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“Introduction: Modernism in Latin America: Strategic Vanguards” Mary K. Coffey and Roberto Tejada:

Thesis: “Latin American modernity, emerging from the social and cultural changes of modernized life, and with persistent residues of the region’s former colonial status entailed three stages: first, the determination to produce art and ideas on par with those of metropolitan centers, chiefly those of Europe; second, a bold rejection of those models; and finally a third stage integration of the regional and the cosmopolitan.” (285)

Thesis Paraphrase: The three stages of modernity in Latin America consolidate its colonial past with the reality of industrialized modern life. This began with the assertion that its artistic and cultural elite was capable of producing work that rivals that of the avowedly western metropolises, followed by a repudiation of those cosmopolitan ideals. Finally, the third stage articulated a synthesis whereby the regional and the cosmopolitan could be integrated into an authentically Latin American iteration.

Key Point 1: “In the late 1880’s, Nicaraguan poet Ruben Dario coined the term modernismo, a first stage effect of modernity, to account for the underbelly of bourgeois life…He upheld the value of art made by a cultural elite native to what he and others called “our America” as being superior to the technological and imperial advance of the United States, a nation that to this day uses the continents name in reference only to itself.” (285)

Key Point 1 Paraphrase: Ruben Dario uses the term modernismo, designating the parity of Latin American cultural production, recognizable in the poetics of a decadent bourgeois romanticism. He promoted the validity of the art of an alternative Latin American elite by contrasting it to what he saw as the base technological and imperialist ambitions of the nation that had usurped the name of the continent. 

Key Point 2: “ Oswald de Andrade sought to overturn the exotic image of his native Brazil by making European culture and the world at large a feast set out for modern (cannibalistic) Brazilian culture. His 1928 “Cannabalist Manifesto” proposed a discerning taste that could incorporate foreign fodder into the national palate- an act of ingestion whereby eater and eaten are mutually transformed.” (287)

Key Point 2 Paraphrase: De Andrade rejects the cultural ascendancy of the West by refuting the imposed image of an exotic Brazil, thus turning the tables on European culture. Through the metaphor of his 1928 “Cannabalist Manifesto” he proposes the consumption of  the West, a process which transforms both participants but shifts the balance of power in favor of Brazil.

Key Point 3: “Employing productive ambiguity in relation to the cultural ascendancy of the “West”, avant-garde artists from various regions in Latin America made conscious efforts to redirect aesthetic, philosophical and geo-political concerns neither as preordained effects of the dominant forms of modernity, nor as disavowals of the larger modern project .” (286)

Key Point 3 Paraphrase: Latin American vanguard artists developed a position which allowed them to selectively engage with the precepts of modernity. By maintaining an ambiguous stance vis-à-vis aesthetic, philosophic and geo-political issues, they were able to explore this terrain without reducing their results to the inevitability of European/Western cultural dominance, thus forcing a wholesale rejection of the modern project. 

Discussion Question: “Race is central to Latin American modernism in figurative traditions like those of Tarsila do Amaral in her oil canvas entitled Abaporu of 1928.” (288) Discuss how Tarsila’s work visually relates to de Andrade’s “Cannibalist Manifesto” of the same year.

http://www.tarsiladoamaral.com.br/versao_antiga/historia.htm
“Our America and the West”, Roberto Fernandez Retamar:

Thesis: “Whether we accept it or not, whether we are oblivious of it, this link [with western capitalism in a common history] has been essential and permanent; it inheres in the reciprocal, dialectical constitution of what came to be the Western world and Latin America from the 16th century on. It is absurd to trace the history of our countries without reference to the West. But has it been equally clear that the West’s history cannot be written without reference to our own? Latin Americans’ ideas on the relationship between Our America and the western world must be seen within this dramatic historical framework.” (295)

Thesis paraphrase: Latin America or “Our America” shares a common but distinct history with the “West”. This history pivots on an understanding of the forces of western capitalism unfolding from the 16th century onward, but must retain the ability to view this inextricable relationship from both cardinal reference points. In other words, the historical framework for a discussion of Latin American location must be fluid and reciprocal, not dominated by a uni-directional flow of ideas.

