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Bienal as Constellation 
 
“Of all poetic structures based upon the word, the constellation is the simplest. 
It disposes its groups of words as if they were clusters of stars. (…) The 
constellation is a system; it is also a playground with definite boundaries. The 
poet sets it all up. He designs the playground as a field-of-force & suggests its 
possible workings. The reader, the new reader, accepts it in the spirit of play, 
then plays with it. (…) With each constellation something new comes into the 
world. Each constellation is a reality in itself & not a poem about some other 
thing. (…) The constellation is a challenge, It is also an invitation.”1 Eugen 
Gomringer 
 
 

 
 
Eugen Gomringer: Flow grow show blow  
vom rand nach innen. die konstellationen 1951-1995, Edition Splitter, Vienna 
 
 
The notion of constellation as proposed by the pioneer of concrete poetry 
Eugen Gomringer reverberates throughout The Imminence of Poetics, the 30th 
São Paulo Bienal. All the elements of the Bienal, the artworks, the performances, 
the seminars and the workshops, connect in a playful montage. Paraphrasing 
Gomringer, they flow, they grow, they show and they blow. Like a concrete 
poem, they display a nonlinear form spreading through time and space. From its 
historical location in Ibirapuera Park, the Bienal spills over into the city. It takes 
place in specific locations but also travels on radio waves and through 
cyberspace.  
 

                                                
1 In The Book of Hours and Constellations. New York: Something Else Press 
Inc., 1968. 



The conceptual approach that the notion of constellation offers evokes the 
working procedure of Walter Benjamin in Passagen Werk and of Aby Warburg in 
Mnemosyne Atlas. Benjamin kept assembling photographs, notes and citations 
for an unfinished book project that was to embody his inventive method of 
literary montage. At the end of his career, Warburg arranged images on an 
infinite structure of large screens in an attempt to close his lifelong research on 
art history, which addressed the representation of life in movement.  
Both Benjamin and Warburg experimented with novel ways of ordering and 
exhibiting their research. Their aim was to activate recipients’ interest, inducing 
reconsideration of established constructs and familiar facts. Recipients were to 
navigate by themselves through presented material and decide on its 
arrangements. Similarly, the Bienal offers viewers the possibility to form their 
own constellations among the Bienals’ works at its diverse locations and events. 
The Imminence of Poetics invites viewers to contribute to the public discourse 
by summoning up their poetic voice thus intensifying the fractures and the 
contradictions of the present that the Bienal explores. 
 
American literary critic Michael Warner observes that the poetic function of 
public discourse is often misrecognized. In his book Publics and 
Counterpublics, he analyzes the social space that we establish to frame our 
behavior and notes that “in the dominant tradition of the public sphere, address 
to a public is ideologized as rational-critical dialogue”.2 By stating that the 
discussion about public discourse relies on statistics and persuasion, Warner 
laments this dismissed poetics of verbal and corporeal expression. For Warner, 
“a public is poetic world-making,” a condition of being in flux through the 
constant exchange in different spaces and manners of encounters. His vision 
challenges the well-formed discursive scheme seen as a plot with a beginning, 
middle and end. Warner’s ideas resonate with Gomringer’s concept of 
constellation and field-of-force, which allows the viewer to create analogies and 
meaning according to individual values. 
 
Like Warner, Brazilian theatre director, writer and politician Augusto Boal has 
explored the different ways an audience is constructed. He has done so mainly 
through collaborative practice by developing a series of exercises studying 
social situations in theater. After graduating from the School of Dramatic Arts at 
New York’s Columbia University in 1956, he based himself in São Paulo’s Teatro 
Arena, a tiny 90-seat circular auditorium where the audience sat surrounding the 
stage. The parliamentary architecture of the space formed the ideal context for 
the challenges he wanted to undertake together with his actors and spectators. 
 

