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Dis-enCOunters  

 
Claire Bishop

It’s almost unheard of  for a contempo-
rary art institution to mount a show that 
tackles a nation’s history, and even rarer 
for one to address that history through 
the lens of  race. Histórias Mestiças (Mes-
tizo Histories) did exactly that, taking 
Brazil’s founding myth of  mestizaje (the 
mixing of  races and cultures) as the 
premise for a mestizaje of  three histories 
and epistemologies formative for this 
country: the indigenous Amerindian, 
the colonial Portugese, and the African 
slave. Curators Adriano Pedrosa and 
Lilia Moritz Schwarcz hung the seven 
galleries of  São Paulo’s Insitituto To-
mie Ohtake with some 400 works that 
juxtaposed contemporary and modern 
art with 19th-century photography and 
prints, indigenous artifacts, and other 
material culture.
 The risks of  such assemblages are 
of  course well known: the ghosts of  
“Primitivism” in 20th Century Art (1984) 
and Magiciens de la terre (1989) haunt 
cross-cultural exhibitions, and critics 
love to invoke both as a way to denigrate 
attempts at forging dialogue between 
different epistemologies, forgetting how 
hugely generative both of  these sup-
posed failures have in fact been. Mestizo 
Histories, however, played a much more 
intelligent game by focusing specifically 
on Brazil and its mythic self-presenta-
tion as a nation of  harmonious miscege-
nation and racial democracy. The result 
was a polemical exhibition whose politi-
cal ambitions, while not perfect, offered 
a suggestive approach that could be ap-
plied to dozens of  other contexts that 
triangulate the indigenous, the colonial, 
and the Atlantic slave trade—not least 
the United States.
 The show was organized as a con-
stellation of  transcultural categories 

around themes such as “Trails and 
Maps,” “Encounters and Dis-encoun-
ters,” “Masks and Portraits,” “Cosmol-
ogies and National Emblems,” “Rites,” 
“Labor,” and “Weaves and Graphic 
Inscriptions.” It began discreetly (but 
forcefully) with Adriana Varejão’s Tintas 
Polvo (Octopus Paints, 2013), a mod-
est wooden box containing 33 pristine 
tubes of  oil paint in various shades of  
flesh—from “chocolate” and “half-
caste” to “buffed,” “sun-kissed,” and 
“Galician fair.” Placed at the entrance 
to the show, it indicated that the art and 
artifacts in the exhibition would reveal 
the violence of  slavery and colonial-
ism in the most subtle and aestheticized 
ways.
 The rotunda gallery, dedicated to 
“Masks and Portraits,” demonstrated 
this through a haphazard, Wunderkam-
mer-style hang. Modern and contem-
porary images that consciously inte-
grated indigenous forms—from Tarsila 
do Amaral’s sketch for A Negra II (The 
Black Woman II, 1923) to Anna Bella 
Geiger’s Brasil Nativo / Brasil Alienígina 
(Native Brazil / Alien Brazil, 1977)—
appeared alongside African masks 
from France’s Musée du Quai Branly 
and 19th-century cartes de visite showing 
(anonymous) black nannies holding the 
(named) children of  white families.
 “Weaves and Graphic Inscriptions” 
(“graphic inscriptions” being a con-
scious rewording of  the more loaded 
art-historical term “abstraction”) made 
a more specific argument, namely that 
the origins of  Brazilian geometric ab-
straction might be found as much in 
indigenous artifacts and practices as 
in European Constructivism. The case 
was made via tribal body painting—
complex codes used to denote hierarchy 
and status within the community—and 
woven fabrics. The former strategy was 
the strongest, represented via litho-
graphs of  “savage dances” made by 
the French artist Jean-Baptiste Debret 
in the 1830s, and in the more recent, 
striking photographs of  bodily decora-