Key point 1: “Indians and black Africans knew from the start that they were not western and came to form the ranks of American otherness. The descendants of Europeans, on the other hand, took much longer to feel that they were different, if not from Europeans in general, then at least their metropolitan counterparts.” (296)

Key point 1 paraphrase: From the beginnings of European colonization, the native and “imported native” populations of the Americas had always been designated as other in relation to the West. Populations descended from the colonizers however, suffered a more gradual identity crisis, as they came to perceive their difference nad aleienation from the centers of power.

Key Point 2: “Bolivar‘s project, based on unity and development, was also a call for American originality and autochthony, which did not ignore western values but refused to reproduce them. In 1815 Bolivar forcefully drew attention to our peculiarities: “We are a small human species…neither Indian nor European, halfway between the legitimate owners of the country and the Spanish usurpers. ” (298)

Key Point 2 Paraphrase: Bolivar’s call for a unified Spanish America was based on an understanding of the peculiar intersections of an evolving identity that was neither indigenous nor European. By highlighting this unique position he sought to construct a rival power center that acknowledged its partially western heritage alongside its patent difference. 

Key Point 3: “In 1877, in Guatemala, Marti theorizes for the first time his conception of “our America“, which term he coined. He explains that “ The conquest interrupted the natural and majestic evolution of American civilization, and with the coming of the Spaniard, a strange society came into being. It wasn’t Spanish because the new blood rejected the old bodies.; it wasn’t Indian because of the superimposition of a devastating civilization, two words which, in antagonism, constitute a new process. A new people, mestizo in form, was created.” (299)

Key Point 3 Paraphrase: Jose Marti introduces the term “Our America” in 1877. He explains that the arrival of the Spanish diverted the evolutionary course of American civilizations, forming a new mestizo people. Marti highlights this violent process by describing a “devastating civilization”. These two terms are inherently antagonistic: devastation destroys while civilization is nominally understood as building. The product of this contradiction is the “strange society” he refers to as “Our America”.

Discussion Question: Discuss the three revolutionary episodes in Latin America that Retamar identifies. How do each of these help progressively define the relationship between “Our America” and the “West”?

“Stategies of Modernity in Latin America”, Andrea Giunta:

Thesis: “Modernity is another great organizational discourse with symbolic and interpretive value (after the Conquest and along with nationality), and continues this tradition of  ‘relative to…’ definitions. Our most typical means of operation has been transgression of central discourse to communicate with a different reality.” (305)

Thesis Paraphrase: Like the discourses of Conquest and of nationhood, Modernity is a  ideological structure that defines the Americas in relation to European concepts. The American response is to address its distinct reality by subverting or reaching beyond this language.

Key Point 1: “The swallowing metaphor was radically developed by the Brazilian avant-garde. Marked as an inaugural fact, it was also felt to be the start of a history that even required a new date system, a chronological mark to vindicate the value of anthropophagy.” (306)

Key Point 1 Paraphrase: Artists and intellectuals of the Brazilian avante-garde used the trope of cannibalism as a way to define their radical position. The metaphor provided an alternative point of departure for a self-ascribed history, marked by a new calendar that begins with the act of swallowing.

Key Point 2: “Torres’s concern is not with written or spoken language but with forms. His gestures take on graphic and visual form. To invert the map is a decontextualizing and resemanticizing operation. Once again it is the inaugural gesture of wanting to establish new parameters, which are now spatial: Our north is the South…” (309)

Key Point 2 Paraphrase: Torres Garcia uses graphic and visual cues, instead of language, to call attention to his gesture of inversion. Turning the map upside-down, he marks his foundational moment, in which given symbols are divorced from their contexts and ascribed new meanings in a spatial system that undermines the fixity of the cardinal directions.

Key Point 3: “When Wilfredo Lam created The Jungle (1942-3) in Cuba he repeated an act that the European avant-garde had done previously and which he now charged with a subversive content. Lam took the forms and structures of Cubism, which had itself appropriated the forms and structures of primitive art, in a movement that he himself described as intentional .” (311)

Key Point 3 Paraphrase: Lam purposefully subverts the European avant-garde’s appropriation of primitive art by re-appropriating Cubist devices in his painting, The Jungle.

Discussion Question: What are the exploratory ways used by Latin American artists to “create their visual constructions as part of the programme of a liberational culture“? (313)

Joaquin Torres-Garcia:

http://mnav.gub.uy/cms.php?a=4
Wilfredo Lam:

http://www.wifredolam.net/es/obras