                                                
2 Michael Werner, Publics and Counterpublics. New York: Zone Books, 2002, 
p.114 



In his book “Theater of the Oppressed”3 Boal shares his experiences and 
reflections. Departing from a debate on poetics that informs the political context 
of drama and theatre, he challenges the Aristotelian legacy of regulating the 
possibility of giving form to a discursive structure by introducing the idea of 
‘genre’. Boal accuses Aristotle’s poetic-political system of intimidating the 
spectator. Instead he argues for a malleable and non-scripted poetics. He 
proposes a more inclusive participatory model, in which the audience is in 
dialogue with the performer, and in which a spectator can become a spect-
actor, a participating viewer. Boal has developed these ideas into a dramaturgy 
that permitted the testing of the collectively authored changes. Thus he 
advanced Brechtian poetics as the “enlightened vanguard: the world is revealed 
as subject to change”. Today elements of Boal’s proposals can be found 
outside of theatre discourse; examples of open software or platforms for free 
education and non-traditional learning groups supporting autodidactic activities 
reflect the spirit of his investigations. 
 
Boal’s and Warner’s considerations prompt questions as to how to organize 
public discourse and how to engage in it. The first step is to ask: Who speaks on 
which basis and why? The second is to analyze how different positions manifest 
themselves. Only by searching for answers may the idea of instructed acting, as 
propagated by the school of Aristotle, be reformulated into an idea of inquiry-
based acting; only then does the exchange between different actors become 
non-scripted and non-linear. The public is not to be addressed, but to be 
transformed into a community of contributors.  
 
To continue considerations on the transformation from passive spectatorship to 
an engaged position, the notion of the ‘voice’ and the ‘public square’ proves 
helpful. Recently, due to the Arab Spring and the Occupy Wall Street Movement, 
both notions have gained momentum in public debate, leading to a renewed 
collective awareness of the fact that populations around the world have long 
manifested protest, embracing the notion of the ‘voice’ and the ‘public square’ 
to the ignorance of most mainstream media. The ‘voice’ of groups pressing for 
change has been articulated in direct interaction by means of chants, marches, 
banners, and hand-signals. At the same time, ‘voice’ has been manifested in the 
virtual sphere of the Internet. This direct and the virtual interaction produced a 
new mode of parallel living – being within a physical community and within a 
virtual one. Yet, however valuable the virtual dimension can be, the physical one 
remains of elementary significance. Rather than raising one’s voice in private or 
in virtual worlds, it must be manifested in public. As Juliane Rebentisch, a 
German philosopher, observes: a “significant mass of demonstrators comes 
together to turn the need for public visibility from a private concern of individuals 

                                                
3 Theatre Communications Group. New York: 1985 (originally published in 
Spanish as Teatro de Oprimido in 1974) 



violently, hysterically, or otherwise desperately looking for public attention, into a 
matter of public relevance”.4 
 
The contemporary ‘public square’, like ‘voice’, overlaps a geographical location 
and a virtual one. As in Boal’s theatre, in which all participate freely, ignoring the 
distinction between protagonists and choruses, and between the actors and the 
viewers, a public square challenges divisions within the masses. It offers space 
to create links among all present in order to engage in an enunciative practice.  
A square in a village and in a city forms the basis for networks of interaction. On 
a square, different groups, otherwise separated by their identity distinctions, 
encounter each other. On a square they can see each other, hear each other 
and smell each other; they can activate all their senses for exchange. A square 
is a central space for forming congregations. It heralds participation and self-
determination. In antiquity it functioned as the major site for all forms of civil life. 
Its historical predecessors originate in meetings held at “naturally occurring sites 
with features such as megaliths, great trees, large water meadows or fields, 
clearings or springs.”5 The function of the square can disguise itself in different 
forms as a substructure for encounters among individuals. Presently under 
pressure to give up publicly used space to the branded or to the corporate 
world, supporting the idea of the square, “supporting things that are public, 
promotes the survival and extension of democratic culture”, as expressed by 
Rosalyn Deutsche 6. The ideas of public square and voice are determining 
constituents and references in the constellate metaphors that The Imminence of 
Poetics aims to bring forth. 
 
