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Chapter 3

Ella Shohat and Rohert Stam

NARRATIVIZING VISUAL CULTURE
Towards a polycentric aesthetics

UESTIONS OF MODERNISM and postmodernism are usually ‘centered’
within the limited and ultimately provincial frame of European art. The
emerging field of ‘visual culture’, for us, potentially represents a break with the
Eurocentrism not only of conservative ‘good eye’ art history but also with presum-
ably radical, high-modernist avant-gardism, which perhaps explains the apoplectic
reactions that ‘visual culture’ has sometimes provoked. In our view, ‘visual culture’
as a field interrogates the ways both art history and visual culture have been narra-
tivized so as to privilege certain locations and geographies of art over others, often
within a stagist and ‘progressive’ history where realism, modernism and postmod- :
ernism are thought to supersede one another in a neat and orderly linear succession. ‘
Such a narrative, we would suggest, provides an impoverished framework even for ! l ‘
§

European art, and it collapses completely if we take non-European art into account.

Our purpose here is to recast these questions not only by stressing the aesthetic
contributions of non-European cultures but also by insisting on the longstanding
intcrconnectedness between the arts of Europe and those outside it. We want to
address visual culture in a way that does not always assume Europe — taken here in
the broad sense to include the neo-Europes that colonialism installed around the
world — as the normative culture of refercnce. Traditional art history, in this sense,
exists on a continuum with official history in general, which figures Europe as a
unique source of meaning, as the world’s center of gravity, as ontological ‘reality’ |
to the world’s shadow. Endowing a mythical ‘West” with an almost providential 4 ‘,
sense of historical destiny, Eurocentric history sces Europe, alone and unaided, as i
the motor, the primum mobile, for progressive historical change, including progres-
sive change in the arts. An arrogant monologism exalts only one legitimate culture, CE
one narrative, one trajectory, one path to acsthetic creation. ' N

Most writing on modernism, for example, restricts its attention to move-
ments in European and North American capitals like Paris, London, New York and
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Zurich, while consigning to oblivion similar modernist movements in such places
as Sio Paolo, Havana, Mexico City and Bucnos Aires (to spcak only of Latin
America). Periodization and theoretical formulations too have been rclentlessly
monochromatic. A single, local perspective has been presented as ‘central’ and

world,” when discussed at all, arc assumed to be pale copies of Europcan originals,
acsthetically inferior and chronologically posterior, mere latter-day cchocs of
pioncering Europcan gestures. The dominant literature on modernism often
regards Europe as simply absorbing ‘primitive art’ and anonymous ‘folklore’ as raw
materials to be refined and reshaped by European artists. This view prolongs the
colonial trope which projected colonized people as body rather than mind, much
as the colonized world was seen as a source of raw material rather than of mental
activity or manufacture. Europe thus appropriated the material and cultural pro-
duction of non-Europcans while denying both their achicvements and its own
appropriation, thus consolidating its sense of self and glorifying its own cultural
anthropophagy.
The notion of non-European cultural practices as untouched by avant-gardist
modernism or mass-mediated postmodernism, we would argue, is often sublimi-
nally imbricated with a view of Africa, Latin America and Asia as ‘underdeveloped’
or ‘developing,’ as if it lived in another time zone apart from the global system of
the late capitalist world. Such a view bears the traces of the infantilizing trope,
which projects colonized people as embodying an carlier stage of individual
human or broad cultural development, a trope which posits the cultural immatu-
rity of colonized or formerly colonized peoples. As diplomatic synonyms for
‘childlike,” terms like ‘underdevelopment’ project the infantilizing trope on a global
scale. The Third World toddler, even when the product of a millennial civilization,
is not yet in control of his body/psyche and thercfore necds the help of the more
‘adult’ and ‘advanced’ societies.? Like the sociology of ‘modernization’ and the
economics of ‘development,’ the aesthetics of modernism (and of postmodernism)
often covertly assume a telos toward which Third World cultural practices are
presumed to be evolving. Even such a generally acute cultural theorist as Fredric
Jameson, in his writings on Third World literature and film, tends to underesti-
mate the radical revisioning of aesthetics performed by Third World and diasporic
artists. Although he is (thankfully) inconsistent on this point, Jameson in his
unguarded moments seems to conflate the terms of political economy (where he
projects the Third World into a less developed, less modern frame), and those of
aesthetic and cultural periodization (where he projects it into a ‘pre-modernist’
or ‘pre-postmodernist’ past). A residual economism or ‘stagism’ here leads to the
equation of late capitalist/postmodernist and precapitalist/ pre-modernist, as when
Jameson speaks of the ‘belated emergence of a kind of modernism in the modern-
izing Third World, at a moment when the so-called advanced countries are
themselves sinking into full postmodernity.”® Thus the Third World always seems
to lag behind, not only economically but also culturally, condemned to a perpetual
game of catch-up, in which it can only repeat on another register the history of the
‘advanced’ world. This perspective ignores the ‘systems theory’ that sees
all the ‘worlds’ as coeval, interlinked, living the same historical moment (but under
diverse modalities of subordination or domination). It also ignores the view that

‘universal;while the-productions of what-is patronizinigly called” ‘the rest of the
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posits the neologistic cultures of Latin America, for example — products of uneven
development and of multifaceted transactions with other cultures, as the privileged
scenes of copy and pastiche — as themselves the proleptic site of postmodernist
practices.