tion by the anthropologist Lux Vidal 
(ca. 1992). These were positioned next 
to some stunning, earth-toned modern-
ist paintings by Vicente do Rego Mon-
teiro (early 1920s) and a display case of  
genital coverings (a smoothed-out trian-
gle of  decorated ceramic) showing the 
same patterning in brown and white, 
and similar inversions of  negative and 
positive space.
 The kernel of  the whole exhibition, 
and summation of  its key themes, was 
a small gallery presenting three rows 
of  images—drawings, watercolors, and 
photographs—on top of  each other 
(“Encounters and Dis-encounters”). 
The longest row, on the bottom, was 
a series of  45 black-and-white photo-
graphs by Claudia Andujar, taken in 
1983–84 during a mission to the Ama-
zon to vaccinate indigenous tribes. Each 
one is a portrait of  a nameless Amerin-
dian with a numerical identification tag 
around his or her neck. The result is 
akin to a police lineup, as the subjects 
stare at the camera with a sullen resis-
tance verging on derision. Andujar’s 
photographs, while eliciting empathy 
and indignation, also have a troubling 
beauty, anticipating certain strands of  
subsequent fashion photography.
 Hung above Andujar’s photo series 
was another from the Western tradition, 
nearly identical in size: 38 watercolors 
by Joaquim José de Miranda (1771–73) 
depicting the Portugese “discovery” 
of  Brazil as a peaceful encounter with 
happy natives. This encounter was, of  
course, not a discovery but a military 
invasion, during which anywhere from 
one to eight million indigenous peoples 
were murdered. Fiddly, fussy, and self-
satisfied, these painted images show the 
lumbering imposition of  upper-class 
European values onto a population 
depicted as tame and expendable. The 
top row of  images was made in 1976 
by Taniki Manippi-theri, a Yanomami 
shaman, who deployed colored felt 
pens on small sheets of  white paper 
provided by Andujar. Made using a 
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representational system that could 
not be more different from Miranda’s, 
these images are graphic equivalents 
of  a spoken story relating the death of  
a woman in the village, her grieving 
relatives, and the importance of  
cremation as a way to free the soul. 
Clusters of  dots and stick-like figures 
are arranged in circular configurations, 
with arrows pointing in and out. The 
juxtaposition of  these drawings with 
the colonial prints and photography—
legible as horizontal narratives but also 
in contrast on the vertical axis—was 
one of  the most punchy, eloquent, and 
moving curatorial statements I have 
seen in years. 
 The only weakness of  Mestizo His-
tories was some of  the contemporary 
work. Aside from Varejão and Jonathas 
de Andrade (the latter represented by 
a vast wall installation about laborers 
on a banana plantation, 40 nego bom é 1 
real [40 Good Blacks for R$1.00, 2013], 
in the gallery devoted to “Labor”), the 
newly commissioned pieces were sig-
nificantly less striking than the histori-
cal ones. This contrast was particularly 
acute in “Cosmologies and National 
Emblems,” where Sidney Amaral, 
Thiago Martins de Melo, and Luiz 
Zerbini were invited to produce alter-
native versions of  19th-century history 
paintings celebrating national events 
such as the first Catholic mass, the 
abolition of  slavery, and the proclama-
tion of  the republic. These flamboyant 
paintings didn’t stand a chance against 
the modest set of  crayon drawings by 
Marubo elders and shamans collected 
by the anthropologist Pedro Cesarino, 
which show the layers of  the Marubo 
cosmos and the path of  the dead, or (in 
the previous room) religious statuary 
of  black saints unique to the Brazilian 
Catholic church.
 It will never be easy to place the 
indigenous—a category discursively 
locked into the world of  anthropology—
alongside the art historical, but a critical 
distance toward colonial and religious 

art certainly helps to mediate this gap. 
Mestizo Histories did not attempt to 
shoehorn these indigenous traditions 
into Euro-American art history, but 
rather aimed to demonstrate the 
irreconcilable frictions that give lie to 
the fantasy of  harmonious mestizaje. 
(At several points in the show, the 
curators made the polemical decision 
not to translate indigenous captions—a 
decision that respected singularity but 
increased alterity.) At its best, such an 
anthropological gaze can diminish the 
present-ism of  contemporary art and 
allow it to become a method or system 
of  thinking, as best seen in the gallery 
“Encounters and Dis-encounters.” 
Would that more curators, in more 
countries, had the nerve to investigate 
so unflinchingly cherished national 
myths, particularly via racial identity. 
In the midst of  protests against race-
based policing across the United States 
right now, this task seems particularly 
pressing.

