees who give
lectures and enlarge the field of debated texts.
This is the challenge posed to us by the dialogue with others,
who speak other languages and live in other cultures: on the one
hand, to break away from the fixed ideas or expected clichés about the
place and expose what one does not expect to find there, for example,
theory along with a critical and conceptual thought unlike those in
the traditional centers, as a new contribution; and, on the other hand,
to reinforce what is expected of Brazil, exposing its exoticism not as
a complete sign, but as traces and marks of another expected thing
arising as a message and potential.

M A R Í L I A L I B R A N D I - R O C H A is an assistant
professor of literature and Brazilian culture at Stanford University,
United States. She holds a PhD in literary theory and comparative
literature from the Universidade de São Paulo (USP), and is the author of
Maranhão-Manhattan – Ensaios de Literatura Brasileira (7Letras, 2009).
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THE LESSONS THAT DIS TANCE GIVES US

M

y daughter is seven years old. In her first week of classes in
the second grade, at a public school in Los Angeles, the teacher told the students that they were going to write more elaborate essays, with details. And that “details” were precise pieces

of information regarding the things we are writing about. For example: she saw a cat, should be she saw a yellow cat walking on the street.
From that point onward, it was necessary to specify things.
To help the students, the teacher taught how to select details
before composing the phrases. She said that this was important
because the phrases, now, were going to be longer. They were all to
make a balloon-shaped diagram with the main topic at the center,
surrounded by words that they thought of in association with it.
On the first test, made in the classroom, Cecília drew her
balloon, with various words connected by arrows, and wrote the
following phrase: “Ant’s homes are usually close to trees so they can
use the bark from it to build a very strong home with very strong
rooms that cannot be destroyed by any enemies that want to bother
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the brave and strong ants that build hidden homes with safe things
they find in many different places they like to travel to, when they are
not too busy and have a long time to rest from work, like the summer
break that we, the humans, have after a long year in school, where
every day we learn new things to show our parents.”
This long phrase helped me to think about the void of a first
class of Brazilian literature abroad. The first class I’m referring to is
one in which the students’ balloons will have the greatest divergences
between them, perhaps not even sharing any references in common.
Consider, for example, taking Canudos or Macunaíma as a target for
this spontaneous gathering of details for a phrase. In the latter case, a
Brazilian university student might include among his/her choices the
terms “Amazonia,” “São Paulo” and perhaps, “ants” as well – recalling the
famous line from Mário de Andrade’s novel, “pouca saúde e muita saúva
os males do Brasil são”.*
In a first class about Brazilian modernism given to North American students, coming from many different subject areas – because the
courses are open to students from any area – one can never assume
that there will be any correspondence among the terms they choose
in their attempt to localize Mário de Andrade’s hero. In the classroom, it will be necessary to specify the things starting with the most
elementary ones, even if that principle is nothing more than a convention. Therefore, when I think again about my daughter’s phrase, I am
amazed (it’s the feeling of a father, I know) by the connection made
between the wisdom of a strong and discrete construction – let’s say,
an invisible house – and the distance traveled by those ants in search
of something different and simultaneously new and safe, which a
seven-year-old girl compared with a vacation trip, in the summer,
taken perhaps to her parents’ distant country of origin. Between the
beginning and the end of the phrase – cut by the teacher for being “too
*
A lot of ants and not much health are the evils of Brazil. This phrase taken from Mário de Andrade’s
novel Macunaíma was also incorporated into a Carnival samba song. Saúva is a type of voracious ant that
devours plantations.—Trans.
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long,” the girl articulates, in her balloon of details, a nexus between
two houses and sees herself at the same time as an ant aware of her
origin and curious about the outside world.
The challenge posed by the first class is, for me, comparable
to this exercise of writing with details about something the student
has not seen or experienced. When our respective balloons of details
about the universe we intend to explore bear little in common, the
greater the distance will be. The first void that the reflection about
a class of Brazilian literature abroad invites us to recognize is that of
the immeasurability of this distance: the teaching of Brazilian content
outside Brazil will never be the mere transposition of methods,
programs and content. Rather, it is a way to think about this material
based on actual and symbolic distance, between the experience that
one wishes to tell about and the function that this experience will
have far from where it took place.
In the United States, the professor of foreign literature –
whether or not he is himself a foreigner there – exists as a bridge to
something that is not necessarily there, which cannot be discerned by
contiguity nor gathered on the way back home. His lesson is something
that only becomes visible when mediated by the learning of another
language, by the job of translation or, as a last resort, by traveling.
By this I would like to simply say that my dependence in regard
to the channels of material communication – airlines and mail service,
for example – is a constitutive feature of my job, just like the ants that
seek “safe things” outside their home. Over the last years there has
been an increasing number of Brazilian professors teaching literature
at North American universities. Today the list is long; when I first
arrived in California, 18 years ago, it was much shorter. The possible
void of the first class, caused by the professor’s material and symbolic
distance, is only the extreme case of a common interval in the work of
professors, who in fact come from afar – and go a long way – in search
of what they need to bring to the classroom. For these professionals,
teaching is the practice of a perspective in transit.
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Consider, for example, the materiality of these connections.
When I gave my first class in the second semester of 2012 in a course at
the University of California in Los Angeles (UCLA) about the contemporary novel, none of the eight books had arrived, even though my
department had made the order four months before. What to do?
Circumvent the copyright of Luiz Ruffato, Adriana Lisboa, Francisco
J.C. Dantas and Cristovão Tezza for the sake of including our most
recent fiction in the foreign classroom? That is, circulate the PDF? Not
necessarily. What I want to emphasize is the other side of our efforts
of dissemination. For a first class about the contemporary Brazilian
novel to work outside Brazil it is necessary for the professor to travel
and return; it is necessary that the books travel well; and, finally, it is
necessary that they do not arrive costing 200% more, incremented by
the profits of the Brazilian exporter, the North American distributor,
and the university bookshop.
I can sum up the lesson given to us by distance, and which I see
stamped on the questions and the comments of my students, in just
three premises. The legitimacy of the professor of foreign literature
is the result of his ability to cross borders; the circulation of information and cultural goods is an unequal and winding two-way street;
and, finally, the invitation to generalize the detail is just too appealing to remain untouched… The circuit is clear. Source, access, concept.
If these stages initially look abstract, the questions that furnish
the basis for me to distill them are not. Professor, do you always
go to Brazil? Where? Professor, is it possible to order this book at
amazon.com? Not even as an e-book? Professor, is it common for
men in Brazil to have more than one wife or to be the head of two
households? I explain to them that no, that no and that no, and that I
don’t know. The questions are generally made at the beginning of the
course or at the end, during the review for the final exam or for the
end-of-course thesis, when the students have the opportunity to qualitatively and quantitatively evaluate the instructor’s performance and
how much they have learned from the course.
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Nevertheless, if we concentrate only on the beginning, on the
first class, it is possible to catch sight of the social rite or the grammar that serves as an academic framing for the insertion of Brazilian
literature in the context of the North American university. The course
syllabus is a contract: it contains the description of the subject matter
and the requirements, with each one of the assignments indicated;
the relative weight of the items in the final grade; the list of required
and recommended readings; and the information about how, when
and where to find the professor outside the classroom.
On the other hand, a lot of personal information is also
exchanged between the professor and the students. In the first class,
it’s common for people to introduce themselves, say where they’re
from, how they learned the language, which major they are in, and
which department they are coming from. For the most part, the
classes are open. More than half of the 70 students enrolled in the
introduction to Brazilian culture course, which I teach in English once
a year, are natural science majors. The course is offered in the Department of Spanish and Portuguese to students of any area. And they all
write at least one essay about Machado de Assis’s short stories.
I think that there is no first class that does not include the
explanation of the syllabus, about what it includes and requires. And
already at that moment everyone can get a better idea of the aim of
representing an entire culture, which the course sometimes has, shedding light on the huge quantity of material from and about Brazil
found in the foreign libraries, making everyone aware of the comparison and the challenge of understanding how and why this material
– often unavailable in Brazil – arrived there.
The rite of the first class is precisely the instant when the
students – coming from the populous classes of history, North American literature, chemistry or biology – become aware of this discreet
presence; of the fact that they are suddenly dealing with social
processes and cultural assets that exist far from here, take a long
time to arrive, are costly to be replaced, require the effort of another
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language and the mediation by a professional at the crossing of
borders. Here I am not necessarily talking about a professional who is
engaged in Border Studies or cutting-edge research. It’s less than this
and even more commonplace: I am talking about a certain practice
that defines our insertion in the international intellectual market; a
practice that reminds me of the figure of a mule driver, whose baskets,
traveling provisions, wooden packsaddle frame and saddlebags,
recomposed from the stuff at hand on each new route, are lugged
through the long distances, to be traded, up ahead, with someone who
needs or simply wants that which comes from another place.
Therefore, the circuit of the three hypotheses that I inherited
from the curiosity of my students’ first class makes me different from
my colleague in the English Department. If that colleague wanted
to teach the influential novel Freedom, by Jonathan Franzen, in his
contemporary North American literature course, he would never have
to deal with the fact that his job is hostage to bilingual self-consciousness; that displacement is common to the work and the interpreter;
that the availability of this work and the unreliability of its translation represent insurmountable hindrances; and, above all, he would
have little or no need to prepare himself to avoid the likely generalization of a character’s feature to a rule of conduct or pattern that
defines – or would define – an entire culture and, at the same time, the
functioning of its social life.
This is where the foreign professor or professor of foreign
literatures is transformed, against his desire, into an informer and
mandatory example. Thus, for example, the teaching of Machado
de Assis’s short story “Missa do Galo” becomes a monumental and
extremely fragile task. And, in a very personal way, I want to insist on
the fact that the teaching of Brazilian literature abroad is an artisanal
and, above all, solitary task.
I’m reminded of the conversation I had with a student from
the Geography Department, after a first class about Machado.
“Professor, what exactly is it that you are specialized in?”
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“I don’t know,” I said, trying to change the subject. “In Brazilian
literature.”
She argued against that, since like medicine or geography, Brazilian literature is an area, not a specialty. Then she re-asked her question.
Whenever I don’t have an answer at hand, I assemble a list
for the questioner and pass it on. One gets distracted in counting the
items and assembling the disconnected features. I said that I began
my undergraduate studies in physics, but my degree is in sociology.
I got my doctorate in literature and published some articles and two
books about Mário de Andrade and Machado de Assis.
It appeared that this list
satisfied the question. My student
smiled. But, suddenly, like the long
phrase about the vacation of the
ants, she came up with a synthesis that disconcerted me, for how
simple and true it was.
“Mário

de

Andrade

and

Machado de Assis? Professor, then
you are a specialist in southeastern
Brazilian literature.”
Despite

its

impropriety,

the candor of a rigorously precise
generalization can suddenly reveal

“The professor of
foreign literature
exists as a bridge
to something that
is not necessarily
there, which cannot
be discerned by
contiguity nor
gathered on the way
back home

”

a blind spot – at least in the life of a mule driver, whose distance

traveled makes him focus on whatever trait from home he may find

faraway from home. For my student, Brazilian southeastern literature
was the measuring stick of my career and a feature which, to tell the
truth, represented an important aspect of the national whole.

For as much and as well as one seeks to understand the
dynamics of the production, translation, circulation, cataloging and

canonization of our classic and contemporary works, there is still the

lesser and more humble logic of the ants; the mule driver’s question:
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what book would you take on a long trip, as your only company, a book
that you would then trade up ahead in an encounter with someone
so different from yourself and so very far from your starting point
that, perhaps, this book would not even afford that stranger a sense
of company? What is this story that is worth being spread like someone who scatters beans without considering that they might grow to
become those majestic plants that bring us far above the ground?
The lessons that distance gives us, in the pursuit of a first class
or in the imagination of balloons with shared details, are attempts at
answering these questions. And their outlines encompass a future in
which Brazilian literature increasingly belongs to a larger number of
Brazilians, and, likewise in other languages, to those who have never
so much as set foot in Brazil.

T H E

F I R S T

C L A S S

TRANSITS OF BRAZILIAN LITERATURE ABROAD

J O S É L U I Z P A S S O S is a full professor of
Brazilian and Portuguese literature at the University of California, United
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51

T H E

F I R S T

C L A S S

TRANSITS OF BRAZILIAN LITERATURE ABROAD

L i l i a M o r i t z S c hw a r c z

THE PIGEONHOLE: OR CONCERNING THE ARTS
OF INVENTING ONESELF AND FEELING “FOREIGN”

I

t has become nearly a bromide to say that we never forget the first
one. Our first love, our first bra, the first day of school, the first
class. The important thing is that we are used to thinking that
“first” means more than a numerical order; it bears something spe-

cial, a revealing secret, it stays in our memory like a suddenly appearing mole or teenage tattoo.
The fact is that I prepared for my first course given abroad as
a “Brazilian professor” like someone getting ready for a trek deep into
an unknown territory. Starting with the syllabus: as a native Brazilian
in a foreign territory, for as much as I proposed more specific courses,
or even some with a certain comparative perspective, the demand was
always toward a program about the “History of Brazil.” With slight
differences, it was a semester of three months (since by convention
we are used to forgetting these precise accounts, which by their very
nature must be done with a pencil and eraser), to begin with the
history of the travelers lost in the mid-16th century and arriving at the
present time; preferably maintaining a critical perspective.
It soon dawned on me that the true nom de guerre of my course
should be Everything you want to know about Brazil and have never
asked, or talked about with your father, mother or friends. Because this
was my new mission – to translate, in a short time, but with good doses
of impact and didactic refinements, what, as aptly put by Roberto
DaMatta, “makes Brazil a Brasil.” Or, to put it better, in an updated and
reloaded version, to understand “what it is that the Bahian woman
has.”* But the most important thing to point out is how this operation

*

“O que é que a baiana tem” is a verse from a popular Brazilian song.—Trans.
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of translation, which inevitably produces distortions, results in the
affirmation of situations that are completely ambivalent.
In the first place, it is easy to imagine the less than ingenuous
interest in Brazil nourished by my hosts or the institutions interested
in a country named Brazil. Everyone is aware of how the number
of students in the classroom has increased over the last ten years
in direct proportion with how Brazil has captured newspaper headlines. Thus, while in the first years I taught abroad our nation was
primarily identified by its exotic features – recognized in practices and
customs like capoeira, Candomblé, samba and soccer – more recently
the spotlight has shifted to the (duly glamorized) violence in Brazil.
Talking about favelas, drug trafficking, or the number of kidnappings and murders seems like an apt topic for discussion, at least in
the powerful ideology of common sense, competing with the former
iconic images, which made the country synonymous with Zé Carioca,
Carmen Miranda, or even the famous expression of the melting pot.
But if there is a competition among views that are sometimes positive, sometimes sincerely negative, here we also have two sides of the
same coin; an easy dichotomy, which can hardly advance in light of
how Brazil is a multifaceted country full of ambiguities. Indeed, like
any nation, if one takes a good look at it.
Nevertheless, if the first reception seems to always demand this
sort of performance – and I vividly remember how in my first course
I soon saw the look of a certain deception stamped on my students’
expressions, upon seeing that my color, appearance and background
had little to do with the “type” generally identified with “Brazilian” – an
even more paradoxical result is the reaction that this sort of demand
tends to provoke not only in the “other,” but in “we” ourselves.
It is at these moments that we feel pressed to commit (with
poetic license) various “essentialisms,” which we would never dare to do
with our students in Brazil. After all, it is necessary to summarize the
sugarcane period in just one class; define the insurrections at the end
of the colonial period in another session; explain the so-called Getúlio
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Vargas phenomenon on another day; cover the context of the dictatorship in two hours, or characterize Brazil’s “opening” during another
class session. Amidst this whirlwind, another relevant aspect is how we,
professors and critics of identities – who generally denounce models
of facilitation and the “discovery” of ahistoric and thus anachronistic
identities – ourselves begin to produce
agendas of this sort.
The fact is that when I am
abroad I often discover that I am “Brazilian”; much more than when I teach in
my own country. In a strange territory
we are converted and transformed into
“places.” On many occasions I have
been congratulated by the good performance of my “Brazilian” soccer team,
which played against another “foreign”
team (without their knowing that I
root for Corinthians), just as I myself
wound up discovering that I was more
emotional when watching any manifestation of “our” culture abroad: from

“After all, we
have a tendency
to naturalize
what is no more
than a strategy
of insertion and
belonging – at
least when we
don’t ‘become
natives,’
and voilà

capoeira to classical music played by a

”

tropical orchestra; from feijoada (made with the available ingredients) to
a caipirinha poured from an imported bottle.

It seems that we need to be abroad to understand the meaning

of the word foreign, and to realize that this condition is, above all, the

result of a choice. I remember the case studied by Manuela Carneiro da
Cunha, in her book Negros Estrangeiros, when the anthropologist tells
about the fate of former slaves in Bahia, who were considered foreigners – “Africans” – in Brazil, and when they went to Africa began to be
called “Brazilians.” This event, a radical example of this condition of
foreigner, shows us how the process of the construction of identities
takes place by means of the choice of some features (to the detriment
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of others) and by contrast: always in counterposition to something. The
formation of identities is also a political response to a political context,
insofar as there is an operation of certain signs which in determined
situations are made into defining aspects of the quality and condition
of the human being. In my particular case, it is not difficult to perceive
how when I left Brazil I was immediately converted into a Brazilian.
I root for national teams, I sing and defend Brazilian music, I go to
museums that are featuring Brazilian artists and so on. Even so, just
like the “Brazilians of Africa,” I begin to “create” cultures. In Lagos, the
former slaves became Catholics and built “Brazilian” churches. In my
experience, I find myself defending national models and transforming them into perennial realities, beyond history. Perhaps this is why
F. Boas defined culture as a “second skin.” After all, we have a tendency
to naturalize what is no more than a strategy of insertion and belonging – at least when we don’t “become natives,” and voilà. In Brazil, we
define ourselves as paulistas, mineiros, cariocas [from São Paulo, Minas
Gerais or Rio de Janeiro, respectively], but also as a fan of the Flamengo
or Grêmio soccer teams, or the PT or PSDB political parties, and there
we go. But when we are abroad it’s easy to carry the fully packed suitcase and become an “essential”; an essential native.
It is Evans-Pritchard who in The Nuer shows how these people
are born to be enemies of the Dinka; this is their true identity. But,
in relation to the English, they are a single people. It is this ability to
see the country as a single whole, when abroad, that makes the great
national thinkers write memorable works, often when outside their
countries, experiencing the condition of foreigners. Joaquim Nabuco
remembered the sugar plantation and mill of his childhood, Massangana, when he was far from it, and perhaps this is why he recognized
the seed of nationality there, with strict but fair masters, submissive
slaves, with “an open heart.” The great abolitionist, when abroad,
and in his self-exile, became a nationalist; he began to look at the
past with nostalgia and that erstwhile Brazil through rose-colored
glasses, which are extraordinary for their unique model of miscege-
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nation. The same thing occurred with Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, in
Raízes do Brasil. “We are exiles in our own land,” is the discovery of
someone far from his homeland who sees certain singularities in it.
If Holanda’s entire book reveals an exemplary management of a very
long history, by constructing opposite pairs which in turn show how a
nation is always a process, in the most famous of his chapters – about
“the cordial man” – we nevertheless find a striking attempt to give an
account of a single national character, opposed to the others, resulting from a singular historical process whose reality, however, seems
nearly structural, insofar as it remains against the action of time. If
there is controversy in the interpretation of these classics of Brazilian
thought, what is debated is the reflexive character that the situation
of being a foreigner provides, even more so in front of an audience of
students, often needy of easy recipes. They (students) and we (foreign
professors, sometimes coping with the distortions of giving classes in
a language that sounds artificial and awkward) will often practice this
game of “nearly”: it is nearly this, it is nearly like that.
In this operation of evident gains and losses, if the losses are
easy to enumerate (since they are summarized in the panorama that
we sometimes authorize in these courses, for being shorter), the opposite operation – the summing up of the gains – merits greater care.
There are those who say that telling something simply and quickly is
easier than stretching it out and making everything more complex.
The fact is that, after some time, we get used to this nonevident exercise of trying to summarize – in my case the history of the country
– and lending a sense, an argument and a vocation. For my part, I
learned to better recognize long-standing processes; to guess certain
continuities; or even admit that our nation combines inclusion with
social exclusion and that it has been sketching out a rather secure
democratic path in combination with a failed, “feeble” Republicanism,
in the terms of Buarque de Holanda. I don’t know if one needs to be
on the outside, and give a class abroad, to be able to catch sight of
persistent processes – but it certainly helps!
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All of this experience, however, which involves a lot of the
ritual of initiation, always comes with high doses of confusion and
discomfort, and there is no one who manages to avoid embarrassing
situations when abroad. I remember my less than triumphal entrance
at Oxford. I arrived alone, as is proper to everyone who wants to be
recognized independently; accompanied only by my suitcase. I was
informed that I should find the janitor’s office and that I would receive
the key to my apartment there. Therefore: everything easy and nearly
self-explained. I immediately recognized that place, within my college,
and, self-assured, I introduced myself: name, country, job title. All of
the sure marks of identity, which would soon melt in the air. This was
when the worker, in a somewhat

“It is this ability to
see the country as a
single whole, when
abroad, that makes
the great national
thinkers write
memorable works,
often when outside
their countries,
experiencing
the condition
of foreigners

”

sour mood, asked me something
that even my best and most earnest
endeavor would not have allowed
me to understand. Bewildered, I
uttered, “What?” At which the man,
already showing signs of irritation,
repeated the same phrase, which
my efforts construed partially as
“Where is your… hall?” A few more
minutes of torture allowed me to
capture the entire phrase: “Where
is your pigeonhole?” the formerly
tranquil and increasingly exasperated janitor was asking me. Even

so, understanding the phrase didn’t help me at all. And so I continued with that disquieting dialogue: “What is a pigeonhole?” I asked,
awkwardly. Now, visibly upset, the previously merely disgruntled man
responded gruffly and loudly: “You do not know where your pigeonhole is?” That’s when I responded, doubtfully and falteringly: “How can
I know if I have a pigeonhole, if I have no idea what a pigeonhole is?”
This was just too much, and the initially immobile janitor stormed out
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of his secure enclosure, and led me to a little box with my name on it,
containing some documents and… my key!
I arrived so exhausted at my apartment that I was certain
that “nothing was going to go right.” But it did, and several times I
repeated this experience of constructing myself as a foreign Brazilian. Paraphrasing a saying by Alba Zaluar, who was considering the
profession of the anthropologist, I would say that “every foreigner is a
fool at some point.” This is entirely true, but, more than this, it could
be worthwhile to write an essay entitled something like this: “About
the Advantages of Being a Fool.”