A more adequate formulation, in our view, would see temporality as scram-
bled and palimpsestic in all the worlds, with the pre-modern, the modern, the
postmodern coexisting globally, although the ‘dominant’ might vary from region to
region. Thus the Pennsylvanian Dutch, who eschew all modern technology,
and the cybernetic technocrats of Silicon Valley, both live in ‘postmodern’
America, while the ‘stone-Age’ Kayapo and sophisticated urban Euro-Brazilians
both live in Brazil, yet the Kayapo use camcorders while the sophisticates
adhere to supposedly ‘archaic’ Afro-Brazilian religions. Thus all cultures, and the
texts generated by these cultures, we assume, are multiple, hybrid, heteroglossic,
unevenly developed, characterized by multiple historical trajectories, rhythms and
temporalities.

As seen through this grid, visual culture manifests what Canclini calls ‘multi-
temporal heterogeneity,” i.e. the simultaneous, superimposed spatio-temporalities
which characterize the contemporary social text. The widely disseminated trope of
the palimpsest, the parchment on which are inscribed the layered traces of diverse
moments of past writing, contains within it this idea of multiple temporalities. The
postmodern moment, similarly, is seen as chaotically plural and contradictory, while
its acsthetic is seen as an aggregate of historically dated styles randomly reassembled
in the present. For Bakhtin, all artistic texts of any complexity ‘embed’ semantic
treasurcs drawn from multiple epochs. All artistic texts, within this perspective, are
palimpsestic, analyzable within a millennial, longue durée. Nor is this aesthetic the
special preserve of canonical writers, since dialogism operates within all cultural
production, whether literate or non-literate, high-brow or lowbrow. European or
non-European. Rap music’s cut’n’mix aesthetic of sampling, for example, can be
seen as a street-smart embodiment of this temporally embedded intertextuality, in
that rap bears the stamp and rhythm of multiple times and meters. As in artistic
collage or literary quotation, the sampled texts carry with them the time-connoted
memory of their previous existences.

The palimpsestic multi-trace nature of art operates both within and across
cultures. The multicultural dialogue between Europe and its others, for example,
is not of recent date. Although a Eurocentric narrative constructs an artificial wall
of scparation between European and non-European culture, in fact Europe itself is
a synthesis of many cultures, Western and non-Western. The notion of a ‘pure’
Europe originating in classical Greece is premised on crucial exclusions, from the
African and Asiatic influences that shaped classical Greece itself, to the osmotic
Scphardi-Judaic-Islamic culture that played such a crucial role during the so-called
Dark Ages (an ethnocentric label for a period of oriental ascendancy), the Middle
Ages, and the Renaissance. All the celebrated milestones of European progress —
Greece, Rome, Christianity, Renaissance, Enlightenment — are moments of cultural
mixing. The ‘West’ then is itsclf a collective heritage, an omnivorous mélange of
cultures; it did not simply absorb non-Europcan influences, as Jon Pictersic points
out, ‘it was constituted by them.”® Western art, then, has always been indebted
to and transformed by non-Western art. The movement of aesthetic ideas has
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been (at least) two-way, hence the Moorish influence on the poetry of courtly love, Honc

.t the African influence on modernist painting, the impact of Asian forms (Kabuki, Arge,
| |{ Noh drama, Balinese theater, idcographic writing) on European theater and film, Philij
P and the influence of Africanized forms on such chorcographers as Martha Graham or ‘p
! and George Ballanchine. i rathe
L The debt of the Europcan avant-gardes_to.the arts of Africa, Asia, and-indige- 4 and t
nous America has been extensively documented. Leger, Cendrars, and Milhaud C

based their staging of La Création du Monde on African cosmology. Bataille wrotc realis

about pre-Columbian art and Aztec sacrifices. Artaud fled France for the Mexico of 3 thetic

| the Tarahumara Indians; and the avant-garde generally cultivated the mystique of practi
| Vodun and of African art. The British sculptor Henry Moore, in this same vein, g and ii
modcled his recumbent statucs on the Chac Mool stone figures of ancient Mexico. to ex

Although it may be true that it was the ‘impact of surrcalism,” as Roy Armes discor

suggests, ‘that liberated the Caribbean and African poets of Negritude from the negle:

constraints of a borrowed language,’ it was also African and Asian and American g anoth

indigenous art that liberated the European modernists by provoking them to ques- mode

tion their own culture-bound aesthetic.of realism.® ] tive a

While a Euro-diffusionist narrative makes Europe a perpetual fountain of artistic L aesthe

innovation, we would argue for a multidirectional flow of aesthetic ideas, with inter- gi and s

secting, criss-crossing ripples and cddies. Indeed, it could be argued that many of §§ reflex

the highpoints of Western creativity — the Renaissance, modernism — have been §* roote:

those moments when Europe loses its sealed-off and self-sufficient character; featur

moments when its art was most hybridized, most traversed by currents from 1 body,

elsewhere. European modernism, in this sense, constituted a moment in which non- traditi

European cultures became the catalysts for the supersession, within Europe, of a lemati

retrograde culture-bound verism, in which Africa, Asia, and the Americas stimu- mode

lated alternative forms and attitudes. T

Nor can one assume that ‘avant-garde’ always means ‘white’ and ‘European,’ : painte

| nor that non-European art is always realist or pre—modernist.6 Even the equation of % (the B
‘reflexivity” with European modernism is questionable. Within the Western tradi- ; Secto’

tion reflexivity goes at least as far back as Cervantes and Shakespeare, not to mention ‘aesth

