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A brief history of Brazil

José Vieira da Cruz'

Interpreters of Brazil: between history and popular culture

One thing we should always remember about Brazil is that it is
a large, unique and multicultural country - marked by both the
coexistence of different cultures, religions and social groups and a set
of the traditions, rhythms and historical influences. The change from
a territory, a section of the Portuguese America, into a nation-state
has brought about a major challenge: how to interpret the present of
Brazil by taking its past into account? Based on a look at its past and
present, how to make projections for the future?

This challenge itself, of interpreting the identity and place of Brazil
in the world, particularly its position in the Western Christian world,
has always been a complex, dense and hard-to-reach objective.
The reasons for such difficulty are the singularities of a territory
that houses different peoples, cultures and traditions, being also
immersed in the processes of international trade expansion and of the
birth of capitalism, between the 15th and 19th centuries.

Before this wide range of possibilities, the task of promoting some
of the first interpretations about national history, State project and
identity was set as a duty of the Brazilian Historical and Geographical
Institute (IHGB) and of its counterparts in provinces in the imperial
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Uma breve historia do Brasil

José Vieira da Cruz’

Intérpretes do Brasil: entre a historia e a cultura popular

Precisamos lembrar, constantemente, que o Brasil é um pais extenso, singular e
multicultural - tanto pela convivéncia de vdrias culturas, religides e grupos so-
ciais quanto pelas tradi¢des, ritmos e influéncias histéricas que o envolvem. A
passagem da condigdo de territério, enquanto parte da América Portuguesa, para
a condicdo Estado-nagdo veio acompanhada de um grande desafio: o de como
interpretar o seu presente a partir do passado? e o de como, a partir da interpre-
tacdo de seu passado e presente, projetar horizontes de expectativas de futuro?

Este desafio, por si sé, de interpretar a identidade e lugar do Brasil no mundo, em
particular no Ocidente Cristdo, desde o inicio se apresentou como um objetivo
complexo, denso e dificil em razdo das singularidades de um territério de dimen-
sbes continentais, ocupado por diferentes povos, culturas e tradi¢cdes e imerso no
processo de expansdo do comércio internacional e do surgimento do capitalismo,
entre os Séculos XV e XIX.

Diante deste amplo arco de possibilidades, coube ao Instituto Historico e Geo-
grafico Brasileiro (IHGB) - e seus congéneres nas provincias no tempo de Império
e, posteriormente, nos estados no periodo republicano -, a tarefa de promover
algumas das primeiras interpretacdes sobre a historia, o projeto de Estado e de
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period and, later on, of the states, in the republican period. Therefore,
the key issue would no longer be the writing of part of the Portuguese
Empire history in America (1500-1815), nor the development of a brief
narrative of the experience as The United Kingdom of Portugal, Brazil
and the Algarves (1815-1822). The new nation-state would have to deal
with its colonial past and build its expectations in terms of identity
and future. That objective, and the influence of the awarded thesis by
Karl Friedrich Philipp Von Martius, entitled “How to write the history
of Brazil”, published in the IHGB journal (1845), led to the choice of
a narrative model, selected among many possible ones, which
advocated the knowledge of different parts of the Brazilian territory,
population and culture as a necessary condition for the writing of a
national history.

Considering that perspective, Austrian writer Francisco Adolfo de
Varnhagen, Viscount of Porto Seguro, wrote, in 1854, his General
History of Brazil and, some decades later, in 1907, Jodo Capistrano de
Abreu, a Brazilian from the state of Ceard, wrote Chapters of Brazil's
Colonial History. The former book presented the new country’s history
as a continuation of the Portuguese deeds. The latter looked into the
country to see the contributions from the European, Indigenous and
African peoples, in order to create a new historical chronology and
to rediscover a Brazilian identity from within, based on its experience
with mixture of races, hybridisms and a geographic, economic, social
and cultural blend. In this regard, the interpretations of Brazil as if it
were in a pendulum went from the concerns about the foundation of
the nation-state to the efforts in understanding the cultural identity
of the country.