L I L I A M O R I T Z S C H WA R C Z is a full professor
with the Department of Anthropology of the Universidade de São Paulo
(USP) and a Princeton University (United States) global scholar. The
books she has authored include As Barbas do Imperador – D. Pedro II, Um
Monarca nos Trópicos (Companhia das Letras, 1998) and O Sol do Brasil –
Nicolas-Antoine Taunay e seus Trópicos Difíceis (Companhia das Letras,
2008), for which she won the Prêmio Jabuti in the categories Book of the
Year and Best Biography, respectively. In 2010, she received the distinction
of the Ordem Nacional do Mérito Científico.
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Jo ã o C e z a r d e C a s t r o R o c h a

SOME FIRST CLASSES
A PROVISIONAL BALANCE

I

n the preface to the definitive edition of Raízes do Brasil, Antonio
Candido referred to the moment when it becomes urgent to draw
up the balance of an era. In the case of his generation, it was possible
to identify the books that helped him to form it (and, here, forma-

tion is the keyword): Casa-Grande & Senzala (1933), by Gilberto Freyre;
Raízes do Brasil (1936), by Sérgio Buarque de Holanda; and Formação do
Brasil Contemporâneo (1942), by Caio Prado Júnior. In Candido’s words:
At a certain point in life, it becomes possible to draw up a balance
of the past without falling into self-complacency, since our
testimony becomes the register of the experience of many (...).
Therefore, to register the past is not to speak about oneself; it is to
speak about those who participated in a certain order of interests
and a worldview, at the particular moment one wishes to evoke.1

In a much more modest perspective, I can offer a statement
about the teaching of Brazilian literature abroad. It is a drawing up of
a balance on a smaller scale, a settling of accounts with the expectations that helped to define my career choices.
If I’m not mistaken, this was what was requested by the organizer
of this book: a report of individual experiences, mediated by institutional and ideological transformations in the field of studies constituted
by “Brazilianism.”2 I will therefore try to balance recollections of first
classes – decisive for the definition of the task of the researcher and
professor – with an overview of the field of studies as a whole.
1
Antonio Candido. “O significado de Raízes do Brasil.” Sérgio Buarque de Holanda. Raízes do Brasil. São
Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 26th ed., 2002, p. 9.
2
Further along, I comment on the usual meaning of the word and its consequences.
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FIRST STEPS
In the early 1990s I began to teach Brazilian literature and
theory of literature, as a substitute professor, at the Universidade do
Estado do Rio de Janeiro (UERJ).
UERJ is located in the city of Rio de Janeiro’s Maracanã
District, an easily accessible area, especially by train. This is a significant aspect, with far-reaching consequences, ensuring UERJ a special
place in Rio’s university system. In Rio de Janeiro, the train line frames
the landscape of the most distant suburbs. One will recall that it was in
a train car, headed toward Engenho Novo, that Bento Santiago earned
himself the nickname Dom Casmurro. From Glória to Engenho Novo:
along this trip, the city’s social geography is delineated, suggesting the
character/narrator’s slow decadence.
Moreover, UERJ offers many night courses, allowing for the
inclusion of a considerable number of students who need to work
during the day in order to finance their studies.
I still remember how enthusiastic I was about my classes, as I
was lucky to get a group seriously committed to studying and, especially, reflecting on Brazilian literature and culture. This first group was
the most interested – and interesting – one I have ever had. Naturally,
at that time there was no way for me to know it, but, like a displaced
and anachronistic Dr. Pangloss, I believed for many years that my
students in Brazil would be like that. For example, in that first group,
there was a circle of students that organized extra study sessions, in
order to familiarize themselves with the bibliography mentioned in
the course. At the end of the semester, we conceived various projects
and at least two of the students from that period became professors
in federal institutions.
In 1994 I began a second doctorate at Stanford University. As
part of my obligations under the full fellowship I received, I needed
to teach Brazilian literature and culture to undergraduate students,
nearly all of whom were North Americans. The clear contrast with
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the first “Brazilian” group led me to decline the idea of remaining in
the United States – I felt engaged with the students at UERJ and in
defining my immediate future a determining factor was my desire to
train new groups, masters and doctors, in short, future colleagues.
In March of 1999 I became a professor of comparative literature at UERJ.
Today, looking in the rearview mirror, prompted by the invitation to write this text, for the first time I have become aware of
the optical illusion that molded my worldview, and consequently my
professional decisions.
As can be perceived, although I was already not so young, I was
still very naive. My enthusiasm clouded my reasoning and I ended
up confusing an exceptional group with the average students that I
would soon encounter.
Underlying the non-Pascalian wager I made, there was an automatic association between giving classes to Brazilian students and the
commitment to Brazilian culture that I attributed to them. Essentially,
I was endorsing the 19th-century link between language and culture!
For this reason, I thought that being a professor of Brazilian
literature abroad involved a double disadvantage.
On the one hand, the level of the students.
On the other, the dialogue with colleagues.
Foreign students, I very self-assuredly thought, did not favor
the deepening of questions, much less their more complex treatment.
After all, their lack of background – in regard to Brazilian literature,
clearly – stimulated the systematic offering of survey and introductory courses. Conversely, I preferred to imagine thematic, monographic
courses, in such a way as to convey not only a determined content, but
also the desire to research.
At the same time, I did not want to give up the constant dialogue
with my Brazilian peers. Unlike most of my colleagues, I consider the
Brazilian university system very dynamic and well articulated. Therefore, I have always placed a high value on my direct contact with
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professors and researchers in Brazil. Nothing is more provincial than
a disdain for one’s own circumstances! Moreover, in the early 1990s, the
“Brazilianist” corresponded to the definition by Fernanda Peixoto:
Brazilianist is a term that is (still) not included in any dictionary, even though everyone around here knows what it means.
Literally, it refers to the foreign specialist in Brazilian subjects.
It involves a notion coined in Brazil, used for the first time in
1969 by Francisco de Assis Barbosa in an introduction to the
book by T. Skidmore, Brasil: de Getúlio a Castelo, although
some attribute its origin to the press in the 1970s.3

The Houaiss dictionary seems to have addressed this lack and
incorporated the term, defining it thus:
Brazilianism: the study or specialization in Brazilian themes
(especially on the part of foreigners).
By extension, Brazilianist was also included in the definition:
... the study of Brazilian subjects undertaken by a non-Brazilian specialist.
This definition diplomatically concealed the open suspicion in
relation to the activity of research of Brazilian culture by foreigners,
that is, especially North American researchers. After all, the boom of
“Latin American studies” was initially stimulated by a reaction to the
triumph of the Cuban Revolution. Later, “Brazilianism” was strengthened during the military dictatorship.4
So there is nothing surprising about the decision I took: to
teach, research and write in Brazil – in dialogue and interaction with
the here and now of my circumstance.
A first class was therefore decisive.

3
Fernanda Peixoto Massi. “Brasilianismos, ‘brazilianists’ e discursos brasileiros.” Estudos Históricos, vol.
3, n. 5, 1990, p. 29
4
At the X Encontro da BRASA, Moacyr Scliar noted that this suspicion was partly fueled by the climate
of political repression.

T H E

F I R S T

C L A S S

TRANSITS OF BRAZILIAN LITERATURE ABROAD

(Here I write “a” first class – because there are many first classes,
as I would later learn.)

JUST A PHRASE
As I said, at Stanford University I taught Brazilian literature to
undergraduate students. I clearly remember my first group.
At that time, Raduan Nassar was going to visit the campus for
a brief stint as a visiting writer. I decided to study Um Copo de Cólera
with my students.
We gradually broke down the language barrier, reading long
passages of the texts together. In the middle of the course, the students
began to understand the power of the author’s incisive language and
could appreciate the denseness of Raduan Nassar’s phrases: “as unhas
que ela colocava nas palavras” [the claws she put into her words];5 “um ator
em carne viva, em absoluta solidão” [an actor in living flesh, utterly alone].6
(Or they allowed themselves to be infected by my enthusiasm
– that phármakon difficult to administer in the right dosage, but indispensable in any theoretic and critical activity.)
The prose seemed to be headed in the right direction.
It should be remembered, however, that the late 1980s and early
’90s were marked by the noisy emergence of the cultural studies in the
North American version. That is, instead of proposing reflections about
the complex mediation between artistic form and social process, typical
of the British cultural studies,7 in the North American university the
discipline of the cultural studies favored an identity politics.
I do not intend to embroil the reader in this discussion,8
5
Raduan Nassar. Um Copo de Cólera. 5th ed. São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 1997, p. 41.
6
Ibid., p. 79.
7
Many observers have noted the mutual proximity of the works by Raymond Williams and
Antonio Candido.
8
For a deeper discussion, though not restricted to cultural studies, I recommend, by Idelber Avelar,
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but it is important to imagine this backdrop, in order to follow the
next paragraphs.
The students began to question the treatment the narrator
conferred to the female character.
A dead-end alleyway.
A zero-way street.
And not because of the question itself, which is structural,
running through the text. To a certain extent, at the end of the text, the
narrator’s regression to the fetal position offers the counterpoint between
the aggressiveness of the language and the precariousness of his position:
“the two trying to lift me from the floor as though they were lifting a boy.” 9
Let’s give this text a good reading, I insisted. The narrator’s
hostility boomerangs back against him; the more violent his voice
gets, the more the reader starts to intuit the final scene. Moreover, his
command fits precisely in the voice of the woman, who, when arriving at the place, finds the man pretending “this boyish dream.” This is,
therefore, the metaphor that redefines the man’s behavior:
… lying on his side, his head almost touching his drawn up knees,
he was sleeping (…) I could hardly contain my urge to open myself
entirely, prematurely, to receive that enormous fetus back.10

Okay, the students conceded. But why not add a critical note,
no more than two or three lines, clarifying the objectionable treatment given to the woman in the novel?
To the female character, you mean to say.
What’s the difference?
“And that has made all the difference” – ends the well-known
poem by Robert Frost. A sort of “Canção do Exílio” from here, isn’t it?

“Cânone Literário e Valor Estético: notas sobre um debate de nosso tempo,” Revista Abralic, 15, 2009,
pp. 113–150.
9
Ibid., p. 82.
10
Ibid., p. 85.
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Yes; but just the same: the author should add something, and
we don’t ask a lot, it doesn’t need to be an entire paragraph, one clear
and concise phrase would be enough.
(The eternal return to literary Cartesianism!)
In 1857, Gustave Flaubert was sued soon after the publication,
in book form, of Madame Bovary. The prosecutor who had raised the
charge praised the novel highly, but
suggested that the author add just a
simple sentence, or change a single
expression,11 in order to “clarify” his
disagreement with the behavior of the
character Emma Bovary.
That is precisely what we are
talking about!
Without a doubt. I recalled,
however that Flaubert was declared
innocent; therefore no phrase was
added beyond the author’s intention.
Nevertheless, in that same year of 1857,

“In the North
American
university the
discipline of the
cultural studies
favored an
identity
politics

”

Baudelaire was not so lucky. Lacking contacts at high political and
social levels, the poet of the Les Fleurs du Mal was sentenced to pay a
fine and to remove the most “controversial” poems from a new edition.
No, we don’t want to go that far.
No?

No! That would be the tantamount to censorship of the freedom of expression. We are suggesting the addition of just one phrase.
Just?

The first group of undergraduate students in the United States
11
“He said that the expressions should at least be changed to say: the dissolutions of marriage and the
degradations of adultery.” Ernest Pinard. “Requisitório.” Gustave Flaubert. Madame Bovary. São Paulo: Nova
Alexandria, 2011, p. 377.
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was decisive: the difference with the Brazilian students could not have
been greater, and for a long time this looked like an inevitable truth.
(I was mistaken.)

RELATIVIZING
Although I had returned to Brazil, I began to sometimes teach
postgraduate courses abroad, especially in North American universities.
My perspective began to change.
(And it’s worth noting: I only became aware of this change
upon writing this text.)
Over the course of a decade my convictions, which had been
so firm at the beginning of my career, underwent a true metamorphosis. After all, my great expectations had rested on an illusion.
This is the origin of my blunder: I was too naive, projecting on my
Brazilian students my vision of the world and not their real interests.
Two moments reflect the essence of this experience.
In 2003, thanks to a Tinker Visiting Professorship, I spent a
semester at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. I taught a course
in which I presented the hypothesis of the emergence of a “dialectic
of marginality.” The students were nearly all North American. Rarely
have I learned so much as a professor. The discussions with the group
not only allowed for the enlargement of my initial hypothesis, but
also helped me prepare to write a long article for the supplement
Mais!,12 of the newspaper Folha de S.Paulo, and to write a long
academic essay, “The ‘Dialectic of Marginality’: Preliminary Notes on
Brazilian Contemporary Culture.”13
12
“Dialética da marginalidade – caracterização da cultura brasileira contemporânea.” I’m grateful to Adriano
Schwartz for the possibility of publishing the article: http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/fsp/mais/fs2902200404.htm.
13
This text was written within the scope of the Ministry of Culture Visiting Fellowship, offered by the
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At the same time, I began a dialogue with Severino Albuquerque, a professor and researcher who conducted his entire career in the
United States. Still today, I consider my contact and dialog with Severino Albuquerque as one of the high points of my academic experience.
I began, without being fully aware of it, to relativize my
preconceptions – I say relativize because, at rock bottom, we never
completely abandon them.

PROJECTIONS AND IMPASSES
In 2013, after a long time, I returned to giving classes in Brazilian literature at UERJ. Since I am a professor of comparative literature,
I do not often give a course dedicated only to Brazilian literature,
although it is always present in my work.
I decided to offer a monographic course on anthropophagy,
that is, the cultural cannibalism proposed by Oswald de Andrade. I
presented my hypothesis that I am going to develop into a small book:
the Brazilian “identity,” as can be gleaned from its best literature, is
perfectly delineated in the key figure of the “characterless hero.” In
fact, Macunaíma, precisely because he never reaches the stability of
an unchanging identity, is an apt possible image of the “Brazilian” –
someone being Brazilian, that is. This is the underlying reason for the
omnipresence of the cannibal metaphor in Brazilian culture.
This has also given rise to the centrality of the “lyric of exile”
in the national imaginary.14 It involves an exact form of expression of
instability as a means of situating oneself in the world.
For this very reason, the philosopher Vilém Flusser saw in
the Brazilian a promise of the man of the future. But let’s forget any
borrowed nationalistic boasting. That is why, not being fully anyone,

Centre for Brazilian Studies/Oxford University. I’m grateful to Leslie Bethell for the dialogue: http://www.lac.
ox.ac.uk/sites/sias/files/documents/Joao%2520Cezar%2520Castro%2520Rocha%252062.pdf.
14
João Cezar de Castro Rocha. O exílio do homem cordial. Ensaios e revisões. Rio de Janeiro: Editora do
Museu da República, 2004.
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the Brazilian favors the recognition of the condition of exile as the
distinctive feature of the human condition.
Sérgio Buarque would not disagree – as is known, “To this day
we remain exiles in our own land.”15
I began the course, therefore, with a reading of “A Canção do
Exílio,” by Gonçalves Dias. I sought to show that the adverbial opposition between cá [here], that is, Portugal, and lá [there], that is, Brazil,
provided a nutshell summary of the theme of the course. Furthermore,
I reminded them that this opposition was not created by Gonçalves
Dias, since it is found, together with the “singing sabiá [robin]” and
the “palms in the shade” in the poem by Gonçalves de Magalhães, “O
Dia 7 de Setembro em Paris,” even though the rigidity of its lines did
not favor its popularity.16 Even earlier, in the 18th century, Domingos
Caldas Barbosa had imagined the adverbial contrast in the melody of
“Doçura de Amor.” This is how the poem defines love in Portugal:
Gentes, como isto
Cá é temperado,
Que sempre o favor
Me sabe a salgado:
Nós lá no Brasil
(...)
As ternuras desta terra
Sabem sempre a pão e queijo
Não são como no Brasil
Que até é doce o desejo.
[People, how this
Here is seasoned,
That a favor always
Tastes salty to me

15
Sérgio Buarque de Holanda. Raízes do Brasil. São Paulo: Companhia das Letras, 26th ed., 2002, p. 37.
16
“Lá, no teu seio, a vida respirando/ Tranquilo e sossegado,/ Ou no mar agitado, à morte exposto / Ou
aqui nesta plaga tão remota.”
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We there in Brazil
(…)
The tendernesses of this land
Always taste like bread and cheese
They are not like in Brazil
Where even desire is sweet.]

I discussed with my students the worldview shaped by these
lines. The essential thing is to perceive that the adverbial opposition corresponds to the point of view of someone who is far from
his/her homeland.
Silence.
The lyric of exile.
That is, an epistemology of distance.
Silence.
(This was also a first class.)
In the 1990s, upon reading a poem in class, one could easily feel
the circuit established among the students: the confident smile of who
looks to the side and discovers that he/she is the owner of a shared
repertoire. The notion of a literary system, pioneeringly proposed by
Antonio Candido, becoming a daily event.
(As at the opera, when the tenor or the soprano corresponds to
the public’s expectations.)
I was expecting a similar result with my new Brazilian
literature group.
Nothing.
So I then asked them to read the poem out loud. One, two,
three times.
The group got bored.
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Please understand my point: I don’t mean to generalize based
on a single experience. I want to point out something which, even
now, while writing, surprises me: the wide gap that I once imagined
existed between Brazilian and foreign students has narrowed a lot.
And not because the latter have acquired a solid background, but
simply because the former no longer arrive at university with the
readings they had under their belt in the past.
The problem with the group of Brazilian students in 2013 was
very simple, so simple that it didn’t occur to me: most of the students
were not familiar with “A Canção do Exílio.”

REVIEWING PRECONCEPTIONS
In general, the Brazilian student today is an exile in his
own literature.
(It is unnecessary to recall that he/she probably will not know
who Sérgio Buarque de Holanda is.)
Moreover, the average Brazilian student seems to take literature
courses because they are mandatory in his/her curriculum. This is very
much unlike the circumstance of the foreign student. And the difference
is straightforward and precise: the foreign student decides to take a course
in Brazilian literature only if he/she is really interested in the subject.
In this way, paradoxically, it is as though the foreign student were
more committed to the study of Brazilian culture and literature. Therefore, the expectation that I had held was strangely fulfilled in reverse.
And in a double sense.
Not only has the distance between Brazilian and foreign
students shortened, but the dialogue with my peers has also undergone an unforeseeable metamorphosis.
In 1994, when I began to study at Stanford University, the professors and researchers dedicated to Brazilian literature were almost all
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foreigners. A recent study carried out within the scope of the project
“Conexões Itaú Cultural” showed that the profile of the Brazilianist has
undergone a decisive change, with far-reaching consequences. Currently,
Brazilians represent the largest number of researchers and professors of
Brazilian literature outside Brazil. In general, they are young people and
maintain a particularly intense
relation with the contemporary literature. Moreover, the
ease of traveling and the immediate circulation of texts have
transformed the sense of the
difference between home and
foreign, near and distant.
The

short

story

“Os

“The profile of the
Brazilianist has
undergone a decisive
change, with farreaching
consequences

Outsiders,” by José Luiz Passos

”

– one of the main exponents of the new profile of the “Brazilianist” –
keenly characterizes this brand-new constellation.

In the tale, the memory of immigration is the true protagonist;

its (sometimes deliberate) forgettings; its unexpected crossings of people

and remnants of memories; its affective re-creations that subtly weave
a fabric of generally productive misunderstandings. In this short-circuit turned into a daily current, unforeseen networks are formed,

whose articulation involves various languages and multiple contexts of
enunciation, irreducible to the common soil of a Muttersprache – not to
mention the utopian search for an Ursprache. On the contrary, in the
universe of the outsiders, one learns to turn noise into music.
(Luigi Russolo and not John Cage is the model of this language
in permanent transit.)
A new approach to language emerges as a properly aesthetic
possibility. Everything takes place as though the lyric of exile, the
dominant form of the 19th-century Brazilian imaginary, had found
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a single mode for its updating. This is what is implied by the words
of the narrator:
Onde meus filhos forem aprender nossa língua, aí também
será nossa casa. (...) A língua do imigrante é capaz dessas transformações. Qualquer um traz consigo essa potência, mas só o
imigrante pode dizer isso de peito aberto, pois na sua sem-cerimônia ele usa, com todo cuidado, aquilo que não era dele; aquilo
que ninguém jamais lhe deu de mão beijada.
[Where my children learn our language, there our house will
also be. (…) The immigrant’s language is able to undergo these
transformations. Anyone bears within himself this potential,
but only the immigrant can say this frankly, because in his
offhanded way he uses, with the utmost care, that which was
not his; that which no one ever gave him for free.]17

This is therefore the greatest surprise: and I say it to myself,
because I never imagined such a conclusion when I began writing this text.
This is the greatest surprise: some of my peers, dedicated to
teaching and researching Brazilian literature abroad, advance and
deepen the lyric of exile, inventing a complex continuity between
their position and the point of view of so many artists and intellectuals who, at a distance, discovered Brazil.
Paulo Prado is the patron of the new “Brazilianism.”
(I’m thinking about the well-known rant of the author of
Retrato do Brasil:
“Oswald de Andrade, on a trip to Paris, from the height of a
studio at Place Clichy – the world’s navel – amazingly discovered his own land. The return to his homeland confirmed, in
the enchantment of the Manueline discoveries, the surprising

17

José Luiz Passos. “Os outsiders.” Rascunho, 160, Aug. 2013, p. 29.
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revelation that Brazil existed.”18)

In this light, there is a pressing need to reevaluate the role I
attributed to the foreign students at the beginning of my career. It is
unnecessary to say that it is even more necessary to reconsider the
interlocution with the “Brazilianists.”
Nevertheless, I will leave the preconception aside – at least, I
will try to be a little less naive. It is not a question of simply inverting my expectations, which would merely reduce the reflection to the
hackneyed model of predictable dichotomies.
When in the 1990s I made the decision to define the first years
of my career, I made a mistake, based on a monochromatic projection
of a determined field of studies.
Today, two decades later, I have learned what really counts: the
attitude in relation to a little-known object of study. And it should be
pointed out that the latitude will increasingly be a secondary factor.
***
I therefore conclude with a small positive balance: there will
always be a first class.
In the next semester – and in the following ones.
18

Paulo Prado. “Poesia Pau-Brasil.” Oswald de Andrade. Pau-Brasil. São Paulo: Globo, 1990, p. 57.
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Michel Riaudel

THE GOLD OF THE CLASS

“T

he first class.” It sounds Adamic, something like “the first
man,” a magic origin, which comes charged with two implicit elements: on the one hand, an emergence based on
nothing, ex nihilo; on the other, a mother class, a seminal

event, from which everything develops, in which the entire future lies.
Who doesn’t see that we are installed in a mythic perspective?
No student arrives at the classroom as a blank slate. Even in a foreign
environment, the term “Brazilian literature” refers to a certain comprehension of the category “literature,” to certain presuppositions, certain
associations, coupled with a notion of “Brazilian.” Indeed, this is the first
task of a class: to take this previous knowledge into account, not to abolish it, but to invite it and eventually to question it. The most difficult
thing about the process of thinking is not the fact of discovering the
new, but rather letting go of illusory beliefs and useless heritages.
This is why it does not involve so much a transmission, but
rather a transfer: of data and forces, knowledge and the potential for
knowledge. Unlike transmission, transfer takes place on both sides,
reestablishing the reciprocity in the asymmetric relation of teaching,
taking as its basis an awakening of curiosity, an acceptation, a reappropriation, at times giving rise to mistakes and divergences which upon
analysis are seen to be fertile. The professor accompanies, lends a hand,
guides the steps, gives advice, knowing that one day his disciple will
want, and be able, to walk alone. The professor’s horizon therefore lies
in his dissolution: the moment of the student’s autonomy. Between the
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beginning and the end of his role, he will have enlarged repertoires and
references – not catalogs of definitive erudition, but rather tools aimed
at the construction of knowledge and interpretations.
I say interpretation and not hermeneutics, which supposes
keys to be unveiled; a secret that lies buried, reposing within the
work. The interpretation intercalates the already known and the
new contexts, the new directions of the reading. It gradually learns
to measure what separates me from the possible meanings of the text
and brings me closer to those that I am constructing. The reading, just
like the “first” class, comes after the work, after the creative phase: it is
always second, a re-beginning.
But we are talking about Brazilian literature, not literature in
general. Perhaps in Berlin, Athens, Luanda, Hanoi – each place with
its own perspective… Let’s suppose that it is in Poitiers. Imagining an
audience that does not consist of postgraduate students, but rather
undergrads, who are not always able to read Portuguese. The question
that arises is: How to enter?
By the text, reading. In the French translation, if necessary, but
soon making the original available. A poem by Bandeira, a newspaper
column by Clarice, the poem “Canção do Exílio,” the beginning of a short
story by Machado or Guimarães Rosa, the first pages of a novel… Awakening the curiosity, the desire to go beyond, to advance, by way of the
work, through it, within it, since the literary text is the only true enigma.
There, at best, a thin thread is woven based on reactions, extrapolations, questions – there begins the adventure of literature, of a class, of
the construction, stone by stone, of a bridge that links that which one
supposedly doesn’t know with that which one supposedly does.
Presenting a class, a course on Brazilian literature, in France, not
only confronts us with the inventiveness of such and such an author,
shares an experience (as the best literature tends to do), and enlarges
the spectrum of language, but also involves three orders of perplexity:
Where does this corpus begin? How to carry out the acclimatization of
these occidental practices of writing? How can one identify with the
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naked eye a “Brazilian” work, the “Brazilianness” of a work? These three
questions can be considered as a single question seen from different
angles, and in fact they are. But it is worthwhile distinguishing the questions, which possess a specific dimension in relation to our audience.
The first one raises the question of differentiation, which
is apparently irrelevant in the
French context. Our historiography is not constituted around
the separation of the colonial and
the national. The production in
Latin is not considered, the works
in ancien français or in moyen
français are all included as though
part of a single language. It would
be unthinkable not to have the
gesture

of

Orlando,

François

Villon, Montaigne… An idea of
France would already be planted
in those writings, emerging since

“It does not
involve so much a
transmission, but
rather a transfer:
of data and forces,
knowledge and
the potential for
knowledge

”

the 10th or 11th century. More than linguistics or politics (at these
times, it doesn’t matter that Rousseau was from Geneva), the borders

of the canon are founded on the project of nationhood (that is, retroprojections of a notion of the nation state), which is differentiated

from its birth. In the Brazilian case, it looks more complicated. Should
the indigenous tales be included? Where should the narratives of the
travelers be inserted? Are Léry or Staden more foreign than Antonil?
Where does Vieira fit in? In the colonial perimeter or in the service

of the Fifth (Portuguese) Empire? These questions are the theme of
writings (Oswald de Andrade and his series on the history of Brazil) or
the apple of discord of criticism. This French-Brazilian confrontation
kindles reflection. It questions the French historiography, which traditionally privileged classicism, a time of collusion and tension between
political authority and the writer. Why not imagine a postcolonial
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dimension of French literature? In relation to the language of Rome,
empire and the Church. Or even as a colonizing focus. And why not
apply to French literature the controversial concept of “formation”? To
speak of Brazilian literature is to convoke these dimensions, to see the
foreigner through other eyes and, above all, to rethink oneself.
To read the American Romantics, in light of this same logic, is
to question the preconceptions of syncretism, imitation, the question
of the value of “secondhandedness.” European literature is seen as a
source, a beacon that illuminates the rest of the planet, born with a
certain pureness of blood, of soul. Hovering within this view there is
a platonic conception of the creative process in which the (necessarily
degraded) copy of Hugo by Castro Alves denounces a lack of maturity, a
situation of lukewarm, adolescent dependence. The organicist, biological reasoning, however, has its limits. It conceives the construction
of the cultural heritage like the states of life, but refuses to consider
whether such a work could have been a mother, and why it was also
a daughter. And it is even less aware that rewriting, recycling and the
intertext are conditions of creation, no matter which side of the Atlantic one is on. It clings to the representation precisely forged in the 19th
century of the writer who only depended on his own exceptional genius,
an ability restricted to just a few individuals speaking in the name of
many, or against all. Reading and rereading the literature produced in
Brazil at that time requires an awareness of how the “author function”
also refers to categories that are not so natural. Moreover, citing and
imitating does not signify a poor inspiration, when practiced as an art,
in a work of resemanticization. In the (dizzying) work of Ana Cristina
Cesar, or in that of Gregório de Matos or that of the Nitheroy group the
recurrence to the same form or verse can involve a response to questions that are different from those dealt with in the texts they took as
their inspiration. This also involves the creative movement of transference – both in the sense of transfer given by Antoine Berman, as in the
English polysemy of translation and revelation.
In short, there is nothing better than a stroll through a foreign
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literature to revisit the logic of the national in literature. This was the
experience of Michel Espagne and Michael Werner, the detour through
Germany (and through Russia), to conclude that “the national element
itself has an intercultural foundation.”1 On the other hand, the superposition of the aesthetic dimension (literature) and the political criterion
(the nation) creates interferences and short circuits that one must
learn to deal with in order to know where to step. What capacity does
a work have to leave its borders and reach new readers, if, to be moved
by it, to be touched by it, they need all of the contextual elements
known to the specialist? Wherein lies the power of defamiliarization
of a prose text or some lines of poetry to remove those readers from
their commonplaces? It cannot be in the exotic trait. Could it be in the
innate “instinct,” as suggested by Machado de Assis? Not by chance, the
wise man of Cosme Velho gave to his commentators the task of deciding what national or communitarian trait was revealed by the man in
his novels. The risk of the national viewpoint is to slide from the plane
of the work to the plane of the document, it is to transform the critic
into a mere historian or sociologist of literature.
How to avoid, in a first class, the dangers of a blind navigation,
installed in the comfort of one’s knowledge – how can we explain what
Brazilian literature is…? By allowing the winds of insecurity and uncertainty blow. By resorting to Brazilian literature as a destabilizing lever,
throwing one author up against another, or a critical text up against
its detractor. Because literature grows with uneasiness, with wildness,
with the stone in the middle of the path. Even without seeking the
sublime against the beautiful, even if it is carved with the art of the
watchmaker, even if in its mimetic intention, or in its rhetorical effectiveness, the work surprises us, breaking our daily routine. Perhaps
this is why I would begin the first class with a poem by Cláudio Manoel
da Costa, the second of his sonnets published in Portugal in 1768.