Aristophanes. And outside Europe, the Mesoamerican teoamoxtli or cosmic books Velosc

feature mise-en-abime images of deerskin drawn upon the deerskins of which they Leduc

are made, just as the Mayan Popol Vuh ‘creates itself in analogy with the world- Reed)

making it describes or narrates.”” African scholars, meanwhile, have discerned (Teshc

common elements in deconstruction and Yoruba oriki praise poetry, specifically inde- Ibarra

terminacy, intertextuality and constant variability.® And for Henry Louis Gates, the aesthe

Yoruba trickster-figure Eshu-Elegbara emblematizes the deconstructive ‘signifying’ cially -

N of African-derived art forms. name

‘ Third World cinema too has been rich in avant-garde, modernist, and post- coloni:

‘ modernist movements. Quite apart from the confluence of Brechtian modernism view ¢
e and Marxist modernization in the ‘new cinemas’ of Cuba (Alea), Brazil (Guerra), the ju-
! ' Egypt (Chahine), Senegal (Sembene), and India (Sen), there have been many ating a
I" ! modernist and avant-garde films in the Third World, going all the way back to against
o films like Sdo Paulo: Sinfonia de una Cidade (Sio Paulo: Symphony of a City, 1928) case, \
| and Limite (1930), both from Brazil, and forward through the Senegalese - Wlith
an alte

director Djibril Diop Mambete’s Touki-Bouki (1973) and, from Mauritania, Med

L ,'VI'J,;I:UL;‘H‘
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"Hondo’s Soleil O (1970) and West Indies (1975) to the uhderground movcements of
Argentina and Brazil, through Kidlat Tahimik’s anti-colonialist experiments in the
Philippines. The point is not to brandish terms like ‘reflexive’ or ‘deconstructive’
or ‘postmodern’ as honorifics — you see, the Third World is postmodern too! — but
rather to set the debates within a relational framework in terms of both space
and time.

Our specific goal here is to interrogate the conventional sequencing of
realism/modernism/postmodernism by looking at some of the alternative aes-
thetics offered by Third World, postcolonial, and minoritarian cultural practices:
practices that dialogue with Western art movements but which also critique them
and in some ways go beyond them. While much recent writing has been devoted
to exposing the exclusions and blindnesses of Eurocentric representations and
discourses, the actual cultural productions of non-Europeans have been ignored, a
neglect which reinscribes the exclusion even while denouncing it, shifting it to
another register. Part of the burden of this essay is to reframe the debates about
modernism and postmodernism in visual culture by foregrounding certain alterna-
tive aesthetics associated with non-European and minoritarian locations. These
aesthetics bypass the formal conventions of dramatic realism in favor of such modes
and strategies as the carnivalesque, the anthropophagic, the magical realist, the
reflexive modernist, and the resistant postmodernist. These aesthetics are often
rooted in non-realist, often non-Western or para-Western cultural traditions
featuring other historical rhythms, other narrative structures, other views of the
body, sexuality, spirituality, and the collective life. Many incorporate non-modern
traditions into clearly modernizing or postmodernizing aesthetics, and thus prob-
lematize facile dichotomies such as traditional/modern, realist/modernist, and
modernist/postmodernist.

These movements have also been fecund in neologistic aesthetics, literary,
painterly and cinematic: ‘lo real maravilloso americano’ (Carpentier), ‘anthropophagy’
(the Brazilian Modernists), the ‘aesthetics of hunger’ (Glauber Rocha), ‘Cine imper-
Sfecto’ (Julio Garcia Espinosa), ‘cigarette-butt aesthetics’ (Ousmane Sembene), the
‘acsthetics of garbage’ (Rogerio Sganzerla), ‘Tropicalia’ (Gilberto Gil and Cactano
Veloso), the ‘salamander’ (as opposed to the Hollywood dinosaur) acsthetic (Paul
Leduc), ‘termite terrorism’ (Gilhermo del Toro), ‘hoodoo acsthetics’ (Ishmael
Reed), the ‘signifying-monkey acsthetic’ (Henry Louis Gates), ‘nomadic acsthetics’
(Teshome Gabricl), ‘diaspora aesthetics’ (Kobena Mercer), ‘rasquachismo’ (Tomas-
Ibarra Frausto), and ‘santeria acsthetics’ (Arturo Lindsay). Most of these alternative
acsthetics revalorize by inversion what had formerly been scen as negative, espe-
cially within colonialist discourse. Thus ritual cannibalism, for centurics the very
name of the savage, abject other, becomes with the Brazilian modernists an anti-
colonialist trope and a term of value. (Even ‘magic realism’ inverts the colonial
view of magic as irrational superstition.) At the same time, these acsthetics share
the ju-jitsu trait of turning strategic weakness into tactical strength. By appropri-
ating an existing discourse for their own ends, they deploy the force of the dominant
against domination. Here we shall explore just a few of these aesthetics. In cach
case, we are dealing simultancously with a trope — cannibalism, carnival, garbage
— with an acsthetic movement, and. implicitly with a methodological proposal for
an alternative model for analyzing visual (multi) culture.