Confronted with the scale of São Paulo and the question of how to deal with the 
reality of a city that is not landscaped as a tamed attraction, the idea of 
constellation unfolds in an extreme geographical dimension. São Paulo was 
founded in 1554 by Jesuits on a mission to convert natives to Catholicism, as 
part of a Portuguese colonial strategy for territorial occupation. Until the 17th 
Century, the village's economy remained restricted to agricultural and cattle-
breeding practices, when the large-scale expeditions called "bandeiras" started 
to be established. They aimed at exploring inland in search of gold and other 
precious stones, as well as Indian slave labor. These expeditions, strongly 
stimulated by the eventual discovery of gold in the state of Minas Gerais, turned 
São Paulo into a vital base for the expansion of the Portuguese colony’s 
frontiers. The city flourished during the 18th Century, favored by extensive 

                                                
4 Juliane Rebentisch, Appearance. Fragments of Political Phenomenology. In 
Demonstrations. Making Normative Orders. Nuremberg: Verlag für Moderne 
Kunst, p. 378. 
5 Barbara Dölemeyer, Making Things Public (Bruno Latour, Peter Weibel ed.), 
Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2005, p. 260. 
6 Rosalyn Deutsche, Evictions: Art and Spatial Politics. Cambridge: The MIT 
Press,1996, p.269. 



sugar-cane production, and the first textile and foundry industries settled. From 
the mid-19th century the newborn wealth attracted immigrants from Europe, Asia 
as well as from within Brazil. After decades of growth and industrialization it is 
now the largest city in the southern hemisphere.7    
          
Spread throughout the city, The Imminence of Poetics acknowledges the 
historical matter in analogy with the present situation, and the colonial legacy in 
analogy with postmodern and postcolonial cultures. Thus it fosters the survival 
of bygone voices and the rise of contemporaneous articulations. The spaces for 
articulation and communication are diverse: the exhibition galleries, the 
education programs, the lecture programs, the performance events, the film 
screenings and the radio programs. These spaces, as points in possible 
constellations, shine in the city for moments of poetic encounters. The main 
points encompass the central building Pavilion Ciccillo Matarazzo, the three 
house museums Casa do Bandeirante, Capela do Morumbi and Casa 
Modernista, the São Paulo Museum of Art (MASP), the Kunsthalle exhibition 
spaces Instituto Tomie Ohtake and Fundação Armando Alvares Penteado 
(FAAP) as well as the train station Estação da Luz. Other spaces in the streets, 
in the clubs and in the parks host ephemeral interventions and expand the 
constellations’ prospects.  
 
The implementation of a radio station at the Bienal is an attempt to penetrate the 
vast landscape of the city through electromagnetic waves and through 
cyberspace. From a station at the Bienal Pavilion, Mobile Radio edits and 
broadcasts programs connecting with AM, FM and web-based transmissions 
around the world. The station channels voices from the city to distant places in a 
networked broadcast and in exchange receives transmissions in multiple 
languages. Thus the radio expands the horizon of the exhibition with ephemeral 
poetics of transitory sonic encounters; the many voices of tonal variety reach 
people in their homes, in their cars, and at their workplaces: “The voice 
mediates between the Dead and Alive, between phoneme and meaning, body 
and language, gesture and scream. The voice also works as an in-between 
phenomenon, as medium of change, transmission and translation, repetition, 
return and emulation”. 8  The radio at the Bienal offers space for live 
experimentation, for undiscovered and forgotten ideas, for formats that have no 
place in traditional broadcasting. The radio station invites visitors, in addition to 
listening, to participate in and contribute to the programming. It is meant to 

                                                
7 By the end of the 20th century, the city of São Paulo proper had a population of 
more than 10 million, and the metropolitan region had soared to about 19 million 
inhabitants. City area, 576 square miles (1,493 square km); Greater São Paulo, 
3,070 square miles (7,951 square km). (source: Britannica.com, accessed 
25.June 2012) 
8 Brigitte Felderer, Phonorama – A cultural history of the voice as a medium. 
Berlin: Matthes & Seitz, 2004, p.58. 



stimulate the means of expression and to provide an apparatus for the 
multiplicity of opinions and voices; for the publics and counterpublics to speak 
in Warner’s terms, for the spect-actors, to use Boal’s term. 
 