1

Philologiques III. Qu’est-ce qu’une littérature nationale? Approches pour une théorie interculturelle du
champ littéraire. Paris: Éd. de la Maison des Sciences de l’Homme, 1994, p. 7.
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On that date Brazil was still a colony, and especially considering where it was published, it is not known if we are looking at
an incontestable example of Brazilian literature, since literature did
not yet exist there – in those times they talked of “poetry.” Cláudio
Manoel da Costa was a Portuguese subject from overseas educated at
Coimbra, where he published his first rhymes. He was skilled at the
writing of encomiums – a genre not at all revolutionary at that time
(if it ever was) – and adopted the molds doubly invented in Italy: the
Petrarchist matrix on the one hand and, on the other, the Arcadian
trend derived from the academic movement, which asserted a legislation of verse and organized the codification of a literary life (albeit,
in the Portuguese case, a controlled and framed one, censored by the
authorities). We leave aside the national lyric of the second reign, and
the modernist (so Brazilian!) turbulences, to focus on the miniscule
sonnet, a mechanical form already nearly without a territory, and
atypical for being so banal. We mimic the beginning of the course
studying the beginning of the collectanea, considering that the first
sonnet is a formal threshold, while the second one introduces us to
the core of the project: “Leia a posteridade, ó pátrio Rio…” [May posterity read, o River of my land…].
So many complications saturate this notion of “my land,” dissociated from any aspiration for national independence and manifesting,
however, an attachment to his homeland, which in turn is negatively
defined in the second quartet: “… Não vês Ninfa cantar, pastar o gado…”
[…You don’t see nymphs singing, cattle grazing…]. The Minas Gerais of
Cláudio Manoel is the opposite of a peaceful, welcoming landscape,
the locus amœnus of the Arcadian topic. In another poem, its banks
are contrasted with those of the “placid Mondego.” Here the sands are
pallid, the river murky due to the vile ambitions aroused by gold mining.
Nevertheless, with all of its docile and skillful devotion to an entirely
Eurocentric art, the poetic alchemy extracts gold from the words. Fertilized by the sunny heat running through the veins of the melancholic
expatriate, these insignificant verses by a (Brazilian?) poet from Minas
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Gerais rescue the Carmo River and its erstwhile riverbanks from cold
forgetfulness, in these lines read by posterity.
Sérgio Buarque de Holanda defined Cláudio Manoel da Costa’s
poetry as a sort of inverted “Canção do Exílio.” Part of Brazilian literature is driven by this transatlantic displacement, and is therefore
not the daughter of abandoned or disowned homelands, nor is it
assumedly anything else, or suffering for having to be something else.
It resembles the destiny of Macunaíma, who, after having satisfied
all the urges of life, having exhausted all the resources of pleasure,
decides to transform himself into the Ursa Major, a northern hemisphere constellation. Even the words of the “Manifesto Antropófago”
bear something desperately farcical behind the caustic and garish
laughter, as though saying bravely, joyfully: I don’t even fear death.
A class of literature, a first class about Brazilian literature, even
the ideal, dreamt-of class, can only instate these tensions, in an attempt
at the intelligibility of the Other, and of oneself through the Other.
These are infinitely relaunched tensions, in which some are mimetically
substituted for others, thus evidencing the vitality of the literary texts
and the dynamics of the course, which is aimed at attributing meanings
to the world and thereby, ultimately, making our lives a bit lighter. In
this movement in which two pieces of flint clash against each other,
striving to leave our ordinary lives as professors and students behind
to go to the uncommon place of a foreign land, perhaps some small
nugget glimmers, some ephemeral spark fated to one day lose its shine.
Until a second and third class come to occupy the place of the previous
one, trying to fan the flames, always in an inaugural way.

M I C H E L R I A U D E L is a professor with the Department of Portuguese and Brazilian studies of the Université de Poitiers,
France. A translator of works by various authors including Ana Cristina
Cesar, Modesto Carone, José Almino, and Milton Hatoum, he researches
Brazilian literature and the literary circulation between Brazil and France.
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M Y “ P R I M E I R A A U L A”

M

y “primeira aula” was one I heard, not one I gave. I went to
St. Andrews University, in a small town on the east coast of
Scotland, in 1963, to study French and Spanish – in that order,
though that was soon reversed. The head of the Spanish de-

partment was Ferdy Woodward, an expert on Golden Age literature,
but above all the best lecturer for undergraduates I have ever heard.
I remember one day turning up for a lecture, when he had to cancel
because he was ill – all I remember (and I can visualise it now) is the
intense disappointment I felt, because I enjoyed his lectures so much.
When Brazilians talk to me about the effect that Antonio Candido had
on them, I know what they mean.
What was Ferdy’s “method”? I remember that he had largish

filing cards, nine or ten of them I should think for an hour’s lecture,
and at times he used to update them, replacing an old one with new.
What that gave him (I think) was a wonderful balance between an
established pattern and his evolving thought – and what that in
turn produced was a balance between structure and spontaneity,
all spiced with a sense of humour, and above all a love of literature.
I remember the moments when he would leave his notes, for one
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reason or another – to tell a story, to give his opinion on something
not quite germane to the lecture (Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegan’s
Wake for example).
What I most remember, however, are his readings, both in the
sense of interpretations, and literal “readings” when he quoted from
the text itself. We started with Lazarillo de Tormes: his idea, which has
since become commonplace, was that the narrator of this short, miraculous novel first published in 1554, is extremely unreliable, that he is
writing a spirited but ultimately self-serving defence of his life, and
that the book is not just one of the first novels to be situated in “low
life”, but a revelation of a complex, conflicted character. (From there to
my own reading of Dom Casmurro was a shorter step than might be
imagined.) Above all, I remember Ferdy quoting from the prologue to
the novel, where Lázaro, in the first flush of self-confidence (as with
Bento in Dom Casmurro, “a pena treme-lhe na mão”), announces “Yo
por bien tengo que cosas tan señaladas, y por ventura nunca oídas ni
vistas, vengan a notícia de muchos…”. I can hear the lecturer’s booming
voice, and the resounding words have engraved themselves on my ear.
I have no need to look them up.
If anything gave me a sense of being “primeira”, it was these
lectures, not my own, which were probably pale imitations. I never
did quite get the hang of the filing card system, and used to write my
lectures out verbatim, though I would also, as I got more confidence,
try to “interrupt” myself, “spontaneously”, to make things less monotonous, to wake the students up. But before I come on to myself (and
Brazil), I want to go one stage further back in time.
This origin had its own origin further back, something of
which I was only dimly aware at the time. I knew that Ferdy had been
an undergraduate at Downing College, Cambridge, in the 1930s, but
that had little or no resonance for me. I also remember him quoting a horrible, but popular poem by Arthur O’Shaughnessy, to sum
up everything that was wrong with the watered-down, sentimental
romanticism of the late 19th century:
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We are the music makers,
And we are the dreamers of dreams,
Wandering by lone sea-breakers
And sitting by desolate streams.

One day, not many years ago, I was reading an essay by F.R.Leavis, when suddenly that quotation stood out on the page. Of course!
Leavis, I knew by then, had taught at Downing College, and had had
a huge effect on the teaching of literature, and indeed of the whole
status and importance of literature, in society and in life, in Britain
and to a lesser extent, elsewhere. More than O’Shaughnessy, Ferdy was
quoting his own master. Leavis, of course, has been questioned (and is
questionable), but no one would deny his importance.
More than anything else, I began to realise where my own
loyalties lay: it wasn’t just a method, or an ideology – it was meaningless unless it was expressed through teaching. Above all, Leavis argued
for the central importance of literature – including, crucially, modern,
contemporary literature – as training for life, for turning people into
humanists and teachers. It was intended to supplant the elitist dependence on the Greek and Latin classics that until then had been “the”
training for life (and for jobs in the civil service, diplomacy, and politics).
Even then, I knew that I wanted to expose myself to something different from St Andrews, a small town with its three central
streets, its ruined cathedral, its ancient university and four golf
courses. Even Ferdy had his limitations – one of them was an aversion
to Latin American literature, which I think he and others thought of
as somewhat naïve and romantic. He changed his opinions in later
years, when Borges, Vallejo, and Machado de Assis broke down his
prejudices, but I read not a single text from Latin America as an undergraduate. We were nourished on a diet of texts from the 16th, 17th and
20th centuries: these choices too, though I knew it only vaguely, were
affected by Leavis’s taste, for English “Metaphysical” poetry, and for
the modernism of T.S. Eliot, of whom he was a great champion. But
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Leavis’s followers had some of the intolerance and pugnacity of the
master too. Anything from the 18th and 19th centuries was inferior.
I left St Andrews in 1968, and spent five years in the US, at
Princeton: a year of that, in 1971 and 1972, was spent in Brazil researching for my thesis on the poetry of Carlos Drummond de Andrade. Only
then, in 1973, did I come back to England, and began to teach, as I had
been taught. These years changed me in all kinds of ways, one of which
was a growing fascination with Brazil itself, through its literature and
its life. My first two visits, in 1970 and 1971-72, were not an ideal time
to get to know the country, perhaps – the newspapers were almost
unreadable, and even I, as a foreigner, felt the repression and the fear it
caused. Over the years, on repeated visits, as censorship relaxed and a
kind of democracy emerged, Brazil became a very large part of my life.
***
I returned to England in 1973, and took up my first teaching
job, in Liverpool. The city has extensive historical links with Brazil – José
Maria Paranhos da Silva Júnior, better known by his later title, Barão
de Rio Branco, was consul-general here during the Empire, and the city
was the home of the Booth Line (among others), which dominated shipping up the Amazon in the late 19th and much of the 20th century. But
in 1973, little or nothing of that counted – the city and its port were in
decline, and when a journalist came to interview me some years later, he
called it “the toothless lion of the British empire” – I remember feeling
irritated when I read the phrase, but it wasn’t far from the truth.
The university was founded in 1881. It is one of the so-called
“red-brick” universities (a name invented by the professor of Spanish,
E. Allison Peers). In part this is because at its centre stood the Victoria Building, built in red brick – mostly, however, the phrase implicitly
contrasts with the older universities, Oxford and Cambridge principally, built in grey stone, with their “dreaming spires”, and the
permanent magnetic effect, for good and ill, that they had and have
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over the whole British university system. Our students came, in large
part, from the North of England, many of them from the so-called M62
corridor, a string of industrial towns – many also in relative decline –
from Liverpool through Manchester and Leeds, to Hull.
None of this mattered
much,

immediately:

what

mattered were the practical
facts. Our students came to
Liverpool with Advanced Level
Spanish, but usually no Portuguese. Books appeared only in

“Some of the books
I taught came alive
for me in the
‘sala de aula’

”

the second year, and they would read them (and hear my Brazilian
accent) after one or two lectures on Brazilian history and society. We
were teaching language quite as much as literature; and, thinking

back, it was a vital part of what we did. Nor do I regret it. Of course
it is right that some of the teaching of language should be given to

assistants and graduate students, but I never really resented the three

or four hours a week I taught Portuguese. I don’t think the students
disliked it either. Learning a language, learning how to translate, how
to speak, how to read, is a way of getting your hands dirty. Years later,
when I taught translation for a semester at the Universidade Federal
de Santa Catarina in Florianópolis, I felt something of the same sense
of excitement and usefulness.
We had no doubt that reading good literature was part of the
best way of learning a language. Thinking about it, I was sustained
by my belief that literature was the best, the most interesting, even
the most painless way of learning about Brazil, because it involved a
plunge into the Portuguese language. I wonder, now, not so much if
that belief is mistaken as dated, marked, perhaps, by the inheritance,
more than half unconscious, of Leavis. I don’t know – it is too much
a part of me, perhaps, for me to know. My uncertainty is increased by
the fact that I retired from the university nearly twenty years ago,
at the age of 49, as a consequence of a heart attack. Since then, so
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many things have changed – many of which, principally e-mail and
the Internet, have benefited me enormously, and made up for the loss
of immediate contact with students and colleagues – that I seem to be
speaking from an earlier generation, in the past tense.
But that seems a sour note to end on. Some of the books I
taught (why do I resist calling them texts? – perhaps because they
were not intended as “textbooks”) came alive for me in the “sala de
aula”. Laços de Família, for example: it was the students’ favourite – in
part, though certainly not entirely, because the majority of them were
young women. Of course, the stories were short, but that wasn’t it – it
was their intensity, their deliberately “exotic” language (“Os filhos da
Ana eram bons, uma coisa verdadeira e sumarenta.”),* and the experiences they recount, extreme, closely verging on madness, but entirely,
uncomfortably, believable and even, in some sense, ordinary (and carioca: I never go past the Botanical Garden without thinking of Ana’s
epiphany: “Havia no chão caroços secos cheios de circunvoluções,
como pequenos cérebros apodrecidos”).** Antonio Candido says that
if Brazilians don’t love their literature, no one else will do it for them. I
hope that’s not quite true.

*
“Anna had nice children, she reflected with certainty and pleasure.” Clarice Lispector. Family
Ties. Translated by Giovanni Pontiero. Austin: University of Texas Press, 1972, p. 37.
**
“On the ground there lay dry fruit stones full of circumvolutions like small rotted cerebrums.” Ibid., p. 43.
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THE FIRST AND SECOND CLASSES

La primera vez
no te conocí.
La segunda, sí.

(Federico García Lorca)

T

he first of the many “first classes” that I have given, throughout my more than 40 years of continuous professorship, took
place at a college entrance examination preparatory course
in Santo André, in the Greater São Paulo Area, in 1968, when I

was in my second year of letters. The college entrance examination
included a test of analytic writing about a literary text, along with
questions about the history of literature. I chose the poem “Quadrilha,” by Drummond, as an initial example to be analyzed to show the
essential qualities of a poetic text. At that time, the lettered tradition,
coupled with the structuralist influx, led to a greater belief in the pedagogical value of the stylistic and formal approach. One of the thrusts
of my analysis was to show that the poem’s first sentence is syntactically subordinate, composing a chain of unrequited lovers in which
each subject has as the direct object of his/her amorous action another subject of a nonreciprocal object (“João loved Teresa who loved
Raimundo/ who loved Maria”…), while the second segment is made of
coordinate phrases in which the subjects are now equal in their disconnected scattering, each isolated in his/her own syntagma (“João
went to the United States, Teresa to the convent,/ Raimundo died in a
disaster, Maria became an old maid,” etc.).
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The big rabbit pulled out of the top hat was, therefore, the revelation that, in poetry, syntax is semantics, and that the corrosive irony
about the disconnected character of the desires takes place, in the
poem, by way of a choreography whose underlying order lies in the
movement of the phrases and the punctuations. The subordination
and coordination, the hypotaxis and parataxis (if we wish to be more
technical, but at the same time more specious with the contextual

“The class flows
according to its
articulations and
associations,
self-correcting
itself in progress,
like a waterwheel
connected to
an unknown
spring

”

danger of intimidation), were
saying things, in their ways
of opposing one another. To
cap off the poem’s entirely
ironic construction, the only
subject, in the first period,
whose amorous object was
a zero (“Lili who didn’t love
anyone”)

appears

at

the

end of the second and last
sentence as the subject of
the verb of getting married
with someone whose name
is J. Pinto Fernandes, “who
had not entered the story.”
Unlike the series of first

names of unfortunate physical people launched into their paratactic
diaspora (João, Teresa, Raimundo, Maria...), J. Pinto Fernandes is an
abbreviation followed by a double last name, with its connotations
of a legal firm or commercial business, while also bearing an insidious
phallic suggestion – Pinto* – bereft of lyricism.
It is with a certain effort and considerable delay that I am
writing here this summary of my already distant first class, even
*

Pinto in Brazilian Portuguese slang can also refer to the male reproductive organ.—Trans.
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without discussing the polysemic character of the title “Quadrilha”
and other interpretive consequences. I remember the content very
well, but the writing demands patience, concentration, and systematic vigilance against the potential mistake and the loose phrase,
with all the ghosts ready to stab and torture us. Even though this
is a brief reminder for the sake of an example, the work of writing
resembles the granulated and slow codification of a musical score,
while the class, in and of itself, flows according to its articulations
and associations, self-correcting itself in progress, like a waterwheel
connected to an unknown spring. Like music.
That night I was sure that I had been born for this, that I
could do it for my entire life, that this was a knack I had to develop
as much as I could, since it came to me as though it had been already
formed and made beforehand. I’m not referring to the substance and
the consistency of my classes, which are always variable and subject
to specific evaluation. I am referring to the discovery of the pleasure with which the class spoke in me, spoke through me, without
apparent effort, in a contagious way, which was perceptible, and how
the music of speech combined with the interpretation of the poem,
leading to a sort of conjunction between the literary sense of the
word (the interpretation of the text as an infinite gloss) and the musical sense of the same word (the interpretation as the performative
execution of a textual virtuality).
I was in my second year of training at USP in a course of letters
in which close reading was one of the specialties of the house and I
had come from 13 years of pianistic training, whose mandatory sense
of dynamics, of the cut of the phrase, of the rhythmic paces and polyphonic intercrossings somehow stays ingrained in us. Agreeing to give
classes in a college entrance exam preparatory course was the deathblow that I gave to my intended pianistic career, since in practical
terms it prevented me from continuing with it, thus indirectly forcing
a decision I couldn’t muster up the courage for otherwise. But this lost
musical background also somehow led to that métier which I consider
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as the only one entirely not doubtful among my multiple activities –
that of giving classes.
That first class, however, was not truly the first one. It seemed
so at first, but this impression was later dispelled. The effect of
enchantment brought on by the discovery of nonimmediate layers in
the understanding of a poem, the clarity with which this is evident
in the example deliberately chosen for its didactic effectiveness, the
sensation that the grammar and the poetry worked together, the effusion of the speech gathering the fragments of the text in glimpses of
the general meaning, incorporated to the rhythm of the poem and the
class, like an event of “musical therapy” à la Mário de Andrade – everything contributed to an illusion shared by me and I think a good part
of my students, that we were opening a sure access for the exploration
of literature, that now we knew the way.
The second class belied this implicit confidence. Each new
text is another text, which reappears as a problem, asking, without
any interest in the response, did you bring the key,** etc.? The impact
of the first class conspired against the sustainment of the second
class, putting them both into doubt. The repetition had unmasked
the singularity of the enchantment, denouncing it as a formula. The
literary edifice is colossal, closed off by its complexity. The tools used
previously revealed that they were not master keys to open all the
doors, and were suddenly tainted by a hazy suspicion of fraud. The
formal approach, which promises everything at the outset, even
though it kept its merits, spins its wheels with the question for a
foundation. The aesthetic foundation, although it has an intuitive
immediacy – and I do not wish to deny that – is neither a datum nor
universal, and depends on a long construction.
What is the use of literature and its interpretation? Why state
and restate what has already been said? By interpreting a text, aren’t
we overinterpreting it? Did the author think about what you are saying
**

This is one of the lines from the poem “The Search for Poetry” by Carlos Drummond de Andrade.—Trans.
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about what he said? These are muffled questions, whether conscious or
not, whether elaborated or in the rough, which haunt the students and
circle around the class during its second movement. Or else they are
developed with time: how does literature make sense in history? How
does literature undo what we call “history”? This rosary of questions,
which drives literary criticism in a potentially infinite circle, becomes
mutely present in the class, in every class. The second class is the first
one to teach that it will always be like that: if we are not repeaters of
ready-made formulas, it will be necessary each time to redimension
the terms and make a fresh start, “at every swing of the scythe” (Walter
Benjamin, in his essay “Once Is Nothing”) in which we try to pass literature through the fine-toothed problematics of its study.
In my classes of Brazilian literature at USP, text analysis
continued to be the mainstay, the basis on which I felt most secure
and useful. With time I learned to situate them better in a historical
perspective, finding the mediations that provided links between the
chosen text and visions of a whole, a synchrony and diachrony. For
me, the pedagogical question par excellence, at the undergraduate
level, was always the link involved in giving the curricular information, giving tools for the information to be enlarged and consolidated
in a method while broadening repertoires able to impart meaning to
the widened information. The tools are not consolidated without a
repertoire; the repertoire is not formed without tools. This implies
opening windows for sociohistorical, philosophical, psychoanalytic,
anthropological and linguistic questions raised by the text, without
detaching them from their literary singularity.
As a subtext and personal guide for orienting the literary reading in class I have a page by Fernando Pessoa about the abilities he
believes are required by the reader of the book Mensagem (I don’t use
it in class, but to situate for myself certain especially delicate questions
which are posed for the literature professor). Ironically, it is a text with
initiatic resonances, consistent with the ciphered and esoteric character
of his only book published during his life, but which, beyond indicating
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the place of the reader of the hidden symbols, offers a vision of what
can be read as clarified and clarifying of the various approaches which,
together, allow one to read a poem. They are: sympathy, intuition, intelligence, comprehension and conversation with the guardian angel.
Sympathy, according to Pessoa himself, is to vibrate together
with the poem, to lend it meaning, without which it would have none
(the symbols dead to the reader and the reader dead to the symbols).
Intuition is to leave open the channel through which one gets to know
that which one does not know, a condition for the first diffuse perceptions of a poem to take form and give voice to levels of latent meaning.
Intelligence is to articulate the various levels of understanding, to
pass from the general to the particular and from the particular to the
general, completing the hermeneutic circle, analyzing and interpreting.
But the interpretation is not complete without the comprehension,
which involves the poem’s situation in the larger set of where it comes
from, in a wider field, in a world – with everything that this can involve.
In this passage Pessoa says that erudition is a sum, culture is a synthesis, and comprehension is a life. In regard to the enigmatic conversation
with the guardian angel – what can we do? – we can give it the meaning
we wish, because it is certainly there to complicate the scheme. I like
to understand it as the presence of an unfathomable element that is
part of the creation, opening it to the unforeseeable and the terrible
(I’m thinking about Rilke’s angel), as well as a grateful acceptance that
accompanies and keeps it. I’m thinking about Walter Benjamin’s enigma
(Angelus Novus) between the Adamic language and the catastrophe of
history, as well as the message by Guimarães Rosa, in which one enters
a poem through the conjunction of various channels.
It is clear that I do not lead the students along the untrodden
paths of occultism. This is not about hermetics, but about a hermeneutic pedagogy. This has to do with the fact that we are dealing
with a specialty that leads us to propose problems whose solution is
never entirely predeterminable. This is where its power also lies. It
thus involves considering that the tasks that we normally assign the
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students – analyses, interpretations and contextualizations of the literary text – in the best of cases, involve intelligent and comprehensive
activities that revolve falsely when not accompanied by sympathy and
intuition, involvement and insight. Professor Antonio Candido knew
this very well, when he said to us students in his course on Baudelaire
that it was necessary to sleep with the book, to bring it onto the trolley, to carry it everywhere, even if closed in our pocket. And he ended
by saying, with the practical and ironic wisdom of who was giving a
message by switched letters: “Saturate your unconscious!”
It is therefore a question
of reflecting on the fact that what
we call literature is language in
its state of elevated power, not
forgetting that the discourses
are, symptomatically, the objects
that most resist their reduction
and manipulation by informatics codes, precisely because they
imply

multiple

operations

of

a diverse nature – digital and

“The meanders of a
sociability resistant
to interjecting the
productive ethics
to its ultimate
consequences often
seem impenetrable
to the average
American
reader