J’-rﬁ‘
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The archaic postmodern recent /
. . i Ours, 1
Artistic modernism was traditionally defined in contradistinction to rcalism as the i awa ’ ]
dominant norm in representation. But outside of the West, realism was rarcly - Aris)t,:)te
the dominant; hence modernist reflexivity as a reaction against rcalism, could word. ¢
scarcely wicldthe same power of scandal and provocation. Modernism, in this sensc, 71 T’h(
can be scen as in some ways a rather provincial, local rebellion. Vast regions of E a good
the world, and Jong periods of artistic history, have shown little allegiance to or LI Barraver
cven interest in realism. Kapila Malik Vatsayan speaks of a very different aesthetic : ; Amuleto
that held sway in much of the world: oF African.
African
A common aesthetic theory governed all the arts, both performing and B for Yor

plastic, in South and South East Asia. Roughly speaking, the common £l kernel
trends may be identified as the negation of the principle of realistic imita- perform
tion in art, the cstablishment of a hierarchy of realitics where the religion
principle of suggestion through abstraction is followed and the manifes- < the app
tation in the arts of the belief that time is cyclic rather than lincar . . . theolog
This tradition of the arts appears to have been pervasive from Afghanistan 2 greatest
and India to Japan and Indonesia over two thousand ycars of history.’ patron-
artistic
In India, a two-thousand year tradition of theater circles back to the classical and at
Sanskrit drama, which tells the myths of Hindu culture through an aesthetic based the ves
less on coherent character and linear plot than on the subtle modulations of mood Eurocer
and feeling (rasa). Chinese painting, in the same vein, has often ignored both perspec- Africaa
tive and realism. Much African art, similarly, has cultivated what Robert Farris within |
Thompson calls ‘mid-point mimesis,’ i.e. a style that avoids both illusionistic realism of the “
and hyperabstraction.'® The censure of ‘graven images’ in Judeo-Islamic art, finally, The ori
cast theological suspicion on directly figurative representation and thus on the very Verger;
ontology of the mimetic arts. Indeed, it was only thanks to imperialism that mimetic Olodun
traditions penectrated the Islamic world. As appendages to imperial culture, art Indeed,
schools were founded in places like Istanbul, Alexandria, and Beirut, where the The
artists of the ‘Orient’ learned to ‘disorient’ their art by mimicking Mimesis itself gions il
in the form of the veristic procedures of Western art. the mar
Just as the European avant-garde became ‘advanced’ by drawing on the ‘archaic’ literate
and ‘primitive,’ so non-European artists, in an aesthetic version of ‘revolutionary African
nostalgia,” have drawn on the most traditional elements of their cultures, elements aestheti
less ‘pre-modern’ (a term that embeds modernity as telos) than ‘para-modern.’ In modern
the arts, we would argue, the distinction archaic/modernist is often non-pertinent, which |
in the sense that both share a refusal of the conventions of mimetic realism. It is thus never si
less a question of juxtaposing the archaic and the modern than deploying the archaic acters
in order, paradoxically, to modernize, in a dissonant temporality which combines a the film
past imaginary communitas with an equally imaginary future utopia. In their attempts of the 1
to forge a liberatory language, for example, alternative film traditions draw on para- bounda
modern phenomena such as popular religion and ritual magic. In Nigeria, filmmaker folklore
Ola Balogun explains, it is less appropriate to speak of ‘performing arts’ than to magical
locate t

speak of ‘ritual or folk performances or of communicative arts . . . ceremonies of a

social or re]igious nature into which dramatic elements are incorporated.’ ""In some postmo
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recent African films such as Yeelen (1987), Jitt (1992), and Kasarmu Ce (This Land Is
Ours, 1991), magical spirits become an aesthetic resource, a means for breaking
away, often in comical ways, from the linear, cause-and-effect conventions of
Aristotelian narrative poetics, a way of defying the ‘gravity,” in both senses of that
word, of chronological time and literal space.

The values of African religious culture inform not only African cinema but also
a good deal of Afro-diasporic cinema, for example Brazilian films like Rocha’s
Barravento (1962) and Cavalcanti’s A Forca de Xango (The Force of Xango, 1977),
Amuleto de Ogum (Ogum’s Amulet, 1975), Cuban films like Patakin and Ogum, and
African-American films like Julie Dash’s Daughters of the Dust, all of which inscribe
African (usually Yoruba) religious symbolism and practice. Indeed, the preference
for Yoruba symbolism is itself significant, since the performing arts are at the very
kernel of the Yoruba religions themselves, unlike other religions where the
performing arts are grafted on to a theological/textual core. The arts inform the
religions in multifaceted ways. The arts — costume, dance, poetry, music — create
the appropriate atmosphere for worship. The arts also inform cosmogony and
theology. The figure of Olodumare, as creator of the universe, can be seen as the
greatest artist, and many of the spirits (orixds) are not only artists (Ogum is the
patron-deity of all those who work with metals, for example) but they also have
artistic tastes. The notion that the classical Greek pantheon is noble and beautiful
and at the very roots of Western civilization, while the gods of Africa are merely
the vestigial superstitions of a backward people, also belongs in the trashcan of
Eurocentric hierarchies. As poetic figures, the orixds now play an artistic role in
Africa and the diaspora akin to the role of the classical deities of the Greck pantheon
within literature, painting and sculpture. We are not here speaking of a discourse
of the ‘authentic,” but rather of a sophisticated deployment of cultural knowledges.
The orixds permeate the sculpture of ‘Mestre Didi,” the photography of Picrre
Verger; the painting of Carybe, the plays of Wole Soyinka, and the music of
Olodum, Ile Aiyé, and Timbalada, and recently of Paul Simon and David Byrne.
Indeed, Arturo Lindsay speaks of a ‘neo-Yoruba’ genre of contemporary art.'?