COLOniAL  
unCOnsCiOus  

On DisPLAY

Cristina Freire

A “colonial unconscious” dominates 
discourse and practices in Brazil to-
day. Curated by Adriano Pedrosa and 
Lilia Moritz Schwarcz, Histórias Mes-
tiças (Mestizo Histories) at the Instituto 
Tomie Ohtake, São Paulo, consistently 
elaborated the many layers of  this col-
lective imaginary.
 Breaking at the outset with hierar-
chical interdictions, the exhibition pre-
sented an expressive set of  400 objects 
from different origins, times, and terri-
tories: paintings, drawings, sculptures, 
installations, maps, indigenous and 
African artifacts, historical documents, 
texts, and videos, organized into seven 
thematic nuclei: “Trails and Maps,” 

“Encounters and Dis-encounters,” 
“Masks and Portraits,” “Cosmolo-
gies and National Emblems,” “Rites,” 
“Labor,” and “Weaves and Graphic 
Inscriptions.” Within these nuclei, the 
representations and values associated 
with racial mestizaje were juxtaposed 
over different axes and given many his-
torical, anthropological, and cultural 
associations.
 The question of  mestizaje has been 
present for some time in the research of  
the curators. As an adjunct curator of  
the 24th Bienal de São Paulo (1998), Pe-
drosa, along with Paulo Herkenhoff, took 
anthropophagy—in the form of  Oswald 
de Andrade’s “Manifesto Antropófago” 
(1928)—as a starting point. Andrade’s 
manifesto is about the local swallowing 
up of  European references, the accep-
tance of  which could be more complete, 
he argues, if  it included African and Am-
erindian cultures. This concept was em-
phasized again in the banquet of  Mestizo 
Histories. Pedrosa explains: “As an instru-
ment for swallowing up the European 
tradition, it (antropofagia) was an early 
post-colonial strategy. But its indigenous 
and African roots have not yet been to-
tally eaten up.”1

 Schwarcz, a historian and anthro-
pologist, also assigns different values 
to the notion of  mestizaje. It is in her 
analysis a social and historical construc-
tion, and should be considered through 
antagonistic ideas, ranging from racial 
democracy to the violence that it mo-
bilizes; inclusion and exclusion are two 
sides of  the same coin. The different 
layers of  mestizaje in Brazilian culture 
and the violence emerging from it (be-
sides the myth of  racial democracy) 
refer back to the notion of  trauma: 
trauma of  colonization, trauma of  slav-
ery, trauma of  genocide of  the natives,  
trauma of  invasion (covered over by the 
image of  discovery).
 In the nucleus “Weaves and Graph-
ic Inscriptions,” photographs from the 
19th century, for example images of  
black nursemaids with white children 
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on their laps, contrasted with more re-
cent images showing socially admired 
black women. The iconic painting of  
Brazilian modernism, A Negra II (The 
Black Woman II, 1923) by Tarsila do 
Amaral, shared this space with masks 
from the Congo, Angola, and Benin, 
places from which most of  the slaves 
being sent to Brazil came. Blacks and 
Indians, participants in an oral culture, 
were condemned to silence. As a result, 
against the background of  hegemonic 
cultural standards, they were despised 
or put in subaltern positions, which was 
reinforced in art-critical categories.
 Categorization is undoubtedly an 
exercise of  power. The word “category” 
comes from the Greek kategoria, which 
means “to publicly accuse.” In Mestizo 
Histories the curators opted to abandon 
categories such as native art, primitive 
art, religious art, naïf  art, and popu-
lar art, among others, and proposed 
instead a horizontal relationship as a 
principle for perception. Graphics and 
indigenous designs, masks, paintings, 
and African drawings were paired off  
with photographs and works by artists 
such as Jean-Baptiste Debret, Johann 
Rugendas, Albert Eckhout, Pierre Verg-
er, Rubem Valentim, Tarsila do Amaral, 
Adriana Varejão, Ernesto Neto, Clau-
dia Andujar, and Jonathas de Andrade, 
among many other non-hierarchical 
and/or chronological connections. As 
a critical and political operation, there-
fore, Mestizo Histories stood out from the 
canons established by history and art 
criticism—and this is no mean achieve-
ment in Brazil, where abstraction from 
the historical and social context, a rem-
nant from Modernist ideology, still of-
ten regulates relationships with art.
 In the nucleus “Trails and Maps,” 
documents and works referring back 
to the time of  slavery in Brazil were 
gathered, exposing the traumatic foun-
dations on which modern capitalism is 
based. Among many other objects and 
historical documents, such as maps of  
the Quilombo de São Gonçalo neigh-