”

analogue, explicit and implicit, producing determined and indeterminable meanings, at the untranslatable and unrepeatable limit. Luiz Tatit

revealed to me that Noam Chomsky has fantastic teams and funds
from the American government, in spite of his intense and caustic

political questioning, in the expectation that his theory of language

will finally result in a complete computational mastery of the most

rebellious of objects. Evidently, a powerful set of economic and ideological forces is at work, more than ever in human history, with the
aim of neutralizing, dominating and manipulating this indomitable
domain running through literature. A course of letters should be
clear about this contemporary situation, in such a way as to identify
in its difficulties a unique quality of language and consequently of

119

120

J os é

M i g u el

W isni k

literature, which is contemplated by a small set of attributes listed by
Pessoa. Actually, I would like a course of letters which, without ignoring the most advanced technical awareness, without avoiding the
most current discussions, and without enclosing itself in a defensive
cocoon, would have an entrance gateway consisting of these virtual
words written in an arch: sympathy, intuition, intelligence, comprehension and conversation with the guardian angel.
Returning to the ground, from which we never really leave,
I think that during the first year of the course we should offer the
student, with discernment and care, a sort of shock of high literature that strikes down the consumerist leveling, the irresponsibility
of immediacy and the corrosion of literature as an institution: many
students arrive at the course without any idea about the nature of
a text that depends on its wholeness, its authenticity, which cannot
be substituted by a paraphrase or a summary, and which bears and
supports many simultaneous, often conflicting meanings. The tool of
Internet, which is powerful and important, gives way to the mistake
of a research that does not deal with the subject, but is simply carried
out through it and without it. The university is a lonely and mitigated
heir of the sense of the mediations.
In 2006 I lectured at Berkeley for one semester, which led me
to experiment with a new sort of first class. I could feel a little of the
spectrum of motives which, within the American curricular flexibility, makes some students take courses involving Portuguese and
Brazil. Some are native speakers of the language, from a Portuguese
background, others are speakers of Spanish who take advantage of
the linguistic proximity to take up the study of Lusophony. The rest
include a significant number who are attracted by Brazilian song.
Others are thinking about international relations and the study of
Latin America. There are also cases of induced passion: a person has
fallen in love with a Brazilian guy or gal. I imagine that Brazilians
abroad must frequently combine their personal seduction with that
of the country and its culture, functioning as a powerful aid in the
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conquest, judging from so many foreigners who are forever connected
to Brazil after a former amorous episode.
Intimacies apart, it is fascinating to experience the taste and tartness of the cultural difference as a device of experiences, almost like a
blade of comparative dispositions. Which we feel upon reading, for example, Machado de Assis with a class of American students. John Gledson
has observed the difficulty of translating Machado de Assis’s vocabulary associated with its links to work, to productive and nonproductive
activities, into English. There is a mix of formality with informality, in
the familial relations and in sexual life, in work and leisure, which does
not find a direct correspondence in English. This does not only involve
a linguistic translation; it is as though it were necessary to carry out an
extremely difficult cultural translation implied in the language, as difficult or impossible as the translation of poetry.
The meanders of a sociability resistant to interjecting the
productive ethics to its ultimate consequences, with its peculiar forms
of violence and emotional instability, often seem impenetrable to the
average American reader. The ambivalences of slave and mestizo
society (with an emphasis on the conjunction) sound practically
unthinkable. It is easy to understand the Brazilianists’ temptation,
humorously pointed out by Richard Morse, to do the easiest thing:
convert Brazil to the codes of American racialism and reinscribe our
history in the molds of theirs.
The classes often deal with these questions. I will never forget
an assiduous student’s look of dismay, stamped on his green and
sincerely devoted eyes (he was one of those formerly impassioned
individuals who remain in love with Brazil) trying to understand the
figure of the father-priest in the short story “Um Homem Célebre.”
How could a Catholic priest, committed to celibacy, be introduced as
the father of the character Pestana, the composer of polkas who wants
to compose sonatas? How to simultaneously disguise and recognize
this fact? How to assimilate the significant presence of priests who are
fathers of families in Brazil, fathering children with slaves, oscillating
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this fact between the spoken and the unspoken? This is the case, for
example, of mulatto musician José Mauricio Nunes Garcia, the father
of Brazilian classical music, of many religious pieces, and of his son
who became a composer of lundus.*** What relation does this bear
with the theme of the composer of popular music, in Machado’s tale,
who tries to compose concert pieces that turn out to be polkas? (A
comparative study with the case of Thomas Jefferson, who had children with a slave, would be as fascinating, I imagine, as the study of
the compared destiny of the rhythmic syncopations in American and
Brazilian music).
In “Missa do Galo,” still speaking of Machado, the husband goes
periodically to the “theater.” The short story makes it implicitly clear:
going to the “theater” means going to a rendezvous with his lover. In
Machado de Assis’s familial scene, no one talks about it and everyone
knows. The female Hispanic students sighed as though it fell on them
like the confirmation of an inevitable fate. The Orientals remained
as silent as sphinxes. The Anglo-Saxons debated against the political
incorrectness. The female black students were simultaneously the
most critical and those who best understood everything.
Ultimately, it was a question of instilling the Brazilian
poison-remedy there and, at the same time, being obligated by those
students and by that country to bid farewell to many of our fantasies,
converting the potion into a vaccine.

***

Lundu is a Brazilian folkloric dance of African origin known for its sensual moves.—Trans.
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STRAIGHT LINES AND CURVES

I

’m writing this first sentence without knowing what the next one
will be. I didn’t make a rough draft of what I intend to say, I don’t
know where this will end up – but I see that I have already advanced. So I add the third sentence, which brings me closer to the

end of the paragraph, which will take me to the following paragraph,
and so on, until the time when, if all goes well, I will have said something that makes sense. Thanks for reading, and until next time.
The foregoing is a silly little exercise in metalanguage. It’s
useful insofar as it serves as an anti-example of how I used to organize
my classes back when I was invited to lecture at a North American
university. Up till then (and even now, depending on the circumstances), upon entering a classroom, my first phrase, unlike that which
begins this text, would lead to the last one with little deviation. If the
class is a road, then all of us, professor and students together, drove
along a well-marked highway equipped with everything necessary for
the traveler to arrive safely at his or her destination. We went happily
along the Autobahn.*
There is nothing wrong with this. Classes planned down to the
tiniest details are not intrinsically inferior, or less creative, than those
that move along back roads chosen on the spur of the moment. There
*

German highway with no apparent speed limit and no tolls.—Trans.
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is as much virtue in arriving at the set destination (straight trips) as
there is risk of getting lost along the way (curving trips) – which can be
good, but not always. Moreover, as shown by the cinema of Eduardo
Coutinho – a frequent object of my pedagogical incursions – the way
that something is said is just as essential (more essential, he would say)
as what is said. A class planned with a compass and straightedge can
be delivered with the same passion as one given for the first time. The
problem, clearly, does not lie in following a beaten path, but in losing
interest in the landscape. To put it another way, Nina Simone sang “Ne
Me Quitte Pas” dozens of times. Each
was equally heartbreaking.
There are, however, other ways
to move forward. The great Polish
poet Zbigniew Herbert suggested that
the traveler spend his first hours in an
unknown city by walking according
to the following algorithm: a straight
line, the third on the right, a straight
line, the third on the right. Out on the
walk, the newcomer could, depending
on his preferences, also follow the
curve of a scythe. There are countless

“There are
countless
systems, Herbert
teaches, and they
are all good.
The essential
thing is
to get lost

”

systems, Herbert teaches, and they are all good. The essential thing is
to get lost. True cities, he says, are those in which the traveler does not
know what comes after the next corner and, at some point, perceives

that it is nearly impossible to retrace his or her steps and return to the
starting point. They are cities that leave the neophyte at the mercy of

surprise, whether it be good (that restaurant, that little public square),
or bad (it’s getting dark and I can’t get out of here). Herbert hated

streets laid out in a grid, that “monotonous modern tyranny of the
right angle,” in which, in extreme cases, the street names are numbers,
resulting in something more like coordinates than addresses. New
York is the prime example.
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There are, therefore, Autobahn classes and Herbertian classes
– which can also be called Sienna classes, after the Italian city that
Herbert most liked getting lost in. I had the two models in mind, and,
I insist, neither of them seemed superior to the other – when, in 2010,
I decided to accept the invitation to talk about documentaries at a
North American university. There were to be 12 classes, from February to June, for a small group of students seated around a table. Since
none of the prospective students were Brazilian, it did not take long for
me to start wondering: why in the world would a young American (or
Asian, European or Hispanic American) student waste his or her time
studying the greatness and the woes of the Brazilian documentary?
This was not a rhetorical question. Anyone who takes up the
challenge of teaching Machado de Assis or Pixinguinha to a group that
has never heard of the two is certainly up against what Pedro Meira
Monteiro describes as “profound unfamiliarity or simple indifference
when faced with canonical references.” It is a concrete problem which,
I presume, is sufficiently answered by Memórias Póstumas de Brás
Cubas and “Carinhoso,” to choose just two jewels from the arsenal.
This is a powerful beginning, a promise of enchantment based on
which, depending on the qualities of the professor and the pupils, one
can build very much indeed or very little.
In my field, the story is different. Brazil produced some important documentaries; to a few of them, it is fair to affix the adjective
extraordinary. Nevertheless, anyone whose judgment does not salute
the star-studded green-and-yellow flag will have to admit that, in this
terrain, native accomplishments are few and far between. Coupled
to this scarcity is the aggravating factor of the place that documentary occupies in the cinematographic system. Eduardo Coutinho used
to say that the documentarian is to the fiction-film director as the
dentist is to the doctor. I hasten to say that Coutinho suffered from
serious orthodontic problems for years. Being intimately familiar with
dental pain, he would be the last to belittle dentists, and his phrase,
far from a lament, is a paean to the profession. In light of the fact
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that in both monetary and symbolic coin the documentarian’s work
is worth less than that of the fictionist, the former is subject to much
less pressure, which is a huge advantage. Not only are the commercial
dictates less coercive (no producers to demand a million spectators),
but mistakes are also not so costly, either financially or symbolically
(failure hurts more when expectations are high). There is thus more
freedom to be disinterested, in the sense of making a film for the film’s
sake or, at least, for the sake of little outside of it. Films about nothing,
as Coutinho was wont to say.
Debating to what extent the documentary’s relative lack of
prestige has determined the genre’s thematic and narrative choices
could be the subject of a good course, but this was not the case. I had
been invited as a Brazilian documentarian to teach in a department
of Spanish and Portuguese languages and cultures. I supposed that
what was expected of me was not exactly an internal reflection on
cinema, but rather an overview of the Brazilian or perhaps Latin
American sensibility in filmmaking, based on films produced in the
region. Perhaps this was a mistaken interpretation of my role – they
never suggested what the content of the course should be – but it was
what I concluded. These circumstances must be clear in order for me
to be able to talk about my first class in the United States, and for just
one reason: the first class based on the premise of a course on Brazilian documentary was never given.
The professor’s voice can include doubt and hesitation, and
there are arguments to the effect that the teaching is stronger when
neither of these is ignored. What it cannot lack, however, is conviction,
without which, as Nelson Rodrigues pointed out, one cannot so much
as lick a proverbial Chicabon ice cream bar.** As everyone knows,
much more is transmitted in the classroom than the content: there is
also enthusiasm (ideally, more of this than the former) and there is no
**
Ice creams. The expression recalls the phrase “Sem alma não se chupa nem um Chicabon.” [Without
soul, you can’t even suck a Chicabon] of the playwright and journalist Nelson Rodrigues (1912–1980); creator
of the modern Brazilian theater, whose plays mordantly criticize middle-class customs.—Trans.
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way to inspire students when one is not convinced of the relevance of
what one is teaching. The suspicion as to the value of the object was
therefore double-edged: it was potentially that of the future students,
but more concretely, it was also that of the professor. I had accepted
the invitation and only afterwards asked myself if I would actually
have anything to say.
The situation was a new one. I felt that the Brazilian canon,
like the jaboticaba*** tree, would not survive on a foreign soil. Films
that deservedly mark our documentary tradition – often for reasons
that are more historic than artistic – did not strike me as able to
kindle interest in someone who was not Brazilian or a Brazilianist.
Regardless of whether this was a false impression, it was what was
going through my mind at the time, and it undermined my confidence
about the possibility of convincing the students to remain in the class.
And convincing them was, so to speak, the name of the game.
In certain North American universities (perhaps in most of them,
although I wouldn’t know) there is something which is known there
– attesting to the vigor of the mercantile civilization forged by that
nation – as the “shopping period.” During this period, which falls
during the first weeks of the beginning of each semester, the students
appear in the classes which they found enticing on paper, to meet the
professor and see if it really does interest them. They listen, ask questions about the syllabus, the bibliography, the evaluation method,
they weigh the costs and benefits of taking that course over others,
and only then decide whether or not to enroll. The student is given
this period of experimentation so that he or she may decide whether
or not to commit. It is a good idea.
But the neophyte professor inevitably feels like he is on a
supermarket shelf. Not the flashy ones, full of chocolate cookies, but
those ones at the back, the rather poorly lit ones, that sell quinoa****

***
****

Native Brazilian tree whose purple fruits grow on its trunk and branches.—Trans.
Seed with a high nutritional content, originally from the Andes.—Trans.
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and rice milk to a few macrobiotic souls. This is the fact: during shopping period you are not only the product, but also your own marketing
department and advertising agency.
Therefore, what would the first class be like? Having discarded
the idea of giving a course on the Brazilian documentary, I decided to
organize my seminar around the idea of representing the adversary.
One question held sway over that decision: when the director chooses
the figure of an adversary as his subject – an ambivalent friend, a class
enemy, a political opponent, a social monster, a dictator – what are the
limits of his or her responsibility? In the attempt to expose the torturer,
for example, is everything permitted, including mockery, ambush, and
fraud? Since one of the central aspects of nonfictional cinema – in my
view, so central that it defines its nature as opposed to fictional cinema
– is the fact that the documentary has the power to affect those that it
documents (thus obliging the documentarian to openly enter the field
of responsibility), films about the adversary are the ideal field to test
the dilemmas of the genre. A solid course, therefore.
This solution allowed me to talk about some of the great
Brazilian documentarians (Teodorico, by Eduardo Coutinho; Retrato
de Classe, by Gregório Bacic), alongside works of a wide range of
subjects and origins. I showed films from Latin America (Agarrando
Pueblo, by Carlos Mayolo and Luis Ospina; The Battle of Chile, by Patricio Guzmán), Europe (Shoah, by Claude Lanzmann; Videograms of a
Revolution, by Harun Farocki and Andrei Ujica), Franco-Africa (The
Mad Masters, by Jean Rouch), Asia (S-21: The Khmer Rouge Killing
Machine, by Rithy Panh), Israel (The Specialist, by Eyal Sivan; Waltz
with Bashir, by Ari Folman) and North America (In the Year of the Pig,
by Emile de Antonio; The Fog of War, by Errol Morris). This is to say
that the nonrestrictive nature of the invitation gave me an emergency
exit for the dilemma “of the lack of national references on the part of
the students” referred to by Pedro.
On the day of the first class, I looked at my wristwatch before
opening the door and saw that it was just 30 seconds after the sched-
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uled time. I gave myself the metaphorical pat on the back, turned
the doorknob and, painfully, saw that all the students were already
there, in judgmental silence. It was my first cultural shock. I cleared
my throat, said hello and, sure of the force of my material, I began. I
discoursed about documentarians and adversaries. I talked about
Kiarostami, Herzog, Coutinho,
and Kieslowski. I discussed the
Judas of the Scriptures, that of
Dante, that of Giotto, and that
of Borges. I dealt with Idi Amin
Dada. All perfectly well-prepared. While still in Brazil, I
had edited a tape with passages
from various films which could
be

controlled

discreetly

by

remote control to illustrate – at
precise moments, as I continued
talking without so much as a
glance at the screen – a determined phrase or a more subtle
argument. It was a pedagogical

“Theme and
improvisation, a
formula dear to Nina
Simone, who coupled
the conviction of
experience to the
awe of discovery
every time she set
out to sing an
old song

”

son et lumière. It worked very well. The only interruption came ninety

minutes into the lecture when a student with an anguished look on
her face asked me if there would be a restroom break. I granted her

wish, went on to the end – each class lasted about three hours – and it
was with undeniable pleasure that I saw the last phrase of my script

go hand-in-hand with the last minute of the class period, like two
Swiss businessmen arriving at a mutual meeting. I had given the ideal,
platonic, Autobahn class.
This was when something happened that sounded strangely
familiar to me. While the professor that would be using the room
after me was getting ready and I was gathering up my things, a
student asked me if all of the classes would be given that same way.
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What way? I asked. As lectures, she said. As opposed to what? I asked.
Letting us talk, she explained. The subject had appeared interesting to
her, many things had gone through her mind, but she had not found
any openings in which to express them. She wanted to know if there
would be any openings in the classes. That was the word she used:
openings. Taking advantage of the cue, another young woman came
up to me and asked why she should continue taking the course. I had
just spent three hours explaining exactly that. I asked her why she
had come. She was an anthropology student, she explained, and one
of her professors (my friend) had recommended that she attend at
least my first class. And she repeated the question, which was not a
hard one to answer. Every anthropologist has to deal with the problem of representing the Other, I argued; without a doubt, reflecting
on the dilemmas of the representation of this radical Other who is
the adversary will sharpen one’s critical judgment and, consequently,
one’s awareness of how to exercise one’s chosen profession. Right
there, outside the classroom, we struck up a conversation about Jean
Rouch, Eduardo Coutinho, the representation of the underdogs of the
world, the notion of listening. She said she would think about it.
What I recognized in this brief contact with the two students
was the experience that I had when, 13 years after having filmed it, I
re-watched the rough material that would become the documentary
Santiago. At some point the narrator says, “In one of his films, Werner
Herzog says that the beauty of a take is often in what’s off-script, what
happens fortuitously before or after the action.”
“Often” does not mean always, or scarcely. Beauty is also present during the shot, or, in this case, during the class (or lecture, as may
be the case). But there is no denying it: a few minutes of conversation after everything has ended can, by chance, reveal a lot. Especially
everything that no script could foresee. Surprise, therefore. Paul
Valéry said that chance exists when you produce the possible instead
of the probable: “Instead of the expected, another thing appears that
teaches us that it can also be.”
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Well, after those two brief conversations, with books and DVDs
falling out of my hands, the thing was different. I continued to enter
the classroom already knowing the terrain well, however, and inasmuch as possible, without setting our path in stone. Neither Zbigniew
Herbert in Sienna, nor the Via Dutra highway linking São Paulo with
Rio de Janeiro. These were controlled strolls which, along the way to a
destination – let’s say: Rio, starting from São Paulo – allowed us to visit
the Mantiqueira Mountains at the town of Passa Quatro, see butterflies at the Itatiaia National Park and go swimming in the ocean at
Ubatuba. At some point or another we made a stop in the industrial
district of Volta Redonda, but that’s all part of the game. While we may
have gotten lost at times, we never wound up in Espírito Santo.
The two students who came up to talk to me after the class
enrolled in the course. My shopping period ended with a return to the
drawing board to make the adjustments between what was offered
and the expectations of those who decided to stay. It was a sort of
compromise; not one that swept aside the initial object, but one that
investigated it and moved it to one side or the other. Theme and improvisation, a formula dear to Nina Simone, who coupled the conviction
of experience to the awe of discovery every time she set out to sing an
old song. A utopia of the perfect class.

J OÃO M O R E I R A S A L L E S is a documentarist.
The films he has directed include Nelson Freire (2003), Entreatos (2004)
and Santiago (2006). In 2006, he created the magazine piauí, of which he
is the editor.
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THE LESSON OF ABANDONMENT OR
W H A T T H E F I R S T C L A S S C A N P O I N T T O WA R D

Le professeur n’y a d’autre activité que de
chercher et de parler – je dirai volontiers:
de rêver tout haut sa recherche – non de juger,
de proumouvoir, de s’asservir à un savoir dirigé.