Added to that first effort of interpreting Brazil, headed by the IHGB,
between the 1920s and the 1940s came an atmosphere of political,
economic, social and cultural occurrences that redefined the horizons
for the world. In the wind of changes, in the first half of the 20th
century, there were world wars, social revolutions, economic crises
and avant-garde movements in politics and culture. In this context,
Brazil witnessed the rise of lieutenant’'s movements, of urban
medium classes and of political parties; it saw aesthetic, artistic and
cultural movements such as the Week of Modern Art, the Regionalist
movement, the cultural effects of the 1930’s Revolution, the creation
of universities and the federalization of higher-education, besides the
process of industrialization and urbanization of the country.
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identidade nacional. Dessa forma, ndo se tratava mais de escrever uma histéria de
parte do Império Portugués na América (1500-1815), nem tao pouco de tecer uma
breve narrativa da experiéncia do Reino Unido Portugal, Brasil e Algarves (1815-
1822). O novo Estado-nacao precisava lidar com o seu passado colonial e consti-
tuir seus horizontes de expectativas de identidade e de futuro. Movido por esse
objetivo - e influenciado pela premiada dissertagao, de autoria de Karl Friedrich
Philipp Von Martius, intitulada Como se deve escrever a histéria do Brasil, publicada
na Revista do IHGB, em 1845 -, elegeu-se um modelo de narrativa, dentre vérias
possiveis, que defendia como principio a necessidade de se conhecer os diferen-
tes cantos do territério, populagéo e cultura do Pais para se escrever uma histéria
nacional.

Sob este prisma, coube ao austriaco Francisco Adolfo de Varnhagen, Visconde de
Porto Seguro, escrever em 1854, a obra Histdria geral do Brasil, e, algumas décadas
depois, ao cearense Jodo Capistrano Hondrio de Abreu, o livro Capitulo de histéria
colonial, em 1907. O primeiro, relacionava a histéria do jovem Pais como uma con-
tinuidade dos feitos portugueses, ja o segundo, voltou-se para o interior do Pais
e para as contribuicdes provenientes dos europeus, indigenas e africanos, no in-
tuito de construir uma nova cronologia histérica e de redescobrir uma identidade
brasileira por dentro, a partir de suas experiéncias de mesticagem, hibridismos e
misturas geograficas, economicas, sociais e culturais. Nesse contexto, as interpre-
tagoes sobre o Brasil, como se estivesse em péndulo, foi das preocupacgdes acerca
da fundagédo do Estado-nacgéo aos esforcos de compreender a identidade cultural
do Pais.

A esse primeiro esfor¢o de interpretar o Brasil, capitaneado pelo IHGB, entre as
décadas de 1920 a 1940, soma-se uma atmosfera de acontecimentos politicos,
econdémicos, sociais e culturais que redefiniram horizontes para o mundo. Sob os
ventos desta mudanga, durante a primeira metade do Século XX, ocorreram guer-
ras mundiais, revolugées sociais, crises econdmicas e movimentos de vanguarda
politicas e culturais. Nesse contexto, o Brasil vivenciou a ascensdo de movimentos
tenentistas, de classes médias urbanas e de partidos politicos; experimentou a
vivéncia de movimentos estéticos, artisticos e culturais como a Semana de Arte
Moderna, o Movimento Regionalista, os efeitos culturais promovidos pela Revo-
lugdo de 1930, o inicio de criacdo de universidades e da federalizagdo do ensino
superior; além do processo de industrializagdo e de urbanizagdo do Pais.

Nesse outro contexto, o debate sobre a histdria, a identidade cultural e a realida-
de social brasileira, deixa de ser centrada no IHGB e seus congéneres estaduais
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In a later context, the debate about history, cultural identity and the
Brazilian social reality was no longer limited to the IHGB and its state
counterparts and included colleges and universities in the discussion.
In this respect, the 1930s were especially revealing of those changes
and of the formation of new interpreters and interpretations of Brazil.
From that moment on, three thinkers would gain prominence as a
result of their singularities when reinterpreting the history of Brazil:
Caio da Silva Prado Junior, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda and Gilberto
de Mello Freyre. These scholars, among other concerns, attempted
to understand the meanings and uses of the past in order to build a
historical present and horizons of future expectations for Brazil.

With regard to the importance of interpreting the past, social historian
Eric John Ernest Hobsbawn highlighted that society either remembers
or forgets subjects, occurrences, processes or experiences to deal
with the frequent dilemma of: conserving/changing, continuing/
discontinuing, reforming to preserve/revolutionize, to change or
legitimize/delegitimize. In this sense, there will not be a single,
ready, completed or true story. History — and the view of the country
about itself - is continuously reinterpreted according to the context,
interests, sources and, above all, the views of interpreters that (re)
write it.