borhood in 1769, and drawings and 
maps for the piling of  bodies on the 
ships that brought slaves to Brazil, there 
were contemporary works such as Navio 
Negreiro (Slave Ship, 2007) by the artist 
Emanoel Araújo, who founded and di-
rects the Museu Afro-Brasil, the coun-
try’s first museum dedicated to Afro-
Brazilian culture.
 In the 19th century, the ideological 
conceptions of  history (as development) 
and civilization (as hierarchy) gave sup-
port for an anthropology based on the 
superiority and hegemony of  European 
culture in relation to other societies and 
peoples. As a matter of  fact, the asso-
ciation of  space and time—that is, the 
more distant in space, the more remote 
in time—are related to this linear and 
developing conception, which was fun-
damental for these narratives. With co-
lonial rhetoric under suspicion and the 
rejection of  the hegemony of  Western 
societies’ claim to stand as a model for 
humanity, room is granted for the pos-
sibility of  a border epistemology (to call 
up the idea formulated by the Argentine 
semiotician Walter Mignolo) that oper-
ates between the metropolitan legacies 
of  colonialism and the legacies of  the 
colonized areas.
 Mestizo Histories stood in this battle-
field as it brought together cultural ob-
jects set apart by the colonization of  
thought, and at the same time revealed 
many stories of  violence and of  silence. 
In the nucleus “Encounters and Dis-
encounters,” for example, 38 watercol-
ors from the 18th century described a 
conflict between the frontiersmen and 
the Kaingang Indians in the south of  
Brazil, and the drawings of  the Yano-
mami artist Taniki Manippi-theri were 
juxtaposed with photographs of  the Ya-
nomami Indians by the Swiss photog-
rapher Claudia Andujar. In Andujar’s 
Marcados (1983–84) they are identified 
through numbers, just like the survivors 
of  Auschwitz. In the nucleus “Weaves 
and Graphic Inscriptions,” ritual ob-
jects and paintings by Rubem Valentim 

and Mestre Didi, as well as indigenous 
graphics, were set alongside paintings 
by representatives of  Brazilian Con-
crete art. Such pairings served as an 
overall strategy for the exhibition and 
provoked a reconsideration of  our usual 
associations with such work.
 Mestizo Histories gathered objects 
from the most diverse Brazilian and in-
ternational holdings, such as those from 
the Musée du Quai Branly in France, 
the National Museum of  Denmark, the 
National Library Foundation of  Brazil, 
the Museum of  Archaeology and Eth-
nology of  the University of  São Paulo, 
the Rio de Janeiro National Museum of  
Fine Arts, and the Museum of  Contem-
porary Art of  the University of  São Pau-
lo, among many other public and pri-
vate collections. It presented them with 
new commissions by contemporary art-
ists made specifically for this exhibition. 
Finally, the show was complemented 
by the publication of  a carefully cho-
sen selection of  texts, bringing together 
authors and fundamental research and 
ideas to illustrate the roots of  a culture 
over the centuries. Mestizo Histories ex-
hibited, in the end, historical and po-
litical struggles within Brazilian mes-
tizo culture against (always-updated)  
mechanisms of  power.

notes 

1. Teté Martinho, “Histórias mestiças,” 
Brasileiros, August 29, 2014, http://
brasileiros.com.br/2014/08/historias-
mesticas/.