(Roland Barthes, Leçon)

I

try to escape from the question because its apparent simplicity
involves a huge complexity; because asking myself about the first
class actually means questioning my role as an Italian professor
of Portuguese and Brazilian literature at a university in Rome; be-

cause, after all, that is the tough and captivating job that I have chosen
(or for which, perhaps, I was chosen) to carry out for nearly 40 years
now (I started giving classes very young…). In this sense, the question
is not so much about knowing what the first class holds, as about my
reflecting, while taking a step back for a dizzying look through other
eyes – on my long experience as a professor – so long, in fact that it
has become an old habit, almost a mask glued to my face. And it’s not
by chance that I use this expression stolen from Fernando Pessoa, because I could also discover, taking off my professor’s mask and looking
in the mirror at my academic practice, how I have aged, in a long series
of classes in which the “first” one is nothing else but a reoccurring mo-
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ment that comes after all the other times and opens to a “new” which,
actually, is presented as an (eternal?) return to the same thing.
The void, evoked and convoked by Pedro Meira Monteiro, exists
and has a consistency and duration that goes beyond the first class
of the course, seeing that this vacuum is more closely linked, in my
understanding, to the desire to go beyond the “already experienced,”
on the one hand, and, on the other, the sensation of not being able to
get out of that circle of obligations and duties that compose the didactic routine, proposing subjects outside any normative axis, works and
authors far from any canon. Nevertheless, I think that anyone who
proposes (or is willing) to be a professor of foreign literature cannot
avoid the fascination of venturing, that is, of researching, of talking
and “dreaming aloud” everything that the students could, for their
part, read, assimilate and dream about a culture which they, for the
most part, do not know. The didactic approach, therefore, is always
balanced between the vacuous repetition of the already said and the
groping entrance into a universe of hidden and undeciphered values:
a tight rope suspended between two voids.
(I remember, here and now, at the moment that I am writing – which often happens as I am talking in the classroom – about
a masterful essay by Jean Starobinski entitled Portrait de L’Artiste
en Saltimbanque: thinking about artistic practice as acrobatics or
a pirouette can help to also think about the work of the researcher/
professor of literature as a juggling among the canonic demands, and
the desire to take a leap to a discourse that is more “aerial” and simultaneously more attached to the ambition of ending “the sacred truths,”
to the aim of considering that which would perhaps be destined to
remain forgotten and in silence.)
That which remains and is left over in this crossing of extremes,
in this circulation between the thresholds of literary competence, can
be an ethical order and a political obligation (or a civic duty, which
amounts to the same thing). Ethics has to do with faithfulness to the
responsibility of informing, since there is no escape from the task of
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of dates and data. And this is in
addition to the fact of selecting
the information in an authoritarian and fatally arbitrary way:
clearly as much in the first class
as in the following ones, I, as a
foreign professor of little-known
literatures, cannot take the luxury
of overlooking a series of indispensable notions. The programs
of Italian secondary education do
not effectively include the litera-
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“The didactic approach,
therefore, is always
balanced between the
vacuous repetition of
the already said and
the groping entrance
into a universe of hidden
and undeciphered
values: a tight rope
suspended
between two
voids

tures of the Portuguese language,

”

just as they do not include the study of that language. Evidently, my

class may eventually include students from a Portuguese or Brazilian
background, but obviously most of them are Italians (mainly Italian

women, since they predominate in the courses of letters) and speaking

about these cultures that are partially or totally unknown – or known
only in their “exotic” aspects – without furnishing at least a necessarily

brief historical overview along with sociocultural notions that allow for
the definition of a context (albeit a sketchy one) can signify falling into
the void or the abyss of baseless jabbering, in which only the performative aspect is left: an apparently pleasant discourse that does not go
anywhere, lacking any educational value.
The ethical perspective also involves a double consideration:
for the texts, primarily, and, consequently, for those who will be their
readers (in this case, the students in my courses). As a privileged
reader, for having a network of intertextual references and possessing
critical tools, I could impose an interpretation, without taking other
approaches into account. Once again, I think that this authoritarian way of imposing a single reading on others, even though this is
connatural to the role of the professor – being, essentially, an unavoid-
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able element of this work – needs to always be “well seasoned,” that
is, the professor’s decision must always be open to the review and
interpretation of the others. The class should be a place of debate and
discussion, a dialogue and not a monologue, for as difficult as this
may be, given the scarcity of information and the few instruments
the students possess, coupled with the typical shyness of many young
people before the figure and the “authoritarian” speech of the Professor (this time, capitalized).
Even so, starting with the first class, defying the void and the
silence, the educator’s voice needs to be raised loudly in the polyphony
of a cultural universe that does not have just one side, one correct direction, and a single logic, but rather spreads in all possible directions.
Discounting the serialization and/or the repetition of that which,
being “first,” nevertheless comes after many other discourses, what
stands out is the aim and/or the obligation to share with the others
the joy of discovery – even if this discovery is, for the professor, an old
one, made many years before. Thus, rediscovering with the students
the meaning(s) of a literature, or, to put it better, reblazing with them
an already made path, to reach a hypothetical place or a hypothesis
of a place, since one arrives not at a delimited place but rather a sort
of clearing, which Heidegger defines as the space of “abandonment”
(Gelassenheit). Indeed, even when one is faithful to one’s “informative”
duty, while maintaining the “performative” characteristic – once again,
the art of the acrobat – a class should always be, despite the physical
limitation of the classroom, an open and intermittent space-time in
which the experience of abandonment is carried out.
(Reflecting on the notion of “abandonment,” Jean-Luc Nancy
refers to the origin of the term – bandum, band, bannen... – to affirm
that it does not only indicate exposure to the Law, to the “absolute of
the law,” but the fact of being banned, banished or abandoned by a law
that applies in its own retreat, in its own withdrawal and retraction.
This is a paradox which, however, opens a breach of freedom in the
denseness and absolutism of Power.)
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And we thus arrive at that which I defined as a political obligation or a civic duty of the professor: the resistance, the escape or
displacement in relation to the Order of the discourse. The class,
therefore, as a political paradigm against every syntax of Power and
Canon: at rock bottom, this is what it means to teach – avoiding or
sneaking out of the authoritarian role imposed by the pedagogical
function. This is a difficult job, involving acrobatics without a net, but
a task to be carried out in order not to adhere or be subject to the irreversibility of the Law.
In this sense, remaining alongside and at the sidelines of
the dominant discourse presents a possible solution for remaining
faithful to the pedagogical and informative obligation without being
absorbed by the routine of a practice in which “we know beforehand
what will happen,” knowing from the outset – since the first class
– “what awaits us” (in the words of Pedro Meira Monteiro). The abandonment – the being excluded or confined on the outside by the Law
(Agamben), re-encountering oneself in a situation of banishment, in
this sense represents a fundamental alternative to being chained in
the prison of the duty-to-be-like-that. And I use the word “chained” in
the sense of chain as a “series,” of the necessary succession of events to
be maintained in their (apparent and nevertheless legitimate, that is,
imposed by the Law) consequentiality. Respecting the chronological
seriation of the events (of the works, of the authors, of the chains…) in
the teaching of Brazilian literature – of literatures in general, perhaps
– signifies starting from a determined place to arrive at what is known
since the beginning. But the path of literature does not follow this
linear course, especially in the postcolonial cultures.
What I am questioning is, ultimately, the value of a literary
history in which the texts are laid out “in the time of the clock” (Bosi)
without taking into account the discontinuity and untimeliness, the
dispersion and anachronism of the literary phenomena. I have written a lot about the subject over the last years (but the core of my
proposals can be found in the brief article “O Tempo Preocupado,”
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published in May 2004, in the supplement Mais! of the newspaper Folha de S.Paulo) and all of what I wrote is simultaneously the
result and the origin of my didactic method – if I can use the term

“Being led by
suggestions that
appear along the path
allows the students
to keep that breach
of freedom open
which only art and
its teaching can open
in the iron
Order of the
discourse

”

“method” for an attitude that is
not at all methodical. This uneasiness (which I see is shared by
Pedro Meira Monteiro) is reflected,
in short, in the didactic method,
in my day-to-day experience as a
professor of literature, manifesting as impatience in relation to a
literary historiography linked “to
a horizon of expectations that
point toward a discourse about
language and nation.” Even more
than being history tout court,

traditional literary historiography, by its nature and its ideological
character, tends to be a fictitious linkage of facts with a fake coherence, imposed a posteriori on a multiplicity of discourses, fatally
ignoring their heterogeneity.

My modest proposal has been to draw a panorama of “figures,”
to try to convey the complexity and constant outmodedness (in the
Nietzschean sense) of the literary phenomena, but without any aim of
exhausting the possibilities of meaning that each of the figures delimits. Somewhat akin to Pedro Meira Monteiro’s proposal to read the
first chapter of Vidas Secas together with a passage from Eles Eram
Muitos Cavalos, I also think that, for example, a parallel reading of Os
Sertões and Grande Sertão: Veredas (and I am citing an experience or
an experiment which has already been conducted by Willi Bolle) can
create a constellation of meanings that make sense in regard to the
historical and ideological relation of Brazilian culture with the “figure”
of the sertão. All this would lead, at least, to a result, both on the plane
of research as well as teaching: escaping from a “directed knowl-
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edge” (to also recur to the words of Roland Barthes), that is, escaping
from the obligation of a chronological linearity – which spans from a
presumed origin up to a predetermined end – to indulge in the luxury
and the pleasure of wandering among ideas, participating in the first
person and inviting the students to participate in a randonnée, to use
a term dear to Michel Serres.
Being led by suggestions that appear along the path and
calling the others to participate in this freedom implicit in the unexpected associations has the advantage of removing the professor, at
least in part, from the routine imposed by the classroom and by the
academic programs that come one after the other, all the same, year
after year, but, above all, allows the students to keep that breach of
freedom open which only art and its teaching can open in the iron
Order of the discourse.
(In his first class at the Collège de France, Barthes shows he is
aware that at the moment a language is used to teach, this affirmative –
and, I once again point out, both pedagogical and performative – speech
does not manage to escape from the implicit power(s) of the language,
which in and of itself “is neither reactionary nor progressive,” but simply
fascist, “because fascism is not the prohibition to speak, but the obligation to speak.” The only space that shelters within it a language “outside
of power,” “in the splendor of a permanent revolution of language,” is,
in the perspective of the great French semiologist, that which is created
and inhabited by literature: once again, a clearing, a place of banishment
and abandonment opened in the thicket of the prescriptions and impositions of a “legitimate” expression, regulated by the Canon.)
Even if he is submitted to the duty of informing and has to
escape from the verbiage of a performance without content, I nevertheless think that every professor of literature, starting at his/her first
class, should never forget this possibility of playing with language, of
double dealing with it; he/she should not forget about this ability to
resist the norm or to subvert it, this ability or skill to displace oneself
in relation to it, which the great literary works possess. Only thus can
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we continue to be amazed by the reading of texts which, sometimes,
we already know inside out, but which can be updated in a fundamentally unexpected way with each reading, pointing to that space
of exception and subversion to which they hold the door ajar in the
density of language and in which they are fatally arranged (because,
after all, as shown by Gilles Deleuze and Giorgio Agamben – both in
the wake of Foucault – literature is also, despite everything, a “device”).
The prize, the only prize that we manage to gain in this deceptive and endless game constituted by literature, its analysis and its
teaching (beyond the low salaries and a great deal of bureaucracy), is
the compelling joy of positioning ourselves in this vanished and abandoned place of unforeseen interpretation, which in turn feeds the
“pleasure of the text.” To succeed in sharing with the others this stupor,
to infect the students that arrive through the years with this “vice” is
not only a way to introduce ourselves into a strange and unknown
cultural context, but also the only remedy against the passage of time.
Mirroring myself in the first class, in the occurrence of many – first
and last – classes and in the amazement of my students before a page
by Machado, Rosa or Clarice, before a poem by Pessoa or Drummond,
I can reencounter my face without wrinkles and relish the ineffable
taste of freedom and the “it might (not) be” (or the “it-might-be-that-itisn’t”) that only youth provides.
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Portuguese and Brazilian literature at Sapienza – Università di Roma. The
author of the book Entretempos: Mapeando a História da Cultura Brasileira (Unesp, 2013), he has published works on Fernando Pessoa, Clarice
Lispector and Guimarães Rosa.

151

T H E

F I R S T

C L A S S

TRANSITS OF BRAZILIAN LITERATURE ABROAD

Pe te r W. S c h u l z e

AN AIR PASSAGE, GIVING VOICE
A TRANSCULTURAL TRANSL ATION

To Caro and Berthold, for the “inter-Brazilian” dialogs

M

oving the muscles of the larynge, a coming together of the
vocal cords. Air moving through the lungs. Self-conscious,
pronouncing words in a first class. “Speaking in a speech…”* A
montage, a showing. Allowing: speech.
Giving voice, in a first class. “The husky voice” of Hugo Carvana,

in a cinematographic transposition. Transcultured words by Glauber
in a Congolese bar, dismounting the epopee, ten cantos, beautiful
words in a colonial tone, omitted. Substituted by another music. “No
more, muse, no more.”**
How to talk about the Other? The Other that talks about the
Other through an Other. In another language. In another medium.
How to talk with the Other? To reach the Other? An Other, among
Others, who does not talk and who speaks little or no Portuguese. Who
learns and unlearns concepts and preconceptions of Brazil by way of
O Cinema Falado, that is, the sung and recited cinema. Is it a case of
“There’s no translation,” as Noel sings? At the outset, at a first class, the
voice of the Other is heard without captions. Only the sound of the
words. A corporal sound, nothing more than the voice’s timbre and
inflections, a strange melody of phrases beyond the meaning, accompanied by gestures, by miming, which accentuate an incomprehensible
discourse. A sort of silent movie with sound. Mouths form words open

The sentence is from the modernist novel Macunaíma by Mário de Andrade: “Então o pássaro principiou falando numa fala mansa (...).”—Trans.
The idea and phrase refer in part to Canto X of the epic poem The Lusiads by Luis de Camões.—Trans.

*

**
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to another meaning. Imaginary, sensorial meanings. Only “the kernel of
the voice” and images conveyed by body language, facial expressions in
the pronunciations of the words that lack any semantic meaning in the
ear of the Other. Only the sound is intelligible, the skin of the sound.
Giving voice, in a first class? Well, seeing or hearing. Captions. In
another language. Making and fixing a meaning, a semantic meaning.
Complementing spoken words, letter by letter. Aligning meanings and
inserting divergences, omissions. Another meaning of another language
in another medium. A fugitive meaning, displaced by the audiovisual
interferences. Perceptions scattered by the plurimediality, giving rise
to voices, noises, movements of bodies, cuts, successions of images in
movement, a montage. Also of texts reordered, compressed and re-contextualized by the montage. A corporal-verbal excess, signs of a shifting of
the meaning of the film O Homem do Pau-Brasil. An audiovisual reinvention of a cinematographic writing, of the “Laboratory” of João Miramar
and Mlle. Rolah. For its part, “Klaxon knows that the cinematographer
exists.” Ruptures and displacements, anticipated in the proto-cinematographic omissions of Brás Cubas, in the void that emphasizes the
material, the paper, the skin of literature in Bressane’s transfigured film.
The repetition that inserts the difference, the abyss between the lines:
“Roteiros. Roteiros. Roteiros. Roteiros. Roteiros. Roteiros. Roteiros.” That
is: “Scripts. Scripts. Scripts. Scripts. Scripts. Scripts. Scripts.”*** The difference of the same, as in the repeated sequence of Terra em Transe, in a
lyric delirium, in this ceaseless audiovisual flow, counterpointed with
calmness and visual void, pervaded by polysemic words, full of poetic,
literary references to Castro Alves or Mário Faustino, in a very cinematographic plurimedial excess. “The public square! The square belongs
to the people…,” but the agonizing dilemma between poetics and politics,
in times of dictatorship, expressed in a circular movement, “A deceased
but intact gladiator/ (A lot of violence, but a lot of tenderness).”

This is one of the idea-phrases from writer Oswald de Andrade’s Cannibal Manifesto, published in May
1928 in the Revista de Antropofagia.—Trans.

***
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How to continue in the scattered plots of an intermedial, transcultural reading? Guiding and seeking the other in these “forking
paths.” How to arrive at the “floor of the word” (as so aptly put by José
Carlos Avellar)? At the floor of Portuguese and Brazilian literature, in
a department of cinema in Germany? Introducing not only Brazilian
cinema but also Brazilian literature with its various contexts in a department of cinema which, fortunately, offers a lot of curricular latitude
and a strong alignment with
interdisciplinarity and intercultural perspectives. Nevertheless,
the question remains: how to
approach and teach Brazilian
cinema and literature to the
students (from Germany and
other countries) who are not
“Brazilianists” or “Latin Americanists,” or at least “Romanists.”
Students who, for the most part,
do not know Brazilian literature
or Brazilian cinema, except for

“An interstice between
spoken Portuguese, being
only music in the ear of
the Other, and a German
written in white captions,
on a visual background
in movement, a
metamorphosis
of colors and
textures

”

Cidade de Deus (the film) or Tropa de Elite, along with one or another

telanovela. Who perceive Brazil mainly in its stereotype as a nation

of soccer, favelas and samba, as well as a country of great wealth and
poverty. It should be noted that there are always some students who

are well informed about Brazil, its history, its politics and its culture(s),
but they are exceptions. The result is that the works that I choose inev-

itably seem canonic for dealing with nearly the only known cultural
productions, forming an image of the country which, in the worst
case, can be noted as “the Brazil.” This raises a fundamental question:
Which of the most diverse works should be chosen? And, consequently:
“Which of the many existing Brazils,” that arise in the representations
of the country – including foreign ones – should be discussed? There
are various possible responses, within the pragmatic limits imposed
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by the German university system and, more specifically, the teaching
structure in my department of cinema, that is, with a primary focus on
the audiovisual media. First, I can share a wide range of aspects of Brazil
in courses that allow for this approach, that is, in seminars that thematize only Brazilian culture. For example, courses such as Contemporary
Brazilian Cinema or Transfigurations of Brazilian Literature in Cinema.
Second, I often include Brazilian cultural productions in seminars
with various themes, without an explicit connection to Brazil. In these
contexts, the Brazilian works are evidently not chosen for being Brazilian, but rather, among other reasons, for their new political strategies
in cinematographic representation, by stylistic innovations or simply
for their aesthetic value. Thus, in a course on Postcolonial Perspectives in Cinema, the film Iracema, uma Transa Amazônica is discussed
as an example of the deconstruction of a founding myth of national
identity and of related hegemonic discourses of race, gender and social
class as well as their function in the representation of the nation at a
determined historical moment. In the case of Iracema, this evidently
involves a founding myth of Brazilian identity based on Alencar’s novel
which – in its German translation – is compared with the film. Another
example is the course Impulses of Neorealism in World Cinema. In a
comparative analysis of Vidas Secas, the representation of poverty in
this film is related not only with its Italian precursors and similar films
by Satyajit Ray or Ousmane Sembène, but also, and mainly, with the
homonymous novel by Graciliano Ramos – another occasion of once
again approaching Brazilian literature (in its German translation).
Between the lines of the intermedia, in the intercultural readings there rises a new, different and imaginary Brazilian literature. The
fiction of a fiction. An interstice between spoken Portuguese, being only
music in the ear of the Other, and a German written in white captions,
on a visual background in movement, a metamorphosis of colors and
textures. The spoken, Dionysian language in the ear of the Other, voices
becoming no more than a rhythm, inciting, dragging along the ordered,
discrete written words. Words in small letters beaten by voices that
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are only sounds. An accelerated, multiplied tone of mixed, polyphonic
voices, and the hurried captions, the linear and sometimes syncopated
letters, words without synchrony, a distorted visual echo, words as a
counterpoint, breaking the melodic lines of the spoken language, breaking the semantic meaning, which is not even perceived, voices “speaking
in a speech” that is not always mild, but new, very new. And this writing
in such a familiar language becomes increasingly less and increasingly
more mine. Increasingly more and increasingly less mine.
Giving voice, in a first class. The dragging writing of the voices,
of the pronounced words, in a crescendo that makes the letters sparkle,
and breaks the reading. An interval. Suddenly: the slowed pace, words
articulated slowly. Captions become visible, comprehensible. Now, at
the back of the writing the dark and light images, the white captions,
shadow, a blinding light, black, a dazzling illumination. White captions
on a light background, on a black background, breaking phrases, fragmented between shadows, swallowed by the whiteness.
Giving voice: to misunderstanding. Giving voice to the Other.
Through the other. Balancing, floating. Between perception and
thought. Learning.
Giving voice:
[...]
Leaving voice.
“That’s it.” – “Und damit Schluß.”****
****
“Und damit Schluß” is the translation into German of the sentence that ends the novel Macunaíma by
Mário de Andrade: “Tem mais não.” [And that’s all] —Trans.

P E T E R W. S C H U L Z E is a researcher and professor of cinema and literature at Universität Bremen, Germany. He has
published books on themes such as contemporary Brazilian literature,
the work of filmmaker Glauber Rocha, and the relation between cinema
and globalization.
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F l o r e n c i a G a r ra m u ñ o

THE UNS TABLE PL ATFORM OF BRAZILIAN LITERATURE

T

he Conexões Itaú Cultural project has asked me for a text about
the first class of Brazilian literature that I taught in a foreign
place. The invitation proposes: “It should be a brief evaluation
of the experience of being (or having been) a professor ‘abroad,’

that is, outside an environment where the professor and students
share the same cultural presuppositions and a similar literary canon.
It is worth talking about this displacement, and the discomfort that
arises from it.” And it continues: “How does one talk about ‘Brazilian
literature’ to a group for whom names like Machado de Assis or Mário
de Andrade might not mean anything, or almost nothing? How does
one deal with the profound sense of strangeness or simple indifference in relation to canonic references?” I was very enthusiastic about
the invitation, but, at the same time, it left me a little perplexed. In
my case – given that I am Argentinean – the term “foreign” has multiple resonances. Should I talk about the experience of having been
a professor of Brazilian literature in a place that was “foreign” to me,
or “foreign” to Brazilian literature? I’m not sure if I should begin the
report by telling about my first class in the United States – where I
taught Brazilian literature for the first time and where both Brazilian
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literature and I were foreign – or about my first class of Brazilian literature in Argentina – a land foreign to Brazilian literature, although not
to me (even though, after seven years of study and work in the United
States, I felt nearly as foreign there as Brazilian literature). Considering further, I could also begin the essay with the first class I taught in
Brazil, where I, as the lecturer, was a foreigner.
The memories linked to these various first classes whirl, illuminating each other, in a sort of magical kaleidoscope. In Philadelphia,
the first class I taught, for example, filled me with fear: with my
recently learned Portuguese, I was to face a class of students who for
the most part were the children or grandchildren of members of the
city’s Portuguese community – who pronounced with much greater
perfection than I the language in which I would be teaching the course
of Portuguese Language and Culture. While their Portuguese was a
language with a faltering grammar, my own, as a second language, was
correct but more literary than spoken, and began to stagger with the
first nasalization. From whence could I extract the necessary authority in relation to those students, owners of the language in which the
literature that I was supposed to teach them was written? I believe
that the imagined worlds that literature condenses were precisely
what initially widened the bridge between my students and me, and
soon thereafter, between them and Brazilian literary production.
There is one text in particular – one of those texts typical of
courses of Portuguese language and culture – whose impact among
my students I remember well: O Guarani, by José de Alencar. For
my students from a Portuguese background the forest of O Guarani
was much more foreign than was, for me, the language in which the
novel was written. In Alencar we found the midpoint – something
like the Azores – between the Latin American world of the Indians
and the forest and the European world of Pessoa’s language. On a sort
of island of interchanges, they heard, through a language they had
learned while nursing at their mother’s breast, a foreign language.
They knew the uses of this language, which were unknown to me, but
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asked me explanations about the humid meanders of the forest and
the indigenous feeling.
In my own country, the differences were not so intense, but
they also existed. After all, my students – like myself, who years before
had attended the same classes as a student – had in mind that stereotyped Brazil which inhabits the foreign imaginary, and specifically that
Brazil with the particular stereotypes idealized by the Argentineans.
There is a line from a song by Charly García that aptly exemplifies this
Brazil which is only ours. When, in “Yo No Quiero Volverme Tan Loco,”
García sings that “la alegría no sólo es brasilera” [happiness is not only
Brazilian], we know that he is not only referring to the stereotype of
the happy country often associated with Brazil: he is also trying to
contest a sort of inverse of Brazil into which we Argentineans often
place ourselves – and from which we often try to distance ourselves.
In the first class that I
gave as a visiting professor for
a doctorate course at Universidade Federal de Minas Gerais
(UFMG), I had the sensation
that it was the Brazilian literature itself that appeared to my
Brazilian students as foreign.
The fact that it was explored
together with Argentine literature – only then did I become

“Should I talk about the
experience of having
been a professor of
Brazilian literature in a
place that was ‘foreign’ to
me, or ‘foreign’
to Brazilian
literature?

”

aware of this – radically altered the way that those students viewed
it. Placed alongside texts by Argentine author Néstor Perlongher, for

example, the work of Brazilian poet Ana Cristina Cesar evidenced not
only a more debauched use of the language than that of Pessoa or

Drummond, but also certain political and historical questions shared
by determined countries of the Southern Cone during the 1970s and

’80s. And another course – this one in Argentina – in which we were
comparing the rise of the tango and the samba, I noted the same sensa-
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tion of defamiliarization among the students: the songs with which
they were familiar sounded different when presented in the same
context as “Recenseamento” sung by Carmen Miranda.
***
These experiences perhaps tell less about the specificity of
“teaching Brazilian literature abroad” than about a more general problem, constantly faced by professors of literature: as I see it, any literature
that is interesting is always “foreign.” Constructing a singular world,
it always places – as in the title of the book by Jacques Derrida – “the

“There is space within
a national literature
for many literatures,
especially, perhaps,
in regard to the
Brazilian literary
production, which
has been the location
of an extraordinary
intercrossing of
cultures,
references
and traditions

”

sovereignties in question.”1
Of course I am not saying
that there does not exist – or never
existed, especially in the era of the
national literatures – a specifically
Brazilian literary production. It is
unnecessary to know by heart the
argument of Um Mestre na Periferia do Capitalismo, by Roberto
Schwarz – although it would be
interesting to know it – to perceive
why Machado de Assis is not Eça
de Queirós or why Machado de
Assis’s realism is different from
that produced by writers of other
countries. Clearly, the social and

historical conditions and the cultural traditions in which a literature
is necessarily born are going to be reflected, in one way or another,
in our literature. And since these characteristics are historically and
culturally constructed, we cannot point to them as the “essence” of
1

Sovereignties in Question – The Poetics of Paul Celan.