From that standpoint, Caio Prado Junior, in his works - among which
stand out: Political Evolution of Brazil, published in 1933; Formation
of Contemporary Brazil, in 1942, and Brazilian Revolution, in 1966
- interpreted Brazil by defending the need of breaking up with
the Portuguese colonial past. In his point-of-view, that past was
responsible for placing the Brazilian society within the mercantile
capitalism logic as a provider of raw material, consumer of imported
manufactured products and subjugated by foreign metropolises.
In this process there was, on the one hand, the incorporation of
slave work by Indigenous peoples, and, above all, by Africans and
Afro-Brazilians; on the other, the structuring of latifundia and the
reproduction of political dominance relationships that prevented,
restricted and fought against the participation of society, mainly
of workers, in the ruling of the country. For Prado Junior, that past
of mercantilist exploitation needed to be changed: Brazil should
promote a political revolution based on an articulation with the
national business sector in order to reach, at a future moment, a
stage of organization to guarantee workers’ participation in political
decision-making.
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e passa a ser debatido também em faculdades e universidades. A este respeito,
a década de 1930 foi especialmente reveladora de parte destas mudancas e da
formacao de novos intérpretes e de novas interpretacdes sobre o Brasil. A partir
do referido periodo, trés pensadores passariam a ganhar notoriedade pela singu-
laridade que imprimiram ao reinterpretar a histoéria do Brasil: Caio da Silva Prado
Junior, Sérgio Buarque de Holanda e Gilberto de Mello Freyre. Estes estudiosos,
dentre outras preocupacdes, buscaram compreender os sentidos e os usos do
passado para construgao de um presente histérico e de horizontes de expectati-
vas futuras para o Brasil.

A respeito da importancia de interpretar o passado, o historiador social Eric John
Ernest Hobsbawm destacou que a sociedade lembra ou esquece de sujeitos,
acontecimentos, processos ou experiéncias para lidar com o frequente dilema de:
conservar/mudar, continuar/descontinuar, reformar para conservar/revolucionar
para mudar ou legitimar/deslegitimar. Neste sentido, ndo existe uma histéria Uni-
ca, pronta, acabada e verdadeira. Ela, a historia, e a compreensédo que o Pais tem
de si sdo continuamente reinterpretadas conforme o contexto, os interesses, as
fontes e, sobretudo, o olhar dos intérpretes que a (re)escrevem.

Seguindo esta perspectiva, Caio Prado Junior no conjunto de suas obras - da
qual destacamos: Evolugdo politica do Brasil, publicada em 1933; Formacgdo do Bra-
sil contempordneo, de 1942, e Revolugdo brasileira, de 1966 -, interpretou o Brasil
defendendo a necessidade de rompimento com o passado colonial portugués.
Segundo sua interpretacdo, esse passado foi responsavel por ter inserido a socie-
dade brasileira dentro da légica do capitalismo mercantilista enquanto fornece-
dor de matérias primas, consumidor de manufaturas importadas e de subjugacéo
a metrépoles estrangeiras. Nesse processo ocorreu, por um lado, a incorporagao
do trabalho escravo indigena e, sobretudo, africano e afro-brasileiro, e, por outro,
a estruturacao de latifindios e da reproducao de relagées de dominacao politica
que negavam, restringiam e combatiam a participacao da sociedade, em parti-
cular dos trabalhadores, no governo do Pais. Para Prado Junior, esse passado de
exploracdo mercantilista precisava ser modificado: o Brasil precisa promover uma
revolucao politica a partir da articulacdo com o empresariado nacional para al-
cancar, no futuro, um estagio de organizacdo no qual os trabalhadores tivessem
espaco na tomada da decisao politica.

Sérgio Buarque de Holanda, por sua vez, também defendeu no conjunto de sua
obra a negacao de nosso passado colonial portugués. Dentre seus escritos, des-
tacamos Raizes do Brasil, publicada em 1936, e Do Império a Republica, publicado
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Sérgio Buarque de Holanda also advocated, in most of his works, the
denial of our Portuguese colonial past. Among his written works, we
highlight Roots of Brazil, published in 1936, and From the Empire to the
Republic, of 1976. In these works, he denounced the authoritarian,
predatory and patrimonial Iberian heritage, and pointed out the need
of investment in democracy and in the construction of a Brazilian
identity psychologically and socially associated to constitutional
ordering and to political reforms. Holanda, like Capistrano de
Abreu and Caio Prado Junior, advocated the rediscovery of Brazil.
Nevertheless, instead of supporting the revolutionary rupture
proposed by Caio Prado Junior, he defends a path to political
modernization by means of democratic reforms.