The question of the contemporary aesthetic implications of ancient African reli-
gions illustrates the pitfalls of imposing a lincar narrative of cultural ‘progress’ in
the manner of ‘development’ theory, which sces cultures as mired in an inert, pre-
literate ‘tradition,” scen as the polar antithesis of a vibrant modernity. Some recent
African films scramble this binarism by crcating a kind of village or extended family
aesthetic which fosters a collective traditional space, but now within an overarching
modernist or postmodernist frame. Jecan-Pierre Bekolo’s Quartier Mozart (1992),
which portrays a Cameroon ncighbourhood (the ‘Mozart Quarter’ of the title),
never sutures us via point-of-view editing into the individual desires of single char-
acters of either gender; sexuality, as in carnival, becomes a quasi-public affair. In
the film’s ‘magical’ format, a sorceress (Maman Thekla) helps a schoolgirl, ‘Quecen
of the Hood,’ enter the body of a man (‘My Guy’) in order to explore gendered
boundaries. The sorceress takes the shape of ‘Panka,” familiar from Camecroonian
folklore, who can make a man’s penis disappear with a handshake. While the
magical devices of Quartier Mozart arc on onc level ‘archaic’ — in that they trans-
locate traditional folktale motifs into a contemporary sctting — the style is allusively
postmodern (referring especially to Spike Lee and his witty dircct-address
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techniques), media-conscious (the neighborhood girls prefer Denzel Washington to
Michacl Jackson) and music-video slick.

Carnivalesque subversions

i i

Another alternative acsthetic, and onc that further problematizes the canonical narra-
tivizing of art history, is the tradition of the ‘carnivalesque.” Within the standard
modernist narrative, the historical avant-gardes represent a radical break with the
past, a decisive rupture with the mimetic tradition. In another perspective, however,
the historical avant-gardes can be seen as a return to earlier traditions such as the
Menippeia and the carnivalesque. As the transposition into art of the spirit of popular
festivities, the carnivalesque forms a counter-hegemonic tradition with a history that
runs (to speak only of Europe) from Greck Dionysian festivals (and classical Greece,
we recall, was an amalgam of African, Asian, and Greek elements) and the Roman
saturnalia through the grotesque realism of the medicval ‘carnivalesque’ (Rabelaisian
blasphemies, for example) and baroque theater, to Jarry, surrealism, and on to the
counter-cultural art of recent decades.

Given the decline of the carnival ethos and the emergence of an individualist
society, carnival could no longer be a collective cleansing ritual open to all the
people; it became a merely artistic practice, the instrument of a marginalized caste.
Carnival shares with the avant-garde its impulse toward social, formal, and libid-
inal rebellion, but the modernist rebellion could no longer be allied with popular
adversary culture. The elimination of carnival as a real social practice led to the
development of salon carnivals, compensatory bohemias offering what Allon White
calls ‘liminoid positions’ on the margins of polite society. Thus movements such as
expressionism and surrealism took over in displaced form much of the grotesque
bodily symbolism and playful dislocations — exiled fragments of the ‘carnivalesque
diaspora’ (White) — which had once formed part of European carnival.. Carnival, in
this modified form, is present in the provocations of Dada, the dislocations of surre-
alism, in the hermaphrodytic torsos of Magritte, in the violations of social and
cinematic decorum in Bufiuel’s L’/fge d’Or, in the travesty-revolts of Genet’s The
Maids or The Blacks, and indeed in the avant-garde generally. In fact, it is in its formal
transgressions, and not only in its violations of social decorum, that the avant-garde
betrays its link to the perennial rituals of carnival. (And carnival itself, as a counter-
institutional mode of cultural production, can be seen as proleptic of the
avant-garde.) Thus it is possible to see the more democratizing of the avant-garde
movements — we are not speaking here of high-toned autotelic modernism — not
so much as decisive breaks with tradition but rather as one of the perennial redis-
coveries of the corporeal outrageousness and anti-grammaticality of the upside-down
world of the carnivalesque. '

Although European real-life carnivals have generally degenerated into the
ossified repetition of perennial rituals, it would be Eurocentric to speak of the ‘end
of carnival’ as a resource for artistic renovation. First, nearly all cultures
have carnival-like traditions. Among the Navajos (Dineh), special rituals exist for
overturning good order and respectable aesthetics. The concept of rasquachismo
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norms.'* For the Hopi, ritual clowns are those who violate conventional expecta-
tions in a spirit of gay relativity.'S Wherever one finds inequities of power, wealth,
and status, one also finds a culture of the ‘world upside down.” Thus the saturnalia
of ancient Rome, carnival in the Caribbean, and the Feast of Krishna in India all
translate popular rebelliousness through images of millenarian reversals. Second, in

gton to : (from Nahuatl) similarly evokes deliberate bad taste and the ludic undermining of H