T H E

F I R S T

C L A S S

TRANSITS OF BRAZILIAN LITERATURE ABROAD

a literary production. On the contrary: studying them, following the
multiple paths that lead to their formation, we come upon the impossibility of identifying their essence.
But it is not only this undefined essence that makes it hard
to talk about a Brazilian literature. Because it is also true that there
is space within a national literature for many literatures – just as one
language contains many languages – especially, perhaps, in regard
to the Brazilian literary production, which has been the location of
an extraordinary intercrossing of cultures, references and traditions.
And these various trends that are revealed within Brazilian literature
are often more foreign from each other than they are in relation to
other national literatures. This is the case of the strangeness of Clarice
Lispector’s work in relation to the Brazilian canon, the insistence – the
near necessity – of the critics to compare her inaugural novel, Perto do
Coração Selvagem, with the work of foreign writers like James Joyce
or Virginia Woolf.
In the book O Brasil Não É Longe Daqui, Flora Süssekind
demonstrated how the Brazilian writers themselves, in the 1840s,
seemed marked by a “feeling of not being completely there,” similar
to that of the foreign visitor, since they worked with a preconceived
image of Brazil, in contrast to the Brazil of their everyday lives.
And if in Raízes do Brasil, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda – citing
Joaquim Nabuco – refers to the Brazilians as “exiles in their own land,”
how can we not confess that it is to this distance, always, that literature convokes us?
The complexity is still more evident in the contemporary
literature – an area in which I have been active for some years.
Globalization has not erased borders, much to the contrary. But the
accelerated internationalization of transnational capitalism has radically changed the national identities – making them more porous or
more conflicted, perhaps. And there is no doubt that Brazilian literature has accompanied this process in an increasingly notorious way
– it is enough to observe the quantity of recent works whose stories
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take place, totally or partially, outside Brazil: Lorde and Berkeley em
Bellagio, by João Gilberto Noll, O Filho da Mãe, by Bernardo Carvalho,
Cordilheira, by Daniel Galera, Mais ao Sul, by Paloma Vidal, Estive em
Lisboa e Lembrei de Você, by Luiz Ruffato, and A Chave de Casa, by
Tatiana Salem Levy, to cite the first that come to mind.
And the discussion ranges beyond the scenarios of these
texts. There are also those works that incorporate – as Marx wanted
– a more-than-national tradition of world literature: O Mau Vidraceiro, by Nuno Ramos – constructed based on a poem in prose by
Baudelaire – Bénédicte Vê o Mar, by Laura Erber – whose texts and
drawings establish a dialogue with the production of the Portuguese
poet from a Belgian background Bénédicte Houart – or Monodrama,
by Carlito Azevedo – entirely framed by the idea of the immigrant,
even including poems written on the basis of fragments of the cinema
of French filmmaker Claude Lanzmann or of monuments by British
artist Rachel Whiteread. Is there anything specifically Brazilian in
these works? Without a doubt – depending on the way we study and
research this contemporary world in which Brazil, perhaps more than
any other Latin American country, is inserted.
In conclusion, a somewhat paradoxical note: it is for specifically Brazilian reasons – colonialism, slavery, the coexistence of
various cultures within a single national culture, besides Brazil’s role
in the current context of globalization – that the country’s literary
production can be seen as the best example of this coexistence of various literatures within a single literature.
Having been – and being – a professor of Brazilian literature, in
Brazil or abroad, has led me to identify – and understand – paradoxes
like this. And to look at the world from this unstable platform.
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G u s t avo S o rá

S O FA R F R O M H O M E :
ILLUSIONS AND LIMIT S OF A TRANSNATIONAL PEDAGOGY

T

eaching in Argentina with a Brazilian outlook? Teaching in Brazil with an Argentine posture and French thinking? Teaching
in France with an American attitude and Brazilian style? The
invitation to reflect on teaching in different national contexts,

the fact of giving classes as a foreign professor, or being a professor in
one’s own country with a foreign outlook, is an opportunity for me to
venture into an unforeseen and simultaneously attractive, dangerous
and provocative terrain. The attraction is linked to the possibility of
verbalizing a vivid experience that seems impossible to recover, transmit and explain in an action, in the classroom. The provocation stems
from perceiving that this has to do with a repressible facet and that,
therefore, its questioning destabilizes unavoidable presuppositions
about the universality of knowledge, as well as the pedagogical ethics
that support it. And lastly, the danger of not surpassing the personal
convenience of telling some experiences in the first-person, without
managing to make an autobiographical excursus convey a variant of
the general theme: the universality of knowledge questioned by the
pedagogy of the foreign professor.
There are two borders for situating this reflection. First, the
juridical border between student and professor, evidently an incisive
one. The professor’s habitus, however, actuates a continuous palimpsest of cognitive schemes, outlooks and postures (including corporal
ones) that are established initially and gradually as a student. This
takes place in the long sequence of transition (13 years in my case, since
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graduating in La Plata until completing my postgraduate work in Rio
de Janeiro and in Paris) and in the closed and very complex situation
found in the classroom. The professor was previously a student, and the
fixation of learning remains, transformed in a thousand ways, in his/
her teaching practice. Without overlooking this border, the professor
can also be considered genetically as a past student. Second, the linguistic and national border is the ultimate test for the understanding and
illusion of the universal, precisely by being revealed through its violent
confrontation with the different, the unfamiliar. It is a summum of
arbitrariness and for this reason it can become the most revealing
signifier of what knowledge is and its consummation in the act of
transmission. The transnationalism so much in vogue today looks like
an illusion when submitted to the test of the relation between pedagogy and a national or foreign condition. Would this be a new antidote
for preserving the dark side of the theory as a pure state of a knowledge
without history or geography, without habitus and without practice?

EXCURSUS
I became a professor after the second selection process I underwent for a professorship. And it was at the end of the last century: a
position of adjunct professor in the Department of Social Sciences of
the Universidade do Estado do Rio de Janeiro (UERJ). I thought that
I wouldn’t be able to beat an Italian candidate with a weightier track
record and professional reputation in Brazil. But I had two highly significant experiences in my favor: first, a long stint completing a “sandwich
doctorate” in Paris, where I was in personal contact with a good part
of my reference bibliography, especially with Pierre Bourdieu. And
there had been a previous selection process, that I had failed by a hair’s
breath.1 It was for a position of adjunct professor at the Department of
1
Perhaps I have never been through such an extreme task, involving so many personal, emotional
and intellectual dimensions, then incomprehensible and incalculable. The examination began at 9 a.m. and
ended at 9 p.m., after many deliberations by the five examiners. I encapsulate my memory of this extreme
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Sociology of the Universidade de São Paulo: I had ended up just 1/10 of a
point below the winner, a prestigious doctor from USP, whose academic
resume filled several boxes and was transported by pushcart!
What did those first students at UERJ perceive about my foreign
condition? My Portuguese was already fluent, my bibliography nearly
entirely acquired during my eight years of postgraduate training at the
Museu Nacional of the Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro (UFRJ).
My life in Rio was one of total immersion. As one of those foreigners
who after a time takes the natives to places in the city that they themselves rarely visit: Paquetá; bars in the historical downtown; Santa
Teresa before it became fashionable; Leme, near Chapéu Mangueira,
before the favelas were pacified, becoming a tourist attraction. Here
the national/foreign paths of Lasar Segall, as analyzed by Sergio Miceli,
come to mind. In many aspects I experienced Rio and Brazil in an effort
to make me more of a Carioca than the inhabitants themselves, by
revealing the mysteries of the country that so generously hosted me
and to which I have coupled my destiny: not by chance I dedicated
myself to researching “Brasilianas” in Gilberto Freyre, José Olympio,
Augusto Frederico Schmidt, Castro Faria, and Companhia das Letras.2
In some regards, I was able to get to know Brazil better than
many Luso-Americans, and I was able to experience Rio from Lapa
(when it was still dimly lit) toward the South Zone, rather than the
other way around. My first experience as a foreign professor had Rio
de Janeiro, UERJ, as the backdrop. Familiarity with the urban and
academic environment. What exoticisms would my Carioca students
have noticed in me? The basic, lacerating one of the migrant: open your
mouth and hear them say, “You’re not from here.” I quickly became an

experience in the image of a beer I drank alone at the bar on Avenida Paulista. It was after the result. A
leaden night, the typical drizzle of São Paulo. Was it sadness over a lost opportunity? The joy of having
performed well and not having to migrate to São Paulo? I felt that I was struggling in a storm of ambivalences: between the possible and the desirable to delineate a certain professional destiny, “so far from home.”
2
The two books I have published up till now condense and sublimate these profound experiences of
cultural “translation”: Traducir el Brasil. Una antropología de la circulación internacional de ideas. Buenos
Aires: Libros del Zorzal, 2003, and Brasilianas. José Olympio e a gênese do mercado editorial brasileiro. São
Paulo: Edusp, 2010.
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advisor to various postgrads and formed a small extracurricular study
group, but in the oppressive architecture of that university in Maracanã
District (the building had the shape of a true concrete prison), the only
pleasant place was the classroom. It was hard for me to occupy the office
I shared with Clara Araújo. It was hard for me to respond in proportion to the very warm reception of colleagues such as Patricia Birman,
João Trajano and Patricia Monte-Mór. It was hard for me to demonstrate institutional engagement. At the same time, without being able
to openly mention it, in those wagers on multiple tables, which someone at the beginning of their career must do, I had also placed a bet in
Argentina: my “Brazilian” work began to interest some notable groups
such as that of the Program of Intellectual History of the Universidad
de Quilmes, as well as the projects for the insertion of anthropology
at the Universidad de Córdoba, the oldest one in the Southern Cone,
located in a large city which nevertheless “was not mine.” I was invited
to participate at Córdoba in the implementation of one of the many
projects that Argentina was beginning to install, which I considered
the big difference from Brazil: the postgraduate activity, the professionalism and the internationalization that such projects energized. So
I joined Conicet, when it was nearly closed, and thus ventured out a
new migration together with Ludmila, who was the most Brazilian of
the two of us, considering her greater reticence upon her return and
the confirmation of her career in Brazil, where a short time later she
received the Anpocs Prize for the best doctoral thesis in social sciences.
Before naturalizing my incorporation of a Brazilian style of
learning, doing and teaching social sciences, however, I should return
to the confrontation between the ways of reading social sciences that I
had brought from La Plata and those that reigned at the Museu Nacional. I had come from an academic environment intensely marked by
politics and full of paralyzing preconceptions: for example, according
to my undergraduate studies, Evans-Pritchard and Robert Redfield
were obsolete functionalists; Clifford Geertz was an impressionist who
had done nothing more than motivate the postmodern conservatism.
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The Argentine tradition privileged a simple typology of the theoretic
schools in which the only valid one was that of the professors themselves. A game of classifications into schools, in which all of them were
terrible, except those that favored certain postures apparently or even
Sartrely engaged with the imperative of the “social reality.” In the effort
to bury the dictatorship and resume the debates of the 1970s, in the 1980s
the Argentine bibliographies included the theory of the Third World
and other proposals that were important, recognizedly, to reestablish
the debates that Marxism had
inspired in the Hispano-American social sciences in the
1970s. It was an intellectual
process truncated by the dictatorship and which was often
conducted by professors who,
in all fairness, were reinstated
to their professorships after
their exile. Alongside Peter
Worsley and Marta Harnecker,

“How good it would be
if a colleague in Brazil
were to question to what
point his/her culture is
remade based on relations
of affinities and
differences with
Argentina

”

the “Latin American anthropology” had a considerable place with the

names of Eduardo Menéndez, Bonfil Batalla or the Bartolomé broth-

ers. And even though we had read Roberto Cardoso de Oliveira and
Gilberto Velho, Brazilian anthropology in the Hispano-American intellectual field was limited to the work of Darcy Ribeiro. This is why, when

I moved to Rio, I carried in my pocket a copy of Darcy Ribeiro’s Los

Brasileños, in a typical edition of the 1970s by Siglo XXI publishers. I
was surprised to perceive, almost immediately, in 1991, that Darcy or
Gilberto Freyre no longer existed for the Brazilian anthropology of the
“academy.” A couple of classes with Moacir Palmeira were enough for
me to realize that those “theoretic” preconceptions dear to Argentine
academicians had no value in that new space. Each author of the canon
and even the newcomers could be considered in their own history, that
is, in their singularity, as a good thing to read: as a partial and relative
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alternative to enlarge one’s reflection and train the imagination. With
time, I learned to distance myself from that style, in order to reassume
it in various forms. Many years passed before I understood what had
happened with Darcy and Freyre.
After ten years in Rio de Janeiro, I returned to Argentina in
March 2001, at the moment that the country was beginning to splinter.
It was like boarding a ship that appeared to be sinking. I don’t know
very well if it was the desperation of the travelers or our yielding with
the aim to vitalize ourselves with others, but there is no doubt that we
soon underwent an extreme experience. In 2001 and in the following
year, space and time became open to pain and hope. In the cracks of the
crisis a different terrain was fertilized. It was on this soil that I began
to give master’s-level classes in anthropology. I was nearly a Brazilian
professor in light of my bibliography and the invitees who, like Afrânio
Garcia, visited us at that time. And there was my accent. It took about
five years before people stopped pointing out the “Portuñol” aspects
of my speech. In the context of my first master’s student group, I was
immensely happy to meet Renata Oliveira Rufino, a Brazilian student
and later one of my doctoral candidates. It was as though this switch
of position allowed me to reciprocate, at least in part, everything that
Brazil had offered me on the academic and affective planes. Teaching Brazilians in Argentina: which I continue to do. Renata’s thesis
concerned “los brasileños” at Córdoba, without managing, perhaps, to
reflexively include herself or me in this ethnographic web. Until today,
I give classes in Argentina as though I were waging an all-important
battle against a set of collective intellectual repressions, condensed in
the notion of the “theoretical framework.” This notion, omnipresent in
Argentina, fortunately seems to be headed toward extinction; a black
box of conceptual proofs to which the student submits to inhibit the
search for information able to question unmovable truths.
With the passing of years, other colleagues have been
appointed to professorships at Argentine universities, after passing
through different postgraduate programs in Brazil. The bibliographies
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have changed, the mental schemes have changed, the many postures
have changed. We all have become a point in the endless chain of souls
who, in modernity, contribute to Argentine culture with a gesture
of our own: translating Brazil. This movement has been ceaselessly
reflected, since 1900, in the editorial offerings of academic journals and
literary anthologies. With time, the necessary criticism and distance
have arisen which allow for other migrations. As though it were inevitable to keep moving permanently from place to place to find a balance,
to ensure that these interchanges do not become unequal. We are not
the same, but we seek something in common. The languages, the
social backgrounds, the physical and mental geographies that inhabit
us need outside stimuli to decenter one’s thinking and to fertilize the
future. How good it would be if a colleague in Brazil were to question
to what point his/her culture is remade based on relations of affinities
and differences with Argentina.
Beyond the (muddy?) sediments that have built up after
post-structuralism or postmodernism, the teaching continues to reify
the theory. Theory should tend toward the universal and, therefore, it
should negate and crush the particular. If, in light of theory, the professor annuls or minimizes his/her biography, he or she will do much
more in relation to his/her foreign background or foreign perspective.
Reflexivity, as a resource of method and decisive ethical principle in
the social sciences nowadays, helps to elaborate this dilemma.

G U S T AV O S O R Á is an independent researcher with
the Consejo Nacional de Investigaciones Científicas y Técnicas (Conicet), of
Argentina, and a full professor of anthropological theory at the Universidad Nacional de Córdoba (UNC). He holds a PhD in social anthropology
from the Museu Nacional of the Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro
(UFRJ), and has authored various books, including Brasilianas – José Olympio e a Gênese do Mercado Editorial Brasileiro (Edusp, 2010).
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M . C a r m e n V i l l a r i n o Pa r d o

OTHER MODES OF THE FOREIGN VIEWPOINT
ON BRAZILIAN LITERATURE AND CULTURE

I

n the room were the students who had paid the enrollment fee
for the course in Brazilian literature at the Universidade de Santiago de Compostela (USC), from which I had graduated a few years
before. It was the beginning of the 1996–1997 academic year and,

for the first time, the College of Philology was offering a discipline
focused on the literary production of Brazil. Expectations were high:
this was not just any class; it was the first class of the first course of
Brazilian literature at USC – and I, as the professor, was supposed to
convey that feeling to those students gathered there in the classroom,
waiting for the class to begin. But before arriving at that moment, and
before preparing that first class, it was necessary to address an essential question: the elaboration of the course’s program. Giving classes
in the literature and culture of Brazil (or of Portugal, or of one of the
African countries whose official language is Portuguese) at Galiza involves historico-cultural questions that do not arise in other places
where different foreign lecturers teach. Here, the texts were read in the
original language; this is a difference that marks, to a good extent, our
academic outlook in our common language.
The academic programs in the Spanish university system
offered very little in the way of specific training for the student to
learn about Brazilian literature and culture. Someone like myself,
who was specialized in Galego-Portuguese, generally relied on scarce
references here and there, which were not gathered within a single
discipline. A conversation, a newspaper or magazine article – even if
not current – or a book found by chance were some of the threads
from which we wove our references. And, through a training program
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that was to a good extent self-taught (and this was one of the big challenges), we prepared ourselves to teach this literature and this culture.
Up to 1995, the Brazil with which I had established contact
was the one that arrived, timidly, in the bookstores and libraries – or
was featured at determined cultural activities – in Galiza and Portugal. And when, that same year, I had taken my first leap to “the real”
Brazil, I brought back with me a metaphoric suitcase fed by aspects
of the local day-to-day life, of readings made and classes attended in
the country, of works carried out in libraries, of contacts I made with
colleagues… And I also came back with a physical suitcase which was
clearly overweight at São Paulo’s Guarulhos Airport: 97 kg. The pitiful
look – and the explanation that she “wasn’t bringing a dead body, but
rather books and photocopies” – of the PhD candidate on an initiation trip, taken for both personal and professional purposes, was not
enough to avoid the excess weight baggage surcharge...
That “legal contraband” allowed me to make a series of readings and proposals to begin my work for the next year. It was a new
moment and I, as a young and inexperienced professor, was clearly
aware of my responsibility: to begin the construction of a curriculum
– which, fortunately, remains in place at USC. How to focus on these
subjects, in a new context that significantly widened the presence of
the studies in the Portuguese language, taking into account the guidelines of the Education Ministry and the limits of the university?
In those years when Internet was not part of our daily work
routine, and when exchanges with colleagues from other universities
– essentially in Brazil – were less frequent, working as a “spy” in order
to gather data on teaching programs adopted by other institutions
required many contacts and conversations. Especially if this spy was
a little-experienced educator at the beginning of her career. It was
very useful to know what colleagues from Portuguese and Brazilian
universities were doing; but we needed to make our own mark on this
academic orientation. And the choice, generally, was to offer a sociological perspective of Brazilian literature and culture.
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The topics of that first Brazilian Literature I course presented
labels that referred to styles of eras such as Arcadianism, Romanticism and realism/naturalism, and this prompted one student, already
on that first day of class, to raise his hand to express a concern. He
observed that, apparently, he was finding in this course “the same
thing as in other literature courses” and was a little disillusioned
because he wanted to learn about the indigenous literary production
of Brazil. This question sparked a debate that kept the students’ initial
curiosity alive throughout the entire academic year.
At that point – and also in the following years – the students,
in general, did not arrive at the course with a lot of references about
Brazil. A sort of “icebreaker” activity that was customarily done at the
beginning of each academic year was to write names and categories
on the blackboard and allow the students to connect them, showing
what they knew about the country. The references included names
from sports – Bebeto, Rivaldo, Ayrton Senna... – from literature – Jorge
Amado, Clarice Lispector, Paulo Coelho, Oswald de Andrade, Machado
de Assis... – from music – Gilberto Gil, Caetano Veloso, Maria Bethânia,
Roberto Carlos... – the name of Brazil’s president, etc. The tests were
not rigorous and merely served to make an initial diagnosis. Nevertheless, they have revealed – even if without much basis for contrast
– that there have been significant changes in recent years.
At the time the course was introduced, for example, Jorge
Amado was a name that sounded familiar to a considerable number
of students. But his name is much less frequently identified in recent
years.1 Paulo Coelho, on the other hand, has become increasingly
known – and now the students comment, in the first class of the
program, that they know that Brazil, the host of the 2014 World Cup
and the 2016 Olympics, is the world’s fifth or sixth economic power.2
1
An article by Marco Rodrigo Almeida, published in the Folha de S.Paulo on August 10, 2012 (“Autor
Perde Espaço entre Jovens no Exterior”), largely confirms this idea through the opinion of other colleagues
who work with Brazilian literature and culture in centers abroad: http://www1.folha.uol.com.br/fsp/ilustrada/59796-autor-perde-espaco-entre-jovens-no-exterior.shtml.
2
I understand that it is also necessary in the classroom to take advantage of the good moment that
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With time, the sensation of clandestinity that the professors
and students shared in those first years has vanished. Access to many
works considered classics – which used to depend on the obtainment
of photocopies – is now made possible by Internet, through sites
maintained, in general, by public institutions. The availability of more
current texts, however, is still a complicated question, which depends
on “scarce” purchases or donations made to university libraries.

“Up to 1995, the Brazil
with which I had
established contact
was the one that
arrived, timidly, in
the bookstores and
libraries in
Galiza and
Portugal

”

Exploring Brazilian literature

and

culture,

especially

abroad, requires a wide and interdisciplinary vision. In order for
the students to understand Rio
de Janeiro’s belle époque and be
able to question a term such as
“pre-modernism,” for example, it
is necessary to approach Rio de
Janeiro’s urbanistic structure at
the turn of the 19th to the 20th
century, the disappearance of the

bars that were hangouts for the gilded bohemia, the location of the
Livraria Garnier bookstore in relation to the recently created Brazilian
Academy of Letters, and the relation between the literary field and
the fields of political and economic power: who published determined
authors (and where they published)…
Thus, a student who currently begins to attend the classes of
Brazilian Literature II, already in the curriculum of the Bologna Plan,3
will see in the course’s program such items as:

Brazil’s image is enjoying in the world and try to add to these references other data which – despite the growing
access to information offered by the technological advances – wind up being eclipsed by the big headlines.
3
The Espaço Europeu de Educação Superior (EEES) is a complex project that was deployed by the European Union to foster the convergence of the participating countries in terms of education. Signed by 29
members of the group on July 19, 1999, the Bologna Declaration (http://www.mecd.gob.es/dctm/boloniaeees/
documentos/02que/declaracion-bolonia.pdf?documentId=0901e72b8004aa6a) served as a basis for the
process, known generally as the Bologna Plan.
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1.

Contemporary Brazil: “a country in fashion.”

2.