Gilberto Freyre also conceived a new interpretation of Brazil, and
among his works, stand out: The Masters and the Slaves, published
in 1933, The Mansions and the Shanties, of 1936, and Order and
Progress, of 1959. Freyre paid a renewed compliment to the Iberian
colonization legacy. According to him, the Portuguese had been,
since the beginning, inclined to mixture, to miscegenation and
to hybridism. The Portuguese history itself, given its geographic
location in the Iberian Peninsula, between Europe and Africa, would
be an example of multiculturalism and of the Portuguese tendency
to the mixing of peoples. In the contrast between the masters and
the slaves, the mansions and the shanties, and order and progress, the
anthropological look of Freyre is a blend of political conservatism —
nostalgic of the past and an advocate of the pre-established order -,
and the revolutionary method in the use of research sources and in
analytical perspective. He saw positivity in the Portuguese settlement,
in slavery and in the sugar production enterprise; he acknowledged
singularities in culture and defended the maintenance of the social
order for the growth of the country considering its regional, racial and
cultural differences.

In this respect, Varnhagen, Abreu, Prado Junior, Holanda and Freyre
-, with their own biographies, views on the world, and interests,
reinterpreted Brazil from different perspectives. The key point to
be highlight in this text is, therefore, that historical time, and the
interests and the view of the interpreter on the sources will produce
meaningful and distinct interpretations.

With thatin mind, the collection of popular cultural sources constitutes
itself as a repository of information on how the Brazilian society
has dealt with, chosen symbols for and reinterpreted the tensions,
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em 1976. Nestes trabalhos, ele denuncia a heranca autoritaria, predatoéria e patri-
monialista ibérica, e aponta a necessidade de o Pais apostar na democracia e na
construcao de uma identidade brasileira, psicoldgica e socialmente, associada a
ordem constitucional e a reformas politicas. Holanda, a exemplo de Capistrano
de Abreu e de Caio Prado Junior, defendeu o redescobrimento do Brasil. Mas, di-
ferentemente da aposta na ruptura revolucionaria proposta por Prado Junior, ele
defende o caminho da modernizagao politica através de reformas democraticas.

Gilberto Freyre, também promoveu uma nova interpretacdo do Brasil, e dentre
suas obras destaco: Casa-grande e senzala, publicado em 1933, Sobrados e mucam-
bos, de 1936, e Ordem e progresso, de 1959. Freyre teceu um reelogio ao legado
da colonizacao ibérica. Os portugueses, segundo ele, desde o inicio tiveram uma
propensdo a mistura, a miscigenagdo e ao hibridismo. A prépria histéria portu-
guesa, sua localizagdo geogréfica na Peninsula Ibérica, entre a Europa e a Africa,
seria um exemplo deste multiculturalismo e da inclinagédo portuguesa a mistura
de povos. No contraste entre a casa grande e a senzala, o sobrado e o mucambo e
entre a ordem e o progresso, o olhar antropolégico de Freyre é uma mistura entre
o conservadorismo politico - saudoso do passado e defensor da ordem estabele-
cida -, e o método revolucionario do uso das fontes de pesquisa e da perspectiva
de anadlise. Ele viu positividade na colonizacdo portuguesa, na escraviddo e no
empreendimento agucareiro, reconheceu singularidades na cultura e defendeu a
manutencao da ordem social para crescimento do Pais com respeito as suas dife-
rencas regionais, raciais e culturais.

Nessa perspectiva, Varnhagen, Abreu, Prado Junior, Holanda e Freyre —, cada um
com sua trajetéria biografica, visao de mundo e interesses, reinterpretaram o Bra-
sil sob diferentes perspectivas. O ponto chave que pretendemos enfatizar neste
texto é, portanto, de que o tempo historico, os interesses e o olhar do intérprete
sobre as fontes produzem interpretagdes significativas e diferentes.