Translated from the Portuguese by David Alan Prescott

A MurkY 
histOrY

Tobi Maier

When Histórias Mestiças (Mestizo Histo-
ries) opened at Instituto Tomie Ohtake 
in São Paulo, many were reminded of  
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Jean-Hubert Martin’s 1989 exhibition 
Magiciens de la terre in Paris. That show, 
as it is described in the recently pub-
lished Afterall reader on the exhibition, 
“argued for the universality of  the cre-
ative impulse and endeavored to offer a 
direct aesthetic experience of  contem-
porary works of  art made globally and 
presented on equal terms.”1 At Instituto 
Tomie Ohtake, by contrast, crossbreed-
ing (mestiçagem) was the central idea. 
The show aimed to challenge the Eu-
rocentric focus of  the dominant under-
standing of  Brazil’s art history, and to 
foster the inclusion of  indigenous and 
African visual production.
 At the entrance, a wall text laid 
out the ambitious claims of  curators 
Adriano Pedrosa and Lilia Moritz 
Schwarcz. Among other things, they 
acknowledged the genocide commit-
ted on indigenous populations in the 
colonization process, which resulted in 
some seven million dead (some skep-
tics believe that this number is still an 
underestimation). It was a laudable at-
tempt to deconstruct from the outset 
notions such as “popular art” or “naive 
art” and tell the hybrid histories of  this 
country, which, as Schwarcz (an anthro-
pologist as well as a curator) affirmed, 
are “constructed and based on violent 
processes, sexism, and political and so-
cial exclusion, and not their negation.”2

 With approximately 400 works on 
view, the exhibition was organized into 
seven core groups: “Trails and Maps,” 
“Encounters and Dis-encounters,” 
“Masks and Portraits,” “Cosmologies 
and National Emblems,” “Rites,” “La-
bor,” and “Weaves and Graphic In-
scriptions.” The lobby leading toward 
these different galleries featured an en-
vironment reminiscent of  spaces used 
for spiritual Ayahuasca ceremonies. 
Created in his signature style by Er-
nesto Neto in collaboration with indig-
enous inhabitants of  the northeastern 
state of  Acre, a service was held during 
the opening (that space remained some-
what lackluster afterward).

 Mestizo Histories was strongest where 
clear analogies were established and 
different voices converged in the display 
of  artworks. The Swiss-born Brazilian 
artist Claudia Andujar, who has dedi-
cated much of  her life to the preserva-
tion of  the Yanomami people, exhib-
ited 45 images from her Marcados series 
(1983–84). These black-and-white pho-
tographs stem from a moment when the 
Brazilian government decided to con-
struct the Interoceanic highway from 
the Pacific to the Atlantic. On the way 
they encountered the Yanomami, who, 
because of  their relative isolation, were 
vulnerable to diseases the construction 
workers carried. Many became infected 
and died. Andujar was given the task of  
documenting them photographically. 
Above her images, the curators hung 38 
watercolors attributed to Joaquim José 
de Miranda, produced between 1771 
and 1773. His work describes the violent 
encounter between an expedition com-
manded by Lieutenant Colonel Afonso 
Botelho e Souza and the Kaingang in 
the Tibagi region of  the southeastern 
state of  Paraná. Above Miranda’s wa-
tercolors was a series of  drawings by the 
Yanomami shaman Taniki Manippi-
theri. Produced in 1976 and recovered 
by Andujar, they narrate the death of  a 
Yanomami woman, the suffering of  her 
relatives, the importance of  cremation 
in the liberation of  the soul, and finally 
the act of  preserving the ashes of  the 
dead.
 Other galleries were dedicated 
to rites: for example, images of  black 
saints, which allude to Afro-Brazilian 
religions, or sculptures of  Shango, the 
demigod of  thunder and lightning in 
the Yoruba religion, which were dis-
played next to paintings by the Bahia 
painter Carybé, whose work embodied 
the same spirit. 
 As with these precious constella-
tions, created from analogies between 
popular beliefs and their representation 
in visual art, the exhibition was most 
successful where different visual tradi-