Brazil yesterday and today. Urban and social transforma-

tions at the turn of the century.
2.1. The “belle époque” and the world’s fifth economic power
(2012).4

What country and what culture – understood in a wide sense, as
proposed by Itamar Even-Zohar – are we talking about when we analyze
A Moreninha, by Joaquim Manuel de Macedo, “O Navio Negreiro,” by
Castro Alves, Memórias Póstumas de Brás Cubas, by Machado de Assis,
O Cortiço, by Aluísio Azevedo, Macunaíma, by Mário de Andrade, Vidas
Secas, by Graciliano Ramos, Poema Sujo, by Ferreira Gullar, A Hora
da Estrela, by Clarice Lispector, Pessach: a Travessia, by Carlos Heitor
Cony, Dois Irmãos, by Milton Hatoum or Eles Eram Muitos Cavalos, by
Luiz Ruffato? All of them are texts studied in our literature classes and
which, as that student on the first day would say, do not represent the
literature made by the indigenous peoples, but are part of what we
understand as Brazilian literature, of yesterday and today.
The research made by those responsible for the elaboration of
the academic program should be reflected in the classroom – making
it a space of exchange and the joint construction of a new critical viewpoint. For this reason, today’s students of Brazilian literature and culture
at USC, are familiar with references to, for example, the dynamics of
the contemporary Brazilian literary system, or to the current processes
of internationalization of Brazilian literature – as is the case of Brazil’s
participation as a guest of honor at the 2013 Frankfurt Book Fair.
Besides exploring the configuration of a canon of Brazilian
literature and the mechanisms of literary dissemination and legitimation, USC’s program has the goal of presenting the literary production
4
Part of the program elaborated for the 2012–2013 academic year at USC, by professors Carmen Villarino Pardo and Vivian Rangel. For various years, the university has relied on two people who are generally
responsible for teaching the subjects of Brazilian literature and culture, one of them being the author of the
present text, while the other serves as a Brazilian lecturer, paid by USC. An overview of the program can be
accessed at http://www.usc.es/fac_filoloxia/arquivos/MOD_PT/LITERATURA_BRASILEIRA_2.pdf.
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– and the discourses related to it – as a social phenomenon. The idea
is that the students should acquire, among other abilities and skills, a
critical view of the cultural processes, focused more on their functions
than on their aesthetic questions.
In recent years, it has been possible to discuss this view – and
contrast it with other perspectives – in courses given by Brazilian
university institutions5 and in a series of roundtables and debates
held both in and outside of Brazil.
Certainly, other sorts of classes, very different from that
first one…

5
This is the case, for example, of Um Olhar Estrangeiro sobre a Literatura Brasileira – held at Universidade do Vale do Rio dos Sinos (Unisinos), in 2004; Literatura, Cultura e Poder: o Sistema Literário Brasileiro
no Período Pós-64, at Universidade Federal de Goiás (UFG), 2008; and O Papel da Literatura e da Cultura nos
Processos Atuais de Internacionalização: o Caso do Brasil, at Pontifícia Universidade Católica do Rio Grande
do Sul (PUC-RS), 2013.
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M . C A R M E N V I L L A R I N O P A R D O is a full
professor of Brazilian literature at Universidade de Santiago de Compostela (USC), in Galiza. A member of the Galabra research group, linked
to USC, and of the Universidade de Brasília’s Grupo de Estudos em
Literatura Brasileira Contemporânea (Gelbc), she is the author of the
doctoral thesis A Trajetória Literária de Nélida Piñon no Sistema Literário
Brasileiro da Segunda Metade do Século XX (2000). With Luiz Ruffato, she
edited the anthology O Conto Brasileiro Contemporâneo (Laiovento, 2011).
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C h a r l e s A . Pe r r o n e

P R O F E S S O R B O R G E S , M Y S E L F, A N D L I N K E D D E B U T ( S )

I

n 1982, Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges made his fifth and last
visit to the capital city of Austin, home of the opulent University
of Texas. On the day of the public events there were two meetings.
In the morning, the then octogenarian author of Fictions and The

Aleph received a group of admirers and curious lovers of literature
at his downtown hotel. The present writer was part of the retinue of
graduate students of the Department of Spanish and Portuguese. I remember three things from the activities that morning: Borges was indeed blind; the guy who was called “Georgie” as a child really did speak
English quite well; and, despite having so many choices for breakfast,
the distinguished visitor preferred to eat dry cornflakes, without milk,
without juice, or anything else. Even today I ask myself – given the
author’s reputation as a creator of mysteries – if there was any (metaphoric, artistic-performative, medical, behavioral?) message in that
alimentary act. That same day, in the afternoon, a bilingual soirée was
held with Borges at the college, where he related something clearly
pertinent to the theme of the present collection, the first class.
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I cannot say precisely how this subject of teaching came up,
but it seems like it was more or less the following: someone stated that
many of those present were graduate students in literature (Hispanic,
Luso-Brazilian, comparative, and others) with a view toward an
academic career, and that, if the doctoral candidates completed their
Stations of the Cross they would (very soon) be giving college-level
classes somewhere. Someone else had asked if Borges had anything to
say about the experience of being in front of a class of students in the
role of professor. He smiled. Yes, he did, and what he had to say was to be
emblazoned in my memory. Despite knowing his specialization (AngloSaxon studies) so well, the night before his first class was terrible: he
was totally nervous, insecure, anxious, unable to sleep. Nevertheless,
the following day he went to the institute, gave the class, and nothing
went amiss. He performed competently. Reconstructing the scene, it
seems that Borges told this anecdote to encourage the future professors: believe in yourselves! Something to the effect of, “If I was able to
survive the test, you can too.” Indeed, if even he – one of the greatest
writers of the 20th century – had dreaded the challenge of lecturing
about foreign letters, we, mere mortals, had nothing to worry about, we
would ultimately be successful.
Up to this point, I have told what I remember. But later, with the
aid of a few biographical sources, I verified that there was much more
behind Borges’s reticence, and some details have something to tell us
about the ethics of being a citizen-professor. Borges was an outspoken
anti-Peronist, and for this reason lost his tranquil job as a librarian.
The Peronist government, however, appointed him as a poultry inspector (chickens and rabbits, symbols of cowardice) at the Buenos Aires
municipal market – an unacceptable position, worse than being unemployed. This new economic necessity led Borges to seek another means
of earning a living, as a traveling lecturer in various provinces of the
Río de la Plata region. To do this he needed to overcome his occasional
stammering and persistent shyness, even resorting to medical help.
Afterwards, he established himself as a professor of letters; first at a
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high school, and, later, at the Catholic university.
We therefore see that the above-mentioned fear before the
first class was not something that lasted a single night, but months!
He was hired well before the start of classes and spent all that time in
1946 dealing with his uncertainties, the butterflies in his stomach, the
knots in his throat, the lost sleep. On the political side, according to an
Argentine source, Borges’s talks were always monitored by the police
or agents of the Peronist government. On the more philosophical
side, there is a Borgesian aphorism to cite. Augusto de Campos – who
served as a professor just once (in that same University of Texas, in
1971) – published translations of poems by Borges in the 21st century,
having researched something about the life of the Argentine-English
writer from Buenos Aires. Augusto revealed, in a recent conversation
with your humble servant, that in regard to Borges’s anticipation of
his first class, “it was then that I learned that the eve, the evening
before, is more important than the event itself.” Extrapolating to the
exercise of professorship, we can point to the importance of preparation and, with some of Borges’s short stories in our pocket, we can
keep in mind the relativity of time in the development of learning and
its close relative, teaching.
The question of relativity brings me to the definition of the
present task. When the proposal arose to write about “the first class,” I
did not immediately read the complete description. I stopped at those
three words in the title and posed some initial questions, to myself
and to an imagined interlocutor (who ought not be Borges). Does “first
class” mean to say literally and uniquely the one-hour session of the
first day of a new class? By a professor making his debut? Or does it
mean all the sessions of the class throughout a semester? Can it be
a class of any sort, at any level, at any phase of one’s career? Or only
the class of a new, full-time professor? Does a class given as an invited
lecturer count? Or only one for which we are fully responsible? Does it
include a class given in Brazil, whether by a Brazilian or a foreigner, or
is it only a class given abroad, outside Brazil, which most interests Itaú
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Cultural’s Conexões? And so on. I ask these sorts of questions because
I have already participated in similar situations in all the cases
mentioned, and Conexões – an admirable project of the beginning of
the 21st century – as well as other agents in Brazil throughout the 35
years that I have interacted with cultural agencies in the country, have
shown a curiosity about how a foreigner (in my case) becomes interested in Brazil and, eventually, in teaching Brazilian literature.
The University of California, Santa Cruz, where I completed my
undergraduate training in literature, offered classes about (or including) Brazil (sociology, history, anthropology), but nothing about its
language, much less its literature. The Portuguese in that geographical
area was from Portugal (there was a Portuguese bakery, church, radio,
and newspapers in that area of Northern California). My first time in the
classroom as an instructor might have been that day when I responded
to an urgent call for people able to help teach English to immigrants.
There I went to meet a group of Mexicans and Azorians, who insisted
on saying the names of the days of the week in their thick Azorian
accents. But I was merely a 20-year-old student aide. The following year,
my professor of Spanish American literature had to travel to defend his
thesis, and he asked me to substitute in one of his intermediate-level
Spanish classes. Then I really did have to prepare. Everything went
well up to the last minute; in responding to a question about “consigo
mismo,” I left the impression that the two parts allowed for feminine
inflection. The professor found out about it, and the very first thing he
did upon returning to the class was to correct my oversight. How embarrassing! But I chalk this up as a “learning experience.” About two years
later, in Mexico, I was coordinating English classes at a private institute
and I lost the fear that I had created for myself. I also met illustrious
academic lecturers, such as a certain Fernando Henrique Cardoso and
his theory of dependence. When I was 23 years old my college hired me
as a Spanish-language instructor, even though I only held a bachelor’s
degree in a land of masters and doctors. For one trimester I learned to
improve my preparation and to cope with the inevitable small mistakes.
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My full-fledged “first class” – that is, in what language and foreign literature departments call a “content course” (involving literature or linguistic
theory, and not just language per se) – took place when I was working
on my master’s (going for my doctorate) at the University of California,
Irvine. I organized and gave an entire course about folk and popular
music of Hispanic America as though I were a professor. Borges only
entered the class’s scope via his
observations about the Argentine tango. I did not suffer from
fear, but I was already in a phase
of transition from a pan-Hispanic focus to a Luso-Brazilian
one. The lecturer from Bahia
who taught language and literature included a lot of music
from her land (Caymmi, João

“I verified that there
was much more behind
Borges’s reticence,
and some details have
something to tell us about
the ethics of
being a citizenprofessor

Gilberto, Gilberto Gil, Caetano

”

Veloso, and others), but the poetry course spotlighted Fernando Pessoa

alongside Vinicius de Moraes and other Brazilians. I wound up receiving
a grant to study and carry out research in Brazil for one year, and upon
my return I was qualified to give Portuguese classes.

Now I was in Austin soon to meet Benedito Nunes, Haroldo
de Campos, Borges and others. I don’t remember my initial class as

a Portuguese-language instructor, which would not count as a “first
class” anyway, since I had already given so many classes in English and
Spanish. In the final phase of writing up my thesis about the poetry
of song, I was requested to lead a session of an undergraduate class
with the theme of music and literature. That event would indeed fit
the definition of a “first class,” in a wide sense, given by me concerning Brazilian letters. I chose “Agnus Sei,” by João Bosco and Aldir
Blanc, as my subject matter, keeping in mind the ideal of including
the students in the discussion. I played the tape, showed the lyrics,
explained some things and arrived at the questions stage. I posed the
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first one. Absolute silence and expressions of perplexity on the face of
the students. The problem was not the language, there were advanced
students and even native speakers at the table. The problem was that
the question was not suited to their level. “Take it easy, go slower,” said
the professor who had invited me, knowing that they did not possess
the background that I seemed to think they had. This is a common sin
among those who develop a thesis on a theme and go to talk about
it to a general audience, supposing that the others may have background knowledge or information which is actually specialized. There,
in that “first class” (which was not, strictly speaking, mine, nor was it
literature, in the strict sense), I learned that it is preferable to know
beforehand who the members of the group are and (more or less) the
sort of backgrounds they have.
The last segment of this text corresponds most directly to
what I understand to constitute the aim of this book: to offer an evaluation of the experience of being a professor of Brazilian literature
abroad, in an environment in which there is no assurance of a shared
cultural background or knowledge of the literary canon; all based on
the first meeting with the students enrolled. I can easily remember
the authentic first class. After I was hired – months before the beginning of the semester, as in Borges’s case in 1946 and as is true of nearly
all the rookie professors in North America – the request arrived for
me to advertise the course to be given. They suggested that it be about
Brazilian novels, and I mailed them (this was in 1985, ten years before
the ubiquity of email) a description that began as follows:
… Brazilian narrative from the Modernism of the 1920s/30s
(romance de 30) up to the so-called sufoco of the 1970s. We will
examine the language, the structures and the narrative strategies of representative novels […] their meanings and social,
cultural and psychological values. Particular attention will be
given to the themes of regional conflict, violence and literature’s “social function.”
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I thus aspired to appeal to different profiles of students. I
originally assigned Vidas Secas, by Graciliano Ramos, Os Ratos, by
Dyonelio Machado, Marafa, by Marques Rebelo, Terras do Sem-Fim,
by Jorge Amado, A Festa, by Ivan Angelo, A Hora da Estrela, by Clarice
Lispector, and Crime na Baía Sul, by Glauco Rodrigues Corrêa. In the
small city of Gainesville, I discovered that the Florida Book Store
had the largest stock of Brazilian books in all of North America! The
owner had been to Brazil and had liked it so much that he ordered
thousands of books to sell to students here. I changed the reading list
in accordance with the local availability of titles; only Clarice’s novella
needed to be ordered from New York. I included Menino de Engenho
(for which I had to prepare a special lexicon), by José Lins do Rego,
because the college’s film library had a 35-millimeter copy of the cinematographic adaptation of the book, directed by Walter Lima Jr. The
course’s syllabus ended with the phrase, “Interdisciplinary approaches
will be welcome.” Words of welcome that aptly evince the main factor
that affects the teaching of Brazilian letters in these parts.
As I was hammering out the present evaluation in my head,
I tried to remember the names and faces of the students in my “first
class” in 1985. On the opening day of class, I gave a brief explanation
of the course and asked them to introduce themselves, telling about
their academic histories, interests, etc. I should make clear that this
class was of the double component type, that is, it had a majority of
undergraduates and a smaller group of graduate students. Of the
former, I was able to remember three without consulting the list of
grades kept at the back of a drawer in my office. A red-haired male
student identified more with the Dominican Republic, but wound up
doing reasonable work on Parque Industrial, by Patrícia Galvão (which
until today is waiting to be picked up by him). Another male student
was a member of the military attached to a post in Rio de Janeiro,
who would end up being hired as special security staff at the United
Nations. The third was a French female student who loved Brazil for
“romantic” reasons, but at least demonstrated some understanding of
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the field of letters. I also easily remember a trio of graduate students.
One of them had lived in Brazil and spoke Portuguese well; he was
a geography major and had scarcely any idea of literary studies. He
nevertheless wrote an admirable paper about the “endemic problems”
of the Northeast in Vidas Secas. The second had studied French, Spanish and Portuguese and knew a lot about many things. Today he is the
director of the graduate program in political science and of a multidisciplinary center at Oxford as well as an executive of the Brazilian
Studies Association (BRASA). So proud. What the majority of the
students in my “first class” had in common was that they were from
the Center for Latin American Studies, an entirely poly- and interdisciplinary entity with emphasis on political, sociological and Amazonian
studies. In the class, there was only one doctoral student in literature
in the strict sense. Officially, her area was “Latin American” (that is,
Spanish American) literature, since at that time, in Florida, there
was no diploma in Portuguese (BA, MA, or PhD). She stated that she
was seeking a theme for her thesis that would combine Spanish and
Portuguese. I immediately came up with La Guerra del Fin del Mundo,
by Mario Vargas Llosa, a unique novel about Canudos, and Euclides
da Cunha. No sooner said than done. What needs to be emphasized
in this list of future BAs and MAs who were in the “first class” (with
the exception of the doctoral student), however, is that no one was
precisely in the area of letters. The mentality was nearly entirely one
of journalism and social sciences. On the first day it was already clear
that for any reference at all – of author, movement, genre, or a critical
term, whether from Brazilian or universal literature – I would need
to ask if they knew about it, how they knew about it, if they knew
something comparable, etc. Some of them had taken an undergraduate literature course or had retained something from their high school
literature classes, but my expectation needed to be very limited. On
the plus side, I was able to define concepts and preferences without
much danger of contestation. In general, at the same time that I
needed to try to convince people on campus from different disciplines

T H E

F I R S T

C L A S S

TRANSITS OF BRAZILIAN LITERATURE ABROAD

(students, professors and administrators) about the growing importance of Brazil, I had to raise the awareness of those already enrolled
in my classes concerning the value of literary study for its own sake.
It was certainly a challenge, but without that initial fear that
Borges felt when lecturing about Anglo-Saxon letters in Argentina in
the 1940s. What’s even better, in my first class in 1985 there was something of his literary imagination and of that of Machado de Assis,
whom Haroldo de Campos designated as “our Borges in the 1800s.”

C H A R L E S A . P E R R O N E is a full professor of
Portuguese and Luso-Brazilian literature/culture at the University of
Florida (UF), where he also directs the specialization courses in Brazilian
studies. The books he has published include Brazil, Lyric, and the Americas (University Press of Florida, 2010).
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C a r o l a S a ave d ra

THE OUTLINE OF AN ISLAND

I

t was a ten-year stint outside Brazil, including eight years in Germany. At the outset the goal was to earn my master’s, in Mainz,
a small university city near Frankfurt; two or three years at the
most, I thought at first, but it wound up taking a lot longer. The

first stages were the most difficult. Even though I already spoke the
language, I didn’t have the necessary fluency to feel entirely at ease. I
was able to go to the supermarket, talk with the neighbor about the
weather, or about the train schedule, but when the subject involved
more complex questions, my vocabulary was not up to the task, and so
I would often find myself stumbling on words, on the syntax of ideas
that were elementary and logically straightforward in Portuguese.
Living in a foreign language that one has not mastered is like
being a child again, clumsily babbling (sometimes entertainingly) in
front of the adults. There is a constant gap between the complexity
of our thought and the tools we have to express it – which is natural
in every process of communication, but much stronger in this case. It
is as though someone had given us matchsticks to build a Lego castle.
Between the castle in the photo and the real castle, there is a continuously crumbling building process.
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And

what

can

be

said about someone who,
equipped with her matchsticks, wants to explain to the
others that she does not aim
to build only the Lego castle,
but all the possible castles,
the castle of fairytales, the
castles of Don Quixote, and
even one or another real
castle. Because this is the

“Words like Fernweh,
my favorite, defining with
startling preciseness a
feeling that I had always
had, but in an abstract
way, never having
reached the
threshold of
consciousness

”

situation faced by an aspiring writer in a foreign language. With all

her books still unwritten, and her possible, perhaps imminent, lack
of talent. In a place where she has no memories, family or past, and

someone who in light of such dazzling plans could say, encouragingly,
that yes, she always liked to read, she always received good grades on

her high school writing projects. It’s that in a foreign language and
country, everything needs to arise anew. One must start over from
scratch, relearning how to look at the world (and at oneself), relearning one’s desire.
While writing rough sketches for stories to be included in a
first book (in Portuguese, of course) – at least that was my plan – in my
spare time, I was making an enormous effort to never commit blatant
errors that would dispel the confidence of my Germanic interlocutor
– getting an article wrong, for example – and I stuck little reminder
notes on all the furniture, household appliances and parts of the
house: der Kühlschrank (the refrigerator), die Schublade (the drawer),
das Fenster (the window). In parallel with what I ingenuously thought
was a possible book of short stories, I used index cards for jotting down
idiomatic expressions or adverbs still unfamiliar to my vocabulary:
nichtdestotrotz (akin to “nonetheless”), for example, which obliged me
to carry the cards with me and include those words in various conversations during the day, making my company at the very least exotic.
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But the years went by, German stopped being a baffling
enigma, and I not only spoke it fluently, but lived nearly exclusively
in that language. That is, I woke up, dreamed, and made accounts in
German. And to live in another language is, in a certain way, to realize
the dream (or the nightmare), of being another person. In German I
was automatically calm and analytic, as though the language, like a
sort of straitjacket, had made me more docile. And I never ceased to
admire its possibilities: words like Fernweh, my favorite, defining with
startling preciseness a feeling that I had always had, but in an abstract
way, never having reached the threshold of consciousness. It’s necessary to give a name to things, I thought. Fernweh, a joining of the
words Fern (distance) and Weh (pain, suffering), is a sort of longing for
a faraway place where we have never been, although we know it exists;
it needs to exist, which obliges us to continue traveling, constantly
moving to a new city, a new country. That other language held aspects
that had up to then been incomprehensible to me. My matchsticks
had transformed into true (and varied) Lego pieces, which I assembled
and disassembled according to the architecture of the circumstances.
And if anyone asked me, what I was planning, besides the
castles, I would say, not without a certain shyness, that I am here,
existing in this language, guided by my Fernweh, but what I really
want is to be a writer, in German? No, never in German, because if
language is our homeland, I needed a place I could go back to. At that
point, I finished my master’s, and began my doctorate, but instead of
dedicating myself to research, I spent my days jotting down a text
here, another there, and later what was to be my first novel, Toda
Terça. In my ivory tower, in an apartment on the fourth (and top)
floor, an island that I inhabited with increasing assiduity, I worked on
Toda Terça, not by chance, a novel about (among other things) a Latin
American, Javier, in Frankfurt, who instead of finishing his doctorate
spent his days strolling idly through the city streets. A foreigner in
relation to the Other, and in terms of this mirroring of himself. We
had a lot in common. Javier. With the difference, perhaps a saving one,
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that it was I, rather than he, who was telling the story. In Portuguese.
And in those moments, on my island, I felt at home.
The years went by, and I wrote another two novels. Flores
Azuis, while still in Germany, and Paisagem com Dromedário, after
returning to Brazil. Today I think that a book is often a sort of bridge,
a way back. Paisagem com Dromedário was written in an apartment
in Peixoto District, a small oasis in the middle of Copacabana, amidst
the chaos of Copacabana, its residents and its strangeness, to which I
then belonged. The island had moved to another place. Returning is
as difficult as going away; that’s what I discovered during that time.
It’s not enough to pack your bags and get on a plane and afterwards
say, very well, I’m back. You must also return in spirit. This, unlike
the body, comes walking, comes swimming, at most in a canoe, on a
jangada raft, at its slow spirit pace, aloof to our needs and demands.
And when we finally reach land (in body and spirit), there is another
strange reencounter: we find ourselves surrounded by the same scenery, the ocean, the city streets; but we, the actors, are no longer the
same. We are older, we have changed, we have become better or worse.
It’s necessary to create a new history of this place, to learn this new
language which is our own.
Time continued in its ceaseless march, I am now totally
readapted, now no longer in Peixoto District, but in Laranjeiras, the
familiar tranquility of the Laranjeiras District, from where I watch
my books taking their first flights outside the country, Fernweh. They
include the translation of Paisagem com Dromedário into German. A
process that began with my participation in the Frankfurt Fair in 2010,
some readings, the interests of the publishers there, and the first contact
with Maria Hummitzsch, who would later be my translator. Maria, my
mirror, my opposite, and my other voice in that other language, which
for so many years was my own. In Maria’s words, my own words arose
for the first time. And thus, with these borrowed words of mine, the
book Landschaft mit Dromedar finally materialized. On the cover is a
beach, probably an island, on the island, a table, on the table, an audio
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recorder. It was the beginning of an impossible dream encounter.
In March 2013 came the book’s release, the invitation to the
Leipzig Fair, and the publicity trip, the Lesereise, to more than a
dozen cities, including Cologne, Berlin and Vienna. Almost every
day a commitment, or a Lesung (reading), as the Germans call this
sort of event. Unlike what takes place in Brazil, a Lesung is focused
mainly on the author’s text, long passages of which are read by herself
(sometimes by an actor) to an attentive public. And the conversation
revolves around the text.
Maria went with me,
not only as the book’s translator, but also as a mediator,
and, moreover, Maria was at
the same time a spokesperson, reader and interpreter
of myself. And on more than
a few occasions I suspected
that she knew my book and its
mysteries better than I did. The
trip brought us before a wide
range of publics, spanning

“In Maria’s words,
my own words arose
for the first time.
And thus, with these
borrowed words
of mine, the
book finally
materialized

”

from large events to small libraries and bookstores, where we talked
with the public in German, and read selected passages – I in the origi-

nal, Maria in the translation, and when I heard her speak my text, in a

language that I knew, in which I had lived for many years, it was like
looking at a simulacrum, of myself, of the person whom I was not, of

the book that could never have been written. The book was mine, but
that new text had the tone of Maria’s choices, her memories, her way

of looking at the world, the words that touched her, her-my-words. As
we read the passages that she chose, in Maria’s voice my protagonist
Érika was transformed into a sweet, mild woman; Érika suffered and
there was a redemption there. She became a woman unlike the one I
had imagined – a strong, aloof Érika, whom nothing could touch. In
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Maria’s voice she was revealed as a character with an insistent fragility, which I had tried to conceal. How is it possible, Maria, that you
know these things? I would ask.
Reading passages of one’s own book in another language
is somewhat phantasmagoric; at the same time that we recognize
ourselves, there is something foreign there, not only in the language,
of course, but in ourselves, in our own history, something that escapes
us. And we recognize a new character there, an obscure alter ego of
the author, created by the text, but also by the choices of who translated it, the restrictions and the possibilities of the other language.
We look with unfamiliarity and surprise at the next text, and at the
unknown author who wrote it.
The trip lasted four weeks, I gave interviews and gradually
got to know a new character, always unexpected for me, the reader.
This was when I understood what up to then had only been a theory:
the reader in German is the reader of the reader, of the words chosen
in that other language, of the translation, of its own rhythm, its
meanings. Between us, separating us, there is a series of processes,
reflections and transformations that give the text new readings, new
possibilities. I understood, for example, that the island whereon Érika
self-exiles herself – purposefully nameless, and which in Portuguese
caused uneasiness, an island of dreams, of nightmares, of fantasy –
was easily decipherable for the Germans, it was another island. And
I gave long interviews about the island, something I had never done
in Brazil. But I also discovered that the book, despite the differences,
continued there, with the same impossibilities, lovelessnesses, and
small tragedies. We talked about the same things: a story of a love
triangle, death, mourning, the fear of death, the inability to love, to
reach the Other, cruelty, art and its idiosyncrasies. I and the German
reader talked; it could have been anywhere, it could have been anyone,
this character, even another country, another language. And I gradually understood that translated fiction is like a castle of burning
matchsticks, with its fragile and unexpected light.
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I remember how one day, still at the beginning of the trip, just
after the book was released, I entered a bookstore, walking in just like
any reader, just as I had done so many times in that same bookstore in
Berlin, except that, now, my book was there, its audio recorder on the
table, on the island, and at that moment, it was as though all the times
had come together there: that which I had been, a foreigner, and that
which I was now, there, at the junction of languages, I, an author and
my own character.