A partir desta compreenséo, o acervo de fontes da cultura popular se constitui
em repositério de informagdes de como a sociedade brasileira lidou, simbolizou e
ressignificou as tensdes, singularidades e representacgdes sobre o passado, o pre-
sente e acerca de suas expectativas de futuro. Neste sentido, o acervo de museus
dedicados a preservagdo da cultura popular também se converte em importante
fonte para interpretacao do Brasil, a exemplo do acervo do Museu Théo Brandao
(MTB) mantido pela Universidade Federal de Alagoas (UFAL).

O MTB foi criado em 1975 pelo médico, folclorista, antropdlogo e professor Theo-
tonio Vilela Branddo (1917- 1983), com o objetivo de preservar a cultura popular
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singularities and representations of the past and the expectations for
the future. In this respect, the collections of museums dedicated to the
preservation of popular culture also consist of an important source for
the interpretation of Brazil, as does the collection of the Théo Brandao
Museum (MTB) funded by the Federal University of Alagoas (UFAL).

The MTB was created in 1975 by the doctor, folklorist, anthropologist
and professor Theoténio Vilela Branddo (1917- 1983), with the
objective of preserving popular culture and folklore in the state of
Alagoas. The intellectual, within the years of his generation, since
the 1940s dedicated himself to the rediscovery of Brazil by means
of research in anthropology, folklore and popular culture. Because
of his efforts, commitment and dedication, he received a number of
prizes, among which the prestigious Mério de Andrade Award, of the
National Library (BN), for the work Three Kings Feast in Alagoas.

The look, sensitivity and work of this scholar made it possible to build
a collection about popular culture, later donated and currently kept
by UFAL. The assortment is formed by photographs, cordel? leaflets,
books, discs, super 8 films, video tapes, slides and cassette tapes with
popular culture manifestations. It is enriched with works by other
representatives of popular art, for example, the figurative ceramic
works by Master Vitalino, anthropomorphic jugs by Jose Rufino and
wood sculptures by Antonio de Dedé and Reséndio. Besides costumes
and other records of Christmas festivities, one can find in the museum
Indian ceramic, Afro-Brazilian pieces, ex-votos®, laces and embroidery,
among other instances of culture in popular manifestations.

In summary, in the popular culture registers preserved by the MTB,
as by other similar museums, we find some possibilities for the (re)
interpretation of Brazil. Among those, we highlight the rich universe
around the Three Kings Feast and the Warrior, popular revelries in the
territory of Alagoas and in other corners of Brazil: a plural country,
with many faces and possibilities of interpretation.

2 |nexpensively printed booklets containing folk stories, poems and songs, very
popular in the Northeast of Brazil.

3 Devotional thanksgiving objects.
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e o folclore no Estado de Alagoas. O mencionado intelectual, dentro do contexto
de sua geracao, desde a década de 1940, dedicou-se a redescobrir o Brasil através
de suas pesquisas no campo da antropologia, do folclore e da cultura popular.
Em razdo de seu esforco, compromisso e empenho, conquistou varios prémios,
dentre eles o prestigioso Prémio Mério de Andrade, da Biblioteca Nacional (BN),
pela obra O Reisado alagoano.

O olhar, sensibilidade e trabalho deste estudioso, possibilitou a constru¢do de um
acervo sobre a cultura popular, posteriormente doado e atualmente sobre a guar-
da da UFAL. Este acervo é constituido por fotografias, folhetos de cordel, livros,
discos, filmes em Super-8, fitas de video, slides e fitas cassete de manifestagdes
da cultura popular. Acervo enriquecido com obras de outros representantes da
arte popular, a exemplo da ceramica figurativa do Mestre Vitalino, das moringas
antropomorfas do artista Julio Rufino e das esculturas em madeira de Anténio
de Dedé e de Reséndio. Além de indumentarias e outros registros de folguedos
natalinos, ceramica indigena, pecas afro-brasileiras, ex-votos, rendas e bordados,
dentre outros registros da cultura das manifestacées populares.

Em sintese, nos registros da cultura popular preservados pelo MTB, a exemplo de
outros museus do género, encontramos algumas possibilidades de (re)interpreta-
¢ao do Brasil. Dentre elas, o rico universo do Reisado e do Guerreiro, manifesta-
¢oes populares das terras das Alagoas e de outros tantos recantos do Brasil: Pais
de muitas faces, pluralidades e possibilidades de interpretacao.
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