tions were brought into contact. Anoth-
er example was the felt pen drawings of  
Antonio Brasil Marubo titled Patamares 
Celestes (Celestial Levels, 2005) and Pata-
mares Terrestres (Terrestrial Levels, 2005), 
which reflect the language and cosmol-
ogy in the shamanic knowledge of  the 
Marubo—the people who inhabit the 
upper Rio Ituí region in the Amazon—
whose beliefs are anchored in a plural-
ity of  bodies, both visible and invisible.
 Some fascinating examples of  
indigenous abstract painting on the 
human body were brought into the 
exhibition through black-and-white 
photographs, documenting, for exam-
ple, the back of  a shoulder covered gra-
ciously with wing-shaped traces. These 
bodily depictions turned rather awk-
ward, however, with the 16 tangas (loin-
cloths, essentially) alluding to exposed 
indigenous vaginas. Also problematic 
was the fact that much of  the classical 
history painting produced by Euro-
Brazilian artists in the exhibition, such 
as Benedito Calixto de Jesus’s Fundação 
de São Vincente (Founding of  Saint Vin-
cente, 1900), rendered the arrival of  
the European colonizers in Brazil as a 
peaceful negotiation. Thiago Martins 
de Melo was commissioned to make 
the painting O liberal Mammon invade 
Pindorama sob o signo do corte azimutal do 
Mundo (The Liberal Mammon Invades 
Pindorama Under the Court Sign of  
the Azimuthal World, 2014), which in-
troduced the brutal chaos of  genocide, 
invasion, and massacre—an iconogra-
phy otherwise largely absent from the 
show.
 The exhibition was accompanied 
by an invaluable reader, in Portuguese, 
that tracked this history. It featured an 
anthology of  texts, including Michel 
Montaigne’s “On Cannibals” (1580), 
Oswald de Andrade’s “Manifesto An-
tropófago” (1928), Eduardo Viveiros de 
Castro’s “The Marble and the Myrtle: 
On the Inconstancy of  the Savage 
Soul” (1992), Darcy Ribeiro’s “The 
Brazilian People: The Formation and 
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Claudia Andujar
Vertical 9–Série 
Marcados, 1983–84
Digital print with 
mineral pigment
Courtesy the artist

Christiano Junior
Untitled, ca. 1870
Cartes de visite 
Collection of  Ruy 
Souza e Silva 
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Claudia Andujar
Horizontal 2–Série 
Marcados, 1983–84
Digital print with 
mineral pigment
Courtesy the artist

H
is

tó
ri

as
 M

es
ti

ça
s



    41

Assessments

H
is

tó
ri

as
 M

es
ti

ça
s



42                                                          
        

The Exhibitionist

H
is

tó
ri

as
 M

es
ti

ça
s



    43

Assessments

Group in Morro da Mangueira, 
Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, wearing  
Hélio Oiticica’s Parangoles 
(1964–79) during the filming of  
Ivan Cardoso’s film H.O., 1979
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Lux Vidal
Indigenous graphic body 
decoration, ca. 1992
Photograph
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Meaning of  Brazil” (1995), and Jerry 
Davila’s “Hotel Trópico: Brazil and the 
Challenge of  African Decolonization 
1950–1980” (2010). This reader in-
cludes writings by many current schol-
ars of  cultural and postcolonial theory, 
but the lack of  discursive and performa-
tive public programs left the exhibition 
itself  feeling rather static; visitors were 
forced to decipher its main narratives 
through wall texts rather than direct 
engagement. Now that Africa is com-
ing again to Brazil, with new waves of  
refugees from Senegal and Ghana, the 
conversation initiated by this exhibition 
cannot be considered strictly an aca-
demic or historical one. Active debates 
regarding contemporary migratory 
streams into Brazil, and how they relate 
to the murky history of  racial relations 
in this country, might have brought 
these discussions more disruptively (and 
productively) into the present.

notes 

1. Back cover text, Making Art Global (Part 
2): “Magiciens de la Terre,” 1989 (London: 
Afterall, 2013).

2. Lilia Moritz Schwarcz, Historias Mestiças 
(Rio de Janeiro / São Paulo: Cabogo Edi-
tora, 2014), 13.
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Octavio Zaya

