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While the 27th Bienal of São Paulo attracts local and international visitors 
alike, the Museum of Modern Art next door decided to remount an exhibition 
of concrete art that, under the title 1st National exhibition of concrete art, was 
originally conceived for the museum in 1956. Curators from both, the Bienal 
and the MAM, consider it a key year in Brazilian history. It spans from the 
beginning of Jucelino Kubitschek’s mandate as the country’s president, who 
continued to found the modernist capital of Brasilia, to the installation of the 
Volkswagen plant in the country. The concrete art movement established itself 
as anti-figurative and was significant in the concretization of ideas that exist in 
reality and not as a concept only. Other defining elements are the free use of 
geometric forms, attention to the presence of support material and in the case 
of poetry the combination of fragmentation with linearity. The first two galleries 
of Concrete ’56: the root of form reproduce with maximum fidelity the original 
exhibition while the latter spaces show works produced in subsequent years. 
Although the tight hanging appears certainly atypical for current innovations in 
curating, the works are self-contained and defined by their geometric 
boundaries. The recovery of the original exhibition architecture allows the 
space to create a transparency between each section that geometrically 
amalgamates and converses with the works on display. Early paintings by 
Hélio Oiticica and Lygia Clarke feature prominently next to sculptures of Franz 
Weissmann and the poetry of Augusto and Haroldo de Campos. Yet another 
artist, Ivan Serpa occupies a special position in the show. After the break of 
the movement and the creation of an opposing neo-concrete position in Rio 
de Janeiro, Serpa maintained an independent position. In the years following 
1957 the ‘Paulistanos’ around Waldemar Cordeiro and Hermelindo Fiaminghi 
went on to research semantics, new media and electronic art and the use of 
mass communications under the military dictature. The artists based in Rio on 
the other hand, confronted the subjective aspects of aesthetic experience 
exploring ways that go beyond the orthodox theories of concrete art, thus 
rejecting the profound mathematical principles inherent to the canon. These 
notions could feature more evidently in the show. São Paulo’s art world today 
often appears like a microcosm of artists referencing modernist design and 
concrete art. The museums effort of remaking therefore deserves to be 
applauded in educational terms, yet the presentation sadly ignores the 
independence of the work of art, which can acquire new meanings by evolving 
in different contexts over fifty years from their inception. 
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