C A R O L A S A AV E D R A is a writer. She published
the books Toda Terça (2007), Flores Azuis (2008), elected as the best novel
by the Associação Paulista dos Críticos de Arte (APCA), Paisagem com
Dromedário (2010), winner of the Prêmio Rachel de Queiroz in the Young
Author category, and O Inventário das Coisas Ausentes (2014) – all edited
by the Companhia das Letras and in the process of being translated to
English, French, Spanish and German. In 2012, she was ranked by the
British magazine Granta as one of the 20 “best young Brazilian authors.”
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INDELIBLE MARKS OF THE BRAZILIAN
DIVERSITIES AND THE LITERARY ARCHIVES
(PREPARATORY MATERIALS
FOR A FIRST CLASS)

T

his first class should have been another. Indeed, the first class
is always another in relation to what is thought, planned, said
and gestured. It is as though it were marked by a permanent
condition of otherness which makes it an eccentric, unstable

and errant object, which wanders and gropes its way with excesses (of
order or disorder) searching for an expression outside the conventional, the consumed, or else finds another (unfortunate) path – that of the
labyrinth, sinking in an infinite sea of obviousnesses and stereotypes.
The character of surprise, of hitting and missing the mark,
pervades the first class and is perhaps the intangible material of its
unique aura. Because a first class should stand out from the others
that follow it, it should be inscribed in a mythology that has been
practiced by excellent critics (how many first classes vaguely resemble
or thinly echo other masterful first classes that we have read about or
watched?) and whose special nature is founded on an exception from
a rule which, in fact, does not exist, or does not exist yet?
The first class is therefore inscribed in the potential space of the
“not yet.” The adjective, “first,” could be the reason why it becomes a
place of tensions and anxieties: it is not only an adjective denoting an
ordinal number, which refers to a series, as it appears macroscopically
and as we know it to be, but in and of itself the adjective is a superlative,
the first in the sense of the most relevant, showy, unforgettable, and
exceptional in relation to the others that will follow, thus removing it
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from the common universe while singularizing and highlighting it.
And thus we should continue along the edge of a razor, if this
first class were not another. Also because the first classes always carry
heavy and discomforting memories, traditions that are not entirely
extinct, heritages that are too much alive. The particular character
that makes a first class a memory of many other classes, of many
other objects – lost objects often sought desperately as citations,
words, fragments of readings – evidences another aspect of the first
classes, which can be described as morphological. The first classes,
especially the very first one, always bear a strong index of reflection
about themselves, a sort of fold in the speech that makes the retelling a path with which to build the weak strands that weave the first
class, the precarious terrain, the dizzying void, the fear of the Other,
the (infantile) stammering of the prise de parole, the legitimation of
the word and the rupture of the silence that composed the ritual of
this pathology that is repeated on the threshold of each course. Like
a solstice. The first class is also a metalesson, an effectively reflexive
act in multiple senses, but above all in figural terms: the return to an
image projected to the mirror (which in some cases may reinforce a
narcissistic drive) but which on the other hand makes the class engage
in a sort of self-criticism in regard to the way it carries out its critique.
But does the first class of Brazilian literature add to these visible and obvious aspects any particular specificity? Does the density
of its aura increase? The localization is certainly not innocent. A first
class of Brazilian literature is conditioned by the weak force, resorting to an extraordinary philosophical-political category of the last
Derrida, which Brazilian literature has within a framework of Western literature (on a secondary branch...) or in the global movements of
a worldwide literature. Its weak force is an unavoidable framework of
resistances and exceptions, of localizations and disjunctions by which
it is inscribed in the wide debate concerning the crisis of contemporary literature or concerning the residual heritages left by a nearly
bicentenary literature, albeit in this case a problematic and odd bicen-
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tenary with a schism between its political and cultural history (with
conflicting foundational narratives) as evidenced by the modernists
almost a century later. Despite all the restrictions and criteria, this
first class is an invitation to reflect on the first classes, but it is simultaneously much more another due to circumstantial reasons.
It is another because
it was rethought after a first
version marked by an excessively theoretic outlook, after
October 8, 2013. That date, for
whoever works in the dissemination of Brazilian literature
outside Brazil, marks a critical
turning point that a first class
must consider. The speech by
Luiz Ruffato at the opening of
the Frankfurt Fair, with Brazil
as an invited country and the

The character
of surprise, of hitting
and missing the mark,
pervades the first
class and is perhaps
the intangible
material of its
unique aura

”

controversies or the waves of support it generated, is an extraordinary
material to reflect on in an introductory class of Brazilian literature.

Ruffato’s speech was an exemplary first class. And by its power
of example (which as is known functions in a way that is akin and
opposite to exception) fuels a powerful revision of the way that first

classes of Brazilian literature are conducted. Essentially, there were
two axes in the discourse of the author of Eles Eram Muitos Cavalos.

Speaking before an international audience, curious to know what
makes Brazil the global player it is today, Ruffato said that Brazil is
actually a number of different Brazils, many of which are still strongly
marked by the material and classist heritage of the relations of power
from colonial times, by exclusions and violences, and yet at the same
time there are new processes of opening and inclusion that keep the
country’s hope for a better future alive. The second topic was about
literature, which in his case, but also as a transitive possibility for
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others, was a tool for personal rescue, of the son of an illiterate washerwoman and a semiliterate popcorn vender.
Ruffato’s speech – a first class, if one considers it attentively – poses a crucial theme of the first classes and many radical
questions: which Brazil are we talking about when we talk about
Brazil? This is a crucial theme to consider in a first class of Brazilian literature. Which Brazil should we re-present or represent when
we talk about Brazilian culture, to revisit the classical philosophical
distinction between Darstellung and Vorstellung, between presentation and representation? Which Brazil is at play within a chessboard
of multiple, ideologically permeable possibilities? What do we derive
from a direct or mediated knowledge by such a complex and nonrealizable context, which refers to our limited capacity to make and think
about experience?
For who talks about Brazil before an audience whose knowledge is limited to stereotypes that Brazil projects outside itself (the
famous English formula of the Brazil of the four Ss: sun, sex, samba,
soccer), the awareness of the ethical dimensions of the problem of the
representation of the object of what one is talking about is essential
for proportioning critical elements that ripen other possibilities for
the country’s image. The educator thus becomes the guarantor – we
could say in a certain way, the “witness” – for the articulation of an
imagination consistent with an anti-falsifying proposal, contrary to
the banalizations and the mystifications of the clichés.
This responsibility of mediation finds in Brazilian literature
an extraordinarily rich archive for molding an undegraded and
nonbanalized knowledge of Brazil. It is true that on one hand a first
class of Brazilian literature can even dispense with Brazil (and there
are those who do this to good effect). But it is undeniable that, especially outside Brazil, behind the demand for Brazilian culture, even
in the best intentions, there lies a demand for a greater knowledge
about the context, about what Brazil is, and the literature becomes a
means for achieving this end.
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This tense relation between the context and archive of Brazilian literature is more than a limit of the approach; precisely in the
case of Brazilian literature, it is a potential that favors alternative
approaches. Because literature was not only the repository of national
relics at the moment of the country’s founding, when literature was
used as a means for creating foundational myths – considering the
fetishization of the Indian, for example, in the Romantic context –
of the great national narratives, the prefiguring of the interracial
alliances which in some way are always connoted with obvious hegemonies and the first signs of the acritical praise of racial mixing.
Brazilian literature – or a classical part of it, as is important
to remember especially in the first steps taken to approach it – has
developed, however, the role of a critical conscience of the country’s
modernization, of the violence of the processes of assimilation and
domination, of the hegemonic and authoritarian construction of
national narratives that were mirrored in external modernities. In the
places of the power of the elites that remain from the old hereditary
captaincies, even within a paradoxically imperial independence, but at
the same time a critical conscience set against the condonings of the
rhetorics of power, of the myopias and restrictions, including interpretive ones in regard to nationhood: the noncoincidence between the
proclaimed homeland and the real nation, the latter marked by egregious abuses and curtailments of citizenship.
The many possible beginnings for a perspective cannot help
but be genealogical and nonteleological (genealogy being, as suggested
by Foucault, the articulation of the body and of history, and should
show the body entirely marked by history: the history that devastates
the body) in the perspective of choosing the nonhegemonic Brazil
in its sometimes less palatable images, but at the same time a Brazil
which, as Ruffato did, cannot be repressed, I would choose a voice that
marks one of the great and canonic readings of Brazilian literature.
Few literatures include an essay like Antonio Candido’s “O
Direito à Literatura,” which can be the first moment of an initiation –
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not only a literary one – to the
relations between culture and
justice frequently obscured by
an accumulation of vacuous
and

historically

ineffectual

discourses. Claiming, as that
text does, that culture is an
immaterial asset associated
to the legitimate demand for
other essential goods that
ensure the material condi-

“Once this threshold
of literature as a right
is crossed, it becomes
easy to articulate a
line that allows us to
rethink the
many silences
of the canon

tions of existence not of the

”

few but of the many signifies reformulating the nation’s self-narrative
based on inclusive models, which are centered on the nonabstract but

positive idea of justice, because, as Candido observes in his 1988 essay,

“Brazil is distinguished by its high rate of inequality, since, as is well
known, we have on the one hand the highest levels of education and
erudite culture, and, on the other, the numerically predominant mass

of the plundered, without access to the goods of the former, nor even
to the material goods necessary for survival.”
Once this threshold of literature as a right is crossed, it becomes
easy to articulate a line that allows us to rethink the many silences of
the canon (in the sense of the inner silences of the canonic works and,
also, of the exclusions that were carried out), valuing the attempts to
vocalize these silences that simultaneously took place on a relevant
dorsum of Brazilian literature. One could begin from an image with
enormous, non-mimetic signifying power, like that made by photographer Flávio de Barros (400 Jagunços Prisioneiros) chosen by Euclides da
Cunha and renamed As Prisioneiras in the first edition of Os Sertões.
Recently restored by Instituto Moreira Salles, the photograph shows a
mass of poor women, old people and children, unarmed and terrified,
photographed as the remnants who survived the city’s destruction.
In a first class, one recurs not so much to systematic knowl-
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edge, but rather to the fragmentary and free practice of citations, not
so much within a dynamics of the suggestive and deconstructivist
game, but because the citations also require the same ethics of Brazil
by which, juxtaposing them alongside the other, a significant and
nonrandom montage is accumulatively constituted. Among the possible citations, one can put, for example, other images of this other Brazil
(for example, that of Lima Barreto that the edition of Toda Crônica
organized by Beatriz Resende and Rachel Valença unearthed, which
shows the impressive and simultaneously common portrait of a social
outcast marked by the tough history of the Rio de Janeiro suburbs).
Thus, a collage of the fragments of extinct and unfocused
Brazils can give rise to a scattered wandering – since at rock-bottom
it is always the genealogy – between great literary fragments: ranging
from some apparently peripheral but nonetheless crucial details of
Machado de Assis to more direct passages of the above-cited Euclides
and Lima Barreto, excerpts from Vidas Secas, from Memórias do
Cárcere by Graciliano, from Grande Sertão by Guimarães Rosa, from
Menina Morta by Cornélio Penna, or from Severinos by João Cabral, to
arrive at Quarup by Antonio Callado or at K., by Bernardo Kucinski, as
signs or marks of another authoritarian station.
Are there risks along the way in an immediate proposal like
this? Certainly they exist, especially since another rhetoric can be
inferred running beneath the surface – a non-Edenic, hellish and
dysphoric rhetoric, which since the founding of Brazil has operated
parallel to the other rhetoric contrary to the representations of the
colony and later of the nation. There are also risks of covering the
nation within another different but no less pernicious populist rhetoric that confuses the people with the popular and gets lost in the
labyrinth of representations of consumer society.
Nevertheless, and despite the risks, a first class that involves
a risk and calls attention to the many Brazils that are inscribed in
that composite Brazil can foster an awareness of the existence of a
problematic complexity that invites the student to delve into Brazil-
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ian literature – and the worlds that can be implied by it through even
a very wide mediation – as an extraordinary matrix of irreconcilable
differences, of mutilated and silent histories, of worlds that reemerge
and can resort to the cultural manifestations to find the face and the
voice that never belonged to them.
For this reason, this first class should have been another, more
lucid and organic one, but it got stuck on the challenge that many
Brazils exist and that Brazilian literature remains the large archive in
which its narratives – whether they be hegemonic or subaltern – are
materialized and speak, even in the lack of their authors. When the
professor is giving his first (first and humble, not superlative) class, he
assumes the responsibility of breaking a silence, of filling a void and,
upon composing it and interrogating it, he knows very well that its
image will be one of the many possible images with which his students
will try to decipher something that resists and does not allow itself to
be erased. And, outside of any possible constituted historiography, this
weak, indecipherable and unteachable force, with no voice of its own,
is the resistance that we can call Brazilian literature.
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THE RIVER-CLASS

O

ne of my duties is to talk, in my classes, about literature, specifically Brazilian literature. For the present conversation, however, I will begin by allowing literature to talk about the first class.
I am alluding to a story.
We know little about this man, outside of what we are told by

a distressed voice, the reflection of a soul tortured by a feeling only
revealed at the end of the story. What we know is the following: a
serious, quiet man, the father of a family and therefore responsible,
one day makes a very unusual decision that surprises and astonishes everyone who knows him: he orders a “special canoe, made of
wood from the vinhático tree (Plathymenia reticulata), a small one,
with only a narrow brace where the stern seat would be, as though to
hold only the paddler.” It should be noted that the canoe was ordered,
with great propriety, of strong wood, “in such a way as to last twenty
or thirty years in the water.” Once his order is ready, without taking
anything along with him, with only a farewell, he says goodbye to
his family and to the existence he has lived up till then, to embark
on a lonely voyage, in the eyes of his people. A voyage that consists
of paddling between one bank and the other of the river of the town
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where he used to live, in an eternal coming and going “in those spaces
of the river, from middle to middle,” in that canoe constructed with so
much care, nevermore to step out of it.
The fact is that this man realizes a departure/abandonment
between one bank of the river and the other, in a voyage which is,
in and of itself, the invention of a farewell that never ends, because
the same canoe that takes him away brings him back in his eternal
paddling: going from one starting-bank to an ending-bank, and vice
versa, without ever coming to shore. I daresay that this spectacular
voyage creates a crack in the

“I daresay that this
spectacular voyage
creates a crack in the
apparent terra firma
of our understanding
of the world, rocking
the foundations and the
roots of our perception
of what is
configured as
the real

”

apparent terra firma of our
understanding of the world,
rocking the foundations and
the roots of our perception of
what is configured as the real.
On this basis, the question is
posed: who defines sanity or
madness? He who goes away, or
he who stays? Or he who never
dared to take a leap in the dark
without the support for a fall
that could be fatal?
Daring to do something

is to defy astonishment. Moreover, what is the ending-bank, the imaginary port of arrival, if not the no-where? The place never reached
by that passenger who embarked from there, who never really left,
being always at an other-bank-this-same-bank-of-the-river. It should
be pointed out that the apparent calmness of the father’s paddling
between the banks, despite the tragic backdrop of the narrator’s point
of view, gives way, at the end of the story, to the torment of the son who
tells about the day he offered to take his father’s place in the canoe. A
substitution that never takes place, since the son, at the moment he is to
do it, hesitates, becomes fearful, and runs from the possibility of making
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a choice based on unreason. The short story’s drama is constructed by
the son’s sense of guilt when, during his old age, he seeks to understand
his father’s reason, or his own reason, for the choices they both made: to
leave, though without ever having left (the father), and to stay (the son).
This is the premise of the classic tale by Guimarães Rosa, “A
Terceira Margem do Rio,” narrated from the perspective of one of the
sons who, years later, remembers his father’s strange decision. When I
started thinking about what “a first class” would be, in my case a class
of Brazilian literature abroad, this story came to mind. I’m thinking
that the space where that class takes place is like a river.
The space of the class is a river where the relevant relations
and events transpire: my speaking as a professor, the student’s investigation, the dialogue established between what is taught and what is
learned, including the seconds-long silence that sets in at a moment of
questioning that stirs reflection. I’m also thinking about the incident
when a student’s thought leaves the classroom and remembers a test
scheduled by another professor, the meeting set by the department,
the bill to pay, the dog left home alone (at the mercy of a torrential
rain foreshadowed by the dark sky), a broken love, bodily pain, heavy
eyelids beckoning for sleep, the e-mail awaiting a response, the vibration of the cell phone announcing the arrival of an instant message,
among so many other urgencies that crisscross through the time of
the first class. A river-class, nevertheless, without fixed banks, a sort
of third bank, that can join space and time.
A good question is, how long is the class? Fifty minutes, one
hour, two and one-half hours? Meetings held one, two, or three times
a week? In other words, is it the time demarcated by the moment at
which the professor enters the room, greeting the group, making the
call and announcing the topic of that day’s discussion? In any case,
how does one end the class? By a phrase such as, “Today we will end
here, tomorrow we will continue to talk about this author, this book,
this theme”? Or, when the students, starting five or ten minutes before
the end, start shifting in their seats, putting away their things, before
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the clock shows that it is time for the next class which, certainly, has
nothing to do with the class that is drawing to a close? For that matter,
how is the time of the class measured beyond what is understood as
its physical duration? Does the class take place only in the classroom,
on a certain day, at a given time? Why can’t the class be understood
in a different space and time? Why not think about a class that lasts
one day, one week, one month, or one year after the professor-student
encounter, or even in an eternal future since the first encounter, in a
class that transcends time and space?
Initially, I believe that my first class of Brazilian literature, in the
punctual terms of academic experience, very closely resembles many
of the “first classes” of my Brazilian colleagues or Brazilianists of the
colleges in the United States. Considering the challenges faced by the
professor of a discipline entitled Brazilian Literature, taught to a group
of foreign students, here I choose to reflect on the idea of a class. A riverclass, beyond the real sense of the river and what navigates on it.
To think about the first class is to try to imagine the universe
of expectations of a heterogeneous group of four, ten, or at most
fifteen students, who sign up for a Portuguese course. In this case, a
class of Brazilian literature for foreigners, or, more specifically, an overview of Brazilian literature. Do we face the void of the first class? Yes.
But the void of the first class is never absolute. There are the cases
of students who have spent a semester or a summer studying in a
Brazilian university, or even those who, in a class of Portuguese as a
foreign language, have read articles or short stories by authors such as
Clarice, Drummond, Rachel, Rubem Braga, Graciliano, Machado, Scliar,
Affonso Romano de Sant’Anna, or Marina Colasanti. There are others
who have read a translation of O Alquimista in a business course; still
others who, in classes of anthropology or sociology, have read, also
in a translation, Tenda dos Milagres, Casa-Grande & Senzala, Quarto
de Despejo or Macunaíma, to understand questions of race and class
in Brazil; or even others who, in a class of the history of Latin America, taught in English, have read Machado or Euclides, to understand
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Brazil at the end of the 19th century. There are, clearly, those who have
never heard of any of these authors or even about the social themes
relevant to an understanding of Brazil, beyond soccer, favelas and
Carnival. Nevertheless, some of these latter ones arrived at this first
class through Cidade de Deus and Tropa de Elite, or even Michel Teló,
whether we like it or not.
The Overview of Brazilian Literature ambitiously begins with
“A Carta de Pero Vaz de Caminha,” then moves on to Vieira, Gregório, the
Minas Gerais Arcadian – unknown in many of the halls of academe of
the North – with the addition of the classic names of modern Brazilian
literature, and ends with Eles Eram Muitos Cavalos, by Luiz Ruffato.
The texts are novels in the original language, or even in PDF format,
especially in the case of hard-to-acquire texts or expensive ones due
to the cost of importation and the profit margin of bookstores abroad.
As much as possible, translations into English or Spanish are included,
anticipating the difficulties of reading the original. These texts are the
necessary food for the paddlers of the canoe in this river-class that
will never come ashore, except for gathering the little food that is left
“among the roots of the gameleira figtree, or in the stone grotto on the
hillside,” whether these places be on a trip to one’s homeland or in the
lobbies of hotels, during congresses of Brazilian literature when other
colleagues navigate: all to guarantee the sustenance of a trip that can
be long and arduous.
From my point of view, the first class is not only the first class,
because it is the sum of all the classes which are themselves always
“first classes” for students whose specialization is not necessarily
Portuguese or Brazilian literature, and who, even when these are their
specializations, often lack the necessary tools for dealing with the
specificity of the literary discourse. Since they come from other areas
of study, they often lack the linguistic tools that would allow them to
articulate an argument and establish a dialogue, with a certain depth,
about the text discussed. In my case, this is coupled with the fact that
this first class is taught in a Jesuit university, founded in 1789, recog-
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nized internationally for its school of international relations and for
its teaching of linguistics, located at the heart of the world’s political decision-making power, in Washington DC. Not to mention that
the professor, although a specialist in Brazilian literature, also gives
courses in Brazilian cinema, the history of Brazilian popular music,
and Latin American avant-garde poetry, as well as language classes, in
which it is important to deforeignize the Portuguese language.
In general, the students of Georgetown University learn Portuguese as a foreign language and have different levels of fluency. For
them, Brazil is one more Latin American country, where they speak a
language that resembles Spanish. Often, the class in Brazilian literature is, for some of the students, an opportunity to “continue learning
the language” more than the study of Brazilian literature per se.
Sometimes, this foreigner is an expatriate Brazilian, an undergraduate student who went to high school in the United States, or
even, for those socially privileged students, an “American school” in
one of the large Brazilian cities. For these students, the language is not
entirely foreign, and yet Brazilian literature is still something which
for them is, if not foreign, then at least “new” in terms of the literary
language, which makes them different from the traditional students
of courses of letters in Brazil.
There are also cases in which the student, whether a foreigner
or not, chooses to take a course in Portuguese for believing that it
will be a relatively undemanding way to complete the 40 mandatory
credits, in a semester during which, besides their core classes, they
need to take mathematics, science, etc., even when their major is in
the humanities area. Or else they see it as a foreign language that can
later help them to get a job, as is currently happening with Mandarin and Arabic, or in the case of those who have heard that Brazil is
among the BRICs, the language will help them become diplomats or
even to land a job in some national intelligence program, transcribing
telephone conversations or analyzing e-mails in Portuguese. Which
should come as no surprise, since, after all why does one learn or teach
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a language, a foreign literature? The reasons are various, and it is not
always for the pure pleasure of the text.
I will continue to allude to the tale by Guimarães Rosa, and in
this class-river I see a canoe with a professor and student aboard, both
paddling between one bank and the other, each at his/her own pace and
style of paddling, in waters that are sometimes apparently calm, sometimes turbulent for each of them. At times they advance with proper
paddles of good quality and size; sometimes the paddles are short and
broken; and they often push against the water with their hands, striving to reach the other bank. Both of them, professor and student, are
observed with curiosity or astonishment by those who chose not to
confront this river, nor to
embark in this canoe eternally underway.
The fact is that a
class is never realized only
by the one who is teaching, even though it may
seem like that. That is,
the class is not conducted
only by the person who
establishes the rules and
deals out the stacked deck
for the game, defining the
roles on the stage which is
the classroom. The class

“If we can measure the
student’s performance
by way of evaluations,
can the professor measure
what was learned or
comprehended after the
end of the class, once the
grade has already
been given?

”

does not consist only of the performance of the professor, who sets up

the program, choosing authors, novels, poems, short stories, newspaper

articles or critiques that he/she thinks should be on the reading list,
and establishes the criteria for measuring what was learned. Although
it may look like that, and even though my Overview of Brazilian Literature is markedly canonic, molded by my studies of letters in Brazil, for
me the class is not a point of departure and arrival, but rather that river-
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class in which one paddles without ever arriving. If we can measure the
student’s performance – how much he or she has learned by the end of
the semester – by way of evaluations, works, and monographs, can the
professor measure what was learned or comprehended after the end of
the class, once the grade has already been given?
As a collective experience, unlike a class for one or two students
in an “independent study,” the river-class does not end on the last day
of the course with the final presentations, recapitulation, social get-togethers, etc. In the class-river, the class itself continues on its way, since
the desire to visit and get to know Brazilian literature goes beyond the
space and time of the classroom: reading Brazilian literature on one’s
own, in the original or a translated version, learning about it through
conversation with Brazilians or other interested foreigners, by way of
digests, literature festivals abroad, or book clubs, for example.
In a certain way, this first class I am writing about is also the
first class that I attended when I arrived in “America” to earn my postgraduate degree. After all, like the man in “A Terceira Margem do Rio”
more than 20 years ago, after graduating in letters from UFOP, I chose
to earn my master’s in Brazilian literature in the United States, having
embarked, in my own way, in a canoe that is paddled along a borderline situation, without ever finishing the journey. That is, in a coming
and going between Brazil and the United States, on a plane that is not
only geographical, but also defined in terms of areas of activity (teaching language and literature) and in linguistic terms: between English,
Portuguese and Spanish – a language not so foreign, for someone who
teaches and studies in a Department of Spanish and Portuguese.
My choice was seen by others and, sometimes, by myself, with
a suspicion that it was crazy, with misgiving, and even with a doubt
about the existence of Brazilian literature outside Brazil, asking if it
could in fact be taught outside the national context, in a translated
version or not, without the cultural and historical references that
define it as a “national literature.” My ideal was that of a canoe in the
molds of Rosa’s. By ignorance, there was always the fear and cynical
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look from others, who thought that the first class of Brazilian literature abroad was a leaky canoe. Nevertheless, without the guilt of the
son in Guimarães Rosa’s tale, today, “already old,” I confess, without
regret, the joy of having embarked in that-this-canoe and of having
continued to paddle between riverbanks, for having found a certain
happiness in this folly.
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