[ narra- contemporary Latin America and the Caribbean, carnival remains a living, vibrant
:andard tradition, where a profoundly mestizo culture builds on indigenous and African
ith the traditional festivals to forge an immensely creative cultural phenomenon. It is not
wever, surprising, in this sense, that many Latin American theorists have seen the carniva-
as the lesque as a key to Latin American artistic production. What was remote and merely
opular metaphoric for European modernism — magic, carnival, anthropophagy — was
ry that | familiar and quasi-literal for Latin Americans. Indeed, many of the talismanic phrases ‘
reece, associated with Latin American art and literature — ‘magical realism,’ ‘quotidian '
Roman surreality’ — not only assert an alternative culture but also suggest the inadequacy
laisian of the high mimetic European tradition for the expressive needs of an oppressed
to the . but polyphonic culture. It was partly his contact with such festivals,
, and with Haitian Vodun, that led the Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier to contrast the
dualist 5 quotidian magic of Latin American life with Europe’s labored attempts to resuscitate
all the ; the marvelous.'® If the best that Europe can come up with is ‘the intersection on a :
caste. 3 dissecting table of an umbrella and a sewing machine,” Carpentier suggests, the :
libid- kx Americas could offer the explosive counterpoints of indigenous, African, and
opular European cultures thrown up daily by Latin American life and art: counterpoints
to the where the tensions are never completely resolved or harmonized, where the cultural :
White dialogue is tense, transgressive, and endlessly surprising. Rather than merely reflect !
uch as a pre-existing hybridity, the Brazilian cinema (of a Glauber Rocha for example) i
tesque actively hybridizes, it stages and performs hybridity, counterpointing cultural forces
lesque through surprising, cven disconcerting juxtapositions. At its best, it orchestrates not ;
val, in a bland pluralism but rather a strong counterpoint between in some ways incom-
surre- mensurable yet nevertheless thoroughly co-implicated cultures. i
il and What Bakhtin calls ‘carnivalization’ is not an ‘external and immobile schema .
’s The which is imposed upon ready-made content’ but ‘an extraordinary flexible form of t
ormal artistic visualization, a peculiar sort of heuristic principle making possible the s
-garde discovery of new and as yct unscen things.’'” As theorized by Bakhtin, carnival as
anter- \ an artistic practice transforms into art the spirit of popular festivitics, embracing an
f the anticlassical acsthetic that rcjects formal harmony and unity in favor of the :
garde T asymmetrical, the heterogencous, the oxymoronic, the miscegenated. Carnival’s s
— not i ‘grotesque realism’ turns conventional aesthetics on its head in order to locate a f
redis- new kind of popular, convulsive, rcbellious beauty: one that dares to reveal the i
down i grotesquery of the powerful and the latent beauty of the ‘vulgar.” In the carnival ’I
acsthetic, everything is pregnant with its opposite, within an alternative logic of J
o the permanent contradiction and nonexclusive opposites that transgresses the mono- v
> ‘end , logic truc-or-false thinking typical of a certain kind of positivist rationalism. Carnival l
Itures . also proposes a very different concept of the body. Instead of an abstract rage against
st for ' figuration — which Nicholas Mirzoclf sees as encoding hostility to the body itsclf — t
chismo ' carnival proposes a g]ccfu]ly distorted body of outlandish proportions.'8 The carnival A
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‘cthnographic surrcalism,’ with its fascination with the primitive, with the difference
that the Brazilian modernists were morc ‘inside’ of the cultures they were investi-
gating. Mario de Andrade’s anthropological and musical rescarches, for example,
became a way of probing, with mingled distance and identification, his own roots
as an artist of indigenous, African, and European ancestry, The Brazilian movement

:r.’.nI

"y i,;u,l

not only called itself modernism (modernismo) but saw itsclf as allicd and conceptu-
ally parallel to Europcan avant-garde movements like futurism, Dada and surrcalism.,
In two manifestos — ‘Manifesto of Brazilwood Poctry’ (1924) and ‘Cannibalist
Manifesto’ (1928) — Oswald de Andrade pointed the way to an artistic practice at
once nationalist and cosmopolitan, nativist and modern. In the carlier text, de
Andrade called for an ‘export-quality’ poctry that would not borrow imported
‘canned’ Europcan models but would find its roots in cveryday life and popular
culture. Where colonialist discourse had posited the Carib as a ferocious cannibal,
as diacritical token of Europe’s moral superiority, Oswald called in the ‘Cannibalist

- Manifesto’ for a revolution infinitely ‘greater than the French revolution,’ namel
Yy 8 ) Y

the ‘Carib revolution,” without which ‘Europe wouldn’t even have its meager decla-
ration of the rights of man.’?* The cannibalist metaphor was also circulated among
European avant-gardists; but cannibalism in Europe, as Augusto de Campos points
out, never constituted a cultural movement, never defined an ideology, and never
enjoyed the profound resonances within the culture that it did in Brazil. Although
Alfred Jarry in his Anthropophagie (1902) spoke of that ‘branche trop negligée de I'an-
thropophagie’ and in ‘L’Almanach du Pére Ubu’ addressed himsclf to ‘amateurs cannibals,’
and although the Dadaists entitled one of their organs Cannibale and in 1920 Francis
Picabia issued the ‘Manifeste Cannibale Dada,’ the nihilism of Dada had little to do
with what Campos called the ‘generous ideological utopia’ of Brazilian anthro-
pophagy.?® Only in Brazil did anthropophagy become a key trope in a longstanding
cultural movement, ranging from the first ‘Cannibalistic Review’ in the 1920s, with
its various ‘dentitions,” through Oswald de Andrade’s speculations in the 1950s on
anthropophagy as ‘the philosophy of the technicized primitive,” to the pop-recy-
clings of the metaphor in the tropicalist movement of the late 1960s.