It is difficult to approach complex his-
torical, anthropological, social, cultural, 
or linguistic subjects such as those ad-
dressed by Histórias Mestiças (Mestizo 
Histories) from the distance of  another 
cultural background and understand-
ing. As Gayatri Spivak would put it, in 
order to carry out distant reading, one 
must be an excellent close reader. And 
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Lux Vidal 
Indigenous graphic 
body decoration, 
ca. 1992
Photograph
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tive public programs left the exhibition 
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forced to decipher its main narratives 
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engagement. Now that Africa is com-
ing again to Brazil, with new waves of  
refugees from Senegal and Ghana, the 
conversation initiated by this exhibition 
cannot be considered strictly an aca-
demic or historical one. Active debates 
regarding contemporary migratory 
streams into Brazil, and how they relate 
to the murky history of  racial relations 
in this country, might have brought 
these discussions more disruptively (and 
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1. Back cover text, Making Art Global (Part 
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Afterall, 2013).
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Octavio Zaya

It is difficult to approach complex his-
torical, anthropological, social, cultural, 
or linguistic subjects such as those ad-
dressed by Histórias Mestiças (Mestizo 
Histories) from the distance of  another 
cultural background and understand-
ing. As Gayatri Spivak would put it, in 
order to carry out distant reading, one 
must be an excellent close reader. And 

yet I will dare to take to heart the astute 
observation of  the great Brazilian Ema-
noel Araújo: “To understand Brazil, 
you need to be a foreigner.”1 And since 
my task is not to enter into comparative 
cultural disquisitions, but to review an 
exhibition, I hope that my assessment 
does not get lost in “the texts”—that I 
can steer clear of  the globalizing traps 
and generalities that so often attend the 
“intertextuality” that the curators Adri-
ano Pedrosa and Lilia Moritz Schwarcz 
staged among old, modern, and con-
temporary discourses and works.
 In the wake of  the impressive, 
encyclopedic research, writings, cre-
ations, and exhibitions that Araújo has 
pioneered since the late 1970s, Pedrosa 
and Schwarcz’s undertaking is more 
than ambitious. Just a quick look at the 
list of  sections around which this ex-
pansive and demanding exhibition was 
organized and classified—“Trails and 
Maps,” “Encounters and Dis-encoun-
ters,” “Masks and Portraits,” “Cosmol-
ogies and National Emblems,” “Rites,” 
“Labor,” and “Weaves and Graphic In-
scriptions”—their task seems gargantu-
an, perhaps even extraordinary. Their 
purpose and intentions, based on two 
years of  research and (very evidently) 
focused and clear, demanded that they 
assemble, under the same roof, 400 
works, including paintings, sculptures, 
installations, photographs, videos, texts, 
documents, maps, African and indig-
enous artifacts, and stories. They did so 
in order to contrast and reframe differ-
ent discourses and sources from a vast 
mosaic of  indigenous, European, and 
African cultures in Brazil, without giv-
ing special treatment or prominence 
to any particular instance. They mixed 
together centuries and generations, dis-
ciplines and languages, artists, writers, 
and stories with no specific chronology 
in mind, but rather the themes and con-
cepts that relate them.
 In addition to gathering existing 
works from several Brazilian collections 
and institutions, and from international 