A literary component to the Bienal is the poetry journal OEI. Its special issue 
documents The Imminence of Poetics beyond its curatorial kernel and unravels 
the poetics of São Paulo. The documentation adds to the Bienal’s printed matter 
project that includes a series of referential texts issued in collaboration with the 
publishing house Hedra Editors. In the series, renowned literary works are 
translated into Portuguese, among them: Eikones by Philostratus (300 A.D.), El 
Arte de Birlibirloque (1930) and La decadencia del analfabetismo (1974) by José 
Bergamin, Rhétorique spéculative (1995) by Pascal Quignard, Ninfe (2007) by 
Giorgio Agamben, and De vinculis in genere (1589-91) by Giordano Bruno.  
 
The formats of spoken word and printed matter intertwine with the display of 
contemporary art in the exhibition spaces. They provide a forum for enunciative 
processes and active listening, as well as an archive for documentation. 
Expanding these formats within the Bienal is an attempt to foster links among 
the constellations of referential ideas, theories and images, and to foster links 
between actual works presented in this exhibition and the historical fabric of the 
city. This allows for the imminent to materialize and indicate that the Bienal is a 
process, which is not concluded with its opening. It is a proxy for an ongoing 
transformational process.  
 
The structured yet open and versatile relationships are reflected in a 16th century 
schematic drawing by Giordano Bruno. Illustrating the production of possible 
links among points in a rectangular field, Bruno advocated for the “exploration 
of a combination between people, instruments (tools) and operations, allowing 
for the construction of entire phrases or the mixing of elements from different 
phrases”. 9  
 

                                                
9 Translated by the author from Giordano Bruno, Tratado da magia. São Paulo: 
Martins Fontes, 1st edition, 2008, p. 27. 



 
Giordano Bruno, De imaginum compositione, 1591 
 
A combination as proposed by Bruno and a constellation as described by 
Gomringer inspire us to think about the possible connections within the public 
square. They provoke us to imagine interaction between poetics and discourse.  
They ask how to initiate an inclusively transformative process of play and 
exchange.  
Such a process cannot be scripted. It accumulates in duration, shaped by the 
people participating in it. The layered reinterpretations sustain its continuity. As 
Warner writes, it is “not texts themselves (that) create publics, but the 
concatenation of texts through time”. 10  The more heterogeneous the 
articulations, the richer the outcomes: “dissonance offers more potential than 
consonance”11 argues Bruno in his De magia as far back as 1590. Similarly 
Gomringer suggests that the audience playing with ideas in a constellate 
manner establishes an ongoing conversation. Where, in a non-chronological and 
non-hierarchical manner, arguments are built onto other arguments, the future 
opens. 
The Imminence of Poetics is an invitation to play within the field of an 
imaginative public square, and, as such, to transform the encountered 
constructs. It proposes the concept of discourse as poetic discourse – as an 
exchange that integrates the language of the unspoken, the forbidden and the 
as-yet unimagined. Such an exchange is an encounter outside of a scripted and 
directed framework. The Bienal’s events and venues, like stars in a constellation, 
illuminate the square. But it is a viewer who forms the image of it through his or 
her subjective reading and imaginative potential. The viewer is in charge of 
imminent poetics.  

                                                
10 Michael Werner, Publics and Counterpublics, Zone Books, New York, 2002 
p.90 
11 From Tratado da magia, op. cit., p.106 



 