There was, of course, a good deal of concrete interanimation between the
Brazilian and European avant-gardes. Blaise Cendrars, Le Corbusier, Marinetti, and
Benjamin Peret all went to Brazil, just as Oswald de Andrade, Sergio Millet, Paulo
Prado, and other key figures in the Brazilian modernist movement made frequent

-~ trips to Europe. The Brazilian modernist painter Tarsila do Amaral studied with

Fernand Leger, and she and her husband Oswald numbered Leger, Brancusi, Satie,
Cocteau, Breton, Stravinsky, and Milhaud among their close friends. Oswald de
Andrade saluted surrealism, in a self-mockingly patronizing and ‘stagist’ manner,
as one of the richest ‘pre-anthropophagic’ movements. Although anthropophagy ‘set
its face against the Occident,” according to Andrade, it warmly ‘embraces the discon-
tented European, the European nauseated by the farce of Europe.’?® The exoticizing
metaphors of the European avant-garde had a strange way of ‘taking flesh’ in the
Latin American context, resulting in a kind of ironic echo effect between the
European and Latin American modernism. When reinvoiced in Brazil, all this
became quite concrete and literal. Thus Jarry’s ‘neglected branch of anthropophagy’
came to refer in Brazil to the putatively real cannibalism of the Tupinamba, and
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surrealist ‘trance writing’ metamorphosed into the collective trance of Afro-
Brazilian religions like candomble. Brazilian familiarity with the ‘madness’ of carnival,
with African-derived trance religions, thus made it easy for Brazilian artists to assim-
ilate and transform artistic procedures that in Europe had represented a more
dramatic rupture with ambient values and spiritual traditions.

The Brazilian modernists made the trope of cannibalism the basis of an insur-
gent aesthetic, calling for a creative synthesis of European avant-gardism and
Brazilian ‘cannibalism,” and invoking an ‘anthropophagic’ devouring of the tech-
niques and information of the super-developed countries in order the better to
struggle against domination. Just as the aboriginal Tupinamba Indians devoured their
cnemies to appropriate their force, the modernists argued, Brazilian artists and intel-
lectuals should digest imported cultural products and exploit them as raw material
for a new synthesis, thus turning the imposed culture back, transformed, against
the colonizer. The modernists also called for the ‘de-Vespucciazation’ of the
Americas (the reference is to Amerigo Vespucci) and the ‘de-Cabralization’
of Brazil (referring to Pedro Cabral, Brazil’s Portuguese ‘discoverer’). The Revista
de Antropofagia (Cannibalist Review) laments that Brazilians continue to be ‘slaves’
to a ‘rotting European culture’ and to a ‘colonial mentality.’?” At the same time,
the notion of ‘anthropophagy’ assumes the incvitability of cultural interchange
between ‘center’ and ‘periphery,” and the consequent impossibility of any nostalgic
return to an originary purity. Since there can be no unproblematic recovery of
national origins undefiled by alien influcnces, the artist in the dominated culture
should not ignore the foreign presence but must swallow it, carnivalize it,
recycle it for national ends, always from a position of cultural self-confidence.
(Anthropophagy in this sense is just another name for transcultural intertextuality,
this time in the context of asymmetrical power rclations.)

As cxploited by the Brazilian modernists, the cannibalist mctaphor had a
negative and a positive pole. The negative pole deployed cannibalism to expose the
exploitative social Darwinism of class socicty. But the positi\-e pole was ultimately
more suggestive: radicalizing the Enlightenment valorization of indigenous
Amecrindian freedom, it highlighted aboriginal matriarchy and communalism as a
utopian model. De Andrade wanted to liberate culture from religious mortification
and capitalist utilitarianism. Synthesizing insights from Montaigne, Nietzsche, Marx,
and Freud, along with what he knew of native Brazilian socictics, he portrayed
indigenous culture as offering a more adequate social model than the European one,
a model bascd on the full enjoyment of leisure. Playing on the Portuguese word
‘negocio” — ‘business,” but literally ‘neg-ocio,” or the negation of leisure, de Andrade
offcred a proto-Marcusean cncomium to ‘sacer-docio’ or ‘sacred leisure.’?® Here again
we find a literalization of the metaphors of the Europcan avant-garde. The Dadaists
too had called for ‘progressive unemployment’ and Breton’s surrealist ‘rules’ had
forbidden regular work. Brazilian artist-intellectuals, however, had the advantage
of being able to point to cxisting indigenous socictics quite free both from
work, in the occidental sense of salaried labor, and from coercive power. And these
socictics lived not in poverty but in material abundance.

Much later, the modernist movement came to inflect Brazilian cinema through
the cultural movement called tropicalism, which emerged in Brazil in the late 1960s.
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J Indeed, a Sdo Paulo art historian recycles cannibalist tropes to suggest that anthro-
f‘ pophagy continues to empower artists: ‘Bravilian art of the twenticth century is a
| totemic banquet in which Father-Europe is being devoured,’?® Like Brazilian
‘ modernism (and unlike European modernism), tropicalism fused political nation-
alism with acsthetic internationalism. Here we will bricfly cite just three of the

3

e e many-films -influenced - by- both- modernism. and. tropicalism... Joaquim_Pedro de_ _