museums such as the Musée du Quai 
Branly in France and the National 
Museum of  Denmark, the curators 
commissioned several works to 
be premiered with the exhibition. 
Among them were new works by 
Beatriz Milhazes, Thiago Martins de 
Melo, Luiz Zerbini, Adriana Varejão, 
and Sidney Amaral, which drew 
relationships that subverted the usual 
patterns—the rational approaches we 
might have expected—and enriched 
the visual and intellectual experience of  
the exhibition.
 One grouping of  historical and 
contemporary works made a particu-
larly strong impression on those, like 
me, who have felt disappointed and lost 
in the comparative, associative arrange-
ments and arbitrary linkages found in 
many other exhibitions of  this kind. 
In this case, three different types of  
works and narratives were presented 
one on top of  the other, as if  represent-
ing three different lines of  meaning 
and worldviews that overlap, creating 
a challenging space of  coincidences 
and dissonances, continuities and in-
terstices, distortions, condensations, 
and displacements, rather than a false, 
harmonious closure. On the lowest 
level of  the three parallel lines was the 
photographic series Marcados (1983–84) 
by Claudia Andujar, which were com-
missioned by the Brazilian government. 
The construction of  a road through 
the Amazon had led to an outbreak of  
diseases among the Yanomami people, 
and Andujar was sent to photograph 
every single person in the area. She 
produced a series of  portraits of  each 
individual carrying an identifying num-
ber around his or her neck (apparently 
their names were difficult to transcribe). 
The similarity to the identification of  
concentration camp prisoners during 
the Holocaust seems obvious, although 
in this case, the purpose of  the classi-
fication procedure was about saving a 
population at risk.
 Above Andujar’s work was a series 
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of  38 prints by Joaquim José de Mi-
randa titled A expedição do Tenente-Coronel 
Afonso Botelho e Souza aos Sertões do Tibagi 
(The Expedition of  Lieutenant-Colo-
nel Afonso Botelho to the Hinterlands 
of  Tibagi, 1771–73). This sort of  ex-
plorer’s logbook is a vivid and detailed 
example of  the cultural encounters, 
confrontations, and colonization that 
ensued after the Portuguese invasion. 
Then, at the top of  this arrangement, 
the curators displayed Yanomami Funeral 
(1976), a set of  29 drawings by Taniki 
Manippi-theri, a Yanomami aborigine. 
These exposed a rather different un-
derstanding of  reality from the layers 
below, emphasizing the relationship 
between humans and nature, and be-
tween humans and the spiritual, within 
the ongoing flux of  life and death.
  This far-reaching visual “intertex-
tuality,” in what could be construed as 
material for an education in compara-
tive cultures, extended throughout the 
exhibition. It was moreover supported 
by an anthology of  texts, beginning 
with travel documents from the 16th 
century, passing through 18th-century 
naturalist essays, 19th-century racial 
determinism, and culturalist essays 
from the 1930s, incorporating engaged 
studies about social movements in the 
20th century, and ending up with pres-
ent-day authors such as Manuela Car-
neiro da Cunha and Eduardo Viveiros 
de Castro. 
 Through these texts, as much as 
through the powerful images and nar-
ratives of  the exhibition, the curators 
not only traced personal histories and 
the history of  Brazilian colonization, 
but also placed Africa, African cul-
tures, and the slave trade at the heart of  
what makes Brazil what it is today. This 
clearly went beyond the limits of  what 
the curators understand as the “incom-
plete project” of  the much-revered and 
legendary “Manifesto Antropófago” 
(1928) of  Oswald de Andrade.
 And this, perhaps, was the most 
revealing and challenging aspect of  

the two traumas that were brought to 
life in Mestizo Histories. Adriano Pedrosa 
made clear in his wall text that if, on 
the one hand, from 25 to 95 percent 
of  the native population in the Ameri-
cas in 1492 (estimated at between one 
and eight million) was annihilated in 
the infamous invasion, it is also true 
that “Brazil received 40 percent of  the 
Africans who came to the Americas 
during the slave trade, for a total of  
about 3.8 million Africans (according to 
slavevoyages.org)—which is more than 
the number of  Portuguese who arrived 
here (approximately 2.3 million accord-
ing to the IBGE, Instituto Brasileiro de 
Geografia e Estatística). Today, with 60 
percent of  its population composed of  
blacks or pardos with some African an-
cestry, Brazil is the second most popu-
lous African country, after Nigeria.”
 Brazil, that is, might be thought of  
as an African nation—even if  a quiet 
racism is pervasive, and even as racialist 
ideologies of  “whitening” are alive and 
well in the big cities. Alberto da Costa 
was, of  course, more eloquent about 
it: “The slave has remained within us, 
whatever our background may be. Af-
ter all, without slavery Brazil would not 
exist as it does today, it would never 
have occupied the immense spaces that 
the Portuguese designed for it. With or 
without regrets, slavery is the longest 
and most important process in our his-
tory.”2
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