Andrade’s AMacunaima (1969), basced on Mario de Andrade’s modernist classic, turns
the theme of cannibalism into a springboard for a critique of repressive military rule
and of the predatory capitalist model of the short-lived Brazilian ‘cconomic miracle.’
Nelson Percira dos Santos How Tasty Was My Frenchman (1971) subverts the conven-
tional identification with the European protagonists of captivity narratives by
maintaining a ncutral and ironic attitude toward the titular Frenchman’s deglutition
by the Tupinamba. Artur Omar’s Triste Tropico (1974), finally, also draws on the
taproot of anthropophagy. Best defined as a fictive anthropological documentary,
the film’s title, transparently alluding to Lévi-Strauss’s cthnographic memoir about
Brazil, triggers an cvocative chain of cultural associations. While Lévi-Strauss went
from Europe to Brazil only to discover the ethnocentric prejudices of Europe, the
protagonist of Triste Tropico goes to Europe — and here his trajectory parallels that
of innumerable Brazilian intellectuals — only to discover Brazil. Thus the film inserts
itsclf into the ongoing discussion of Brazil’s problematic cultural relationship to
Europe, a discussion undergoing frequent changes of etiquette: ‘indianism,” ‘nation-

alism,” ‘modernism,” ‘tropicalism.’
Triste Tropico’s opening shots — traffic in Sao Paulo, old family album photographs
— lead us to expect a fairly conventional documentary. The off-screen narrator,
speaking in the stilted delivery to which canonical documentaries have accustomed
us, tells us about a certain Arthur Alvaro de Noronha, known as Dr Artur,
who returned from studies in Paris to practice medicine in Brazil. Home-movic
footage shows a man with his family; we infer that the man is Dr Artur. In Paris,
we are told, the doctor became friendly with André Breton, Paul Eluard, and
Max Ernst. This is our first clue that a truly surreal biography awaits us. As the film
continues, the narration becomes progressively more improbable and hallucina-
‘ tory. The doctor becomes involved with Indians, compiles an almanac of herbal
panaceas, becomes an indigenous Messiah, and finally degenerates into sodomy
(an exclamatory intertitle underlines the horror!) and cannibalism, thus recapitu-
lating the trajectory of a certain body of colonialist litcrature. The descent of the
story into this Brazilian Heart of Darkness coincides with our own descent into a
tangled jungle of cinematic confusion. For the images gradually detach themselves
from the narration, becoming less and less illustrative and more and more disjunc-
tively chaotic. We begin to suspect that we have been the dupes of an immense
joke, as if Borges had slyly rewritten Conrad and that the illustrious Dr Artur is
merely the figment of the imagination of the director, whose name, we may

N remember, is also Artur.

i The central procedure of Triste Tropico is to superimpose an impeccably linear
(albeit absurd) narration on extremely discontinuous sounds and images. While the
off-screen narration is coherent (within the limits of its implausibility), all the other
tracks — image, music, noise, titles — form a serial chaos, an organized delirium
of wildly heterogeneous materials: amateur movies, European travel footage, shots
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of Rio’s carnival, staged scenes, archival material, clips from other films, engrav-
ings, book covers, almanac illustrations. Within this audio-visual bricolage we
encounter certain structured oppositions: some specifically cinematic (black/white
versus color; old footage versus new) and some broadly cultural: coast and inte-
rior, ‘raw’ Brazil and ‘cooked’ Europe; Apollonian order and Dionysian frenzy;
la pensée sauvage and la pensée civilisée, but presented in such a way as to offer what
would now be called a postmodern take on structuralism.

The aesthetics of garbage

Another feature of alternative bricolage aesthetics is their common leitmotif of the
strategic redemption of the low, the despised, the imperfect, and the ‘trashy’ as
part of a social overturning. This strategic redemption of the marginal also has
echoes in the realms of high theory and cultural studies. One thinks, for example,
of Derrida’s recuperation of the marginalia of the classical philosophical text;
of Bakhtin’s exaltation of ‘redeeming filth’ and of low ‘carnivalized’ genres; of
Benjamin’s ‘trash of history’ and his view of the work of art as constituting itself
out of apparently insignificant fragments; of Camp’s ironic reappropriation of kitsch;
of cultural studies’ recuperation of subliterary forms and ‘subcultural styles’; and
of visual culture’s democratization of the field of art. In the plastic arts in the US,
the ‘garbage girls’ (Mierle Laderman Ukeles, Christy Rupp, Betty Beaumont) deploy
waste disposal as a trampoline for art. Ukeles, for example, choreographed a ‘street
ballet’ of garbage trucks.’® Joseph Cornell, similarly, turned the flotsam of daily life
~broken dolls, paper cutouts, wine glasses, medicine bottles — into luminous, child-
like collages. In the cinema, an ‘aesthetics of garbage’ performs a kind of ju-jitsu
by rccuperating cinematic waste materials, For filmmakers without great resources,
raw-footage minimalism reflects practical necessity as well as artistic strategy. In a
film like Hour of the Furnaces, unpromising raw footage is transmogrified into art, as
the alchemy of sound-image montage transforms the base metals of titles, blank
frames, and wild sound into the gold and silver of rhythmic virtuosity. Compilation
filmmakers like Bruce Conner, Mark Rappaport, and Sherry Millner/Ernest Larsen
rearrange and re-cdit pre-existing filmic materials, while trying to fly below the
radar of bourgcois legalitics. Craig Baldwin, a San Francisco film programmer,
reshapes outtakes and public domain materials into witty compilation films. In Sonic
Outlaws, he and his collaborators argue for a media détournement which deploys the
charismatic power of dominant media against itsclf, all the time displaying a royal
disregard for the nicetics of copyright. Baldwin’s anti-Columbus quincentennial film
0 No Coronado! (1992), for example, demystifics the conquistador whose desperate
scarch for the mythical Seven Cities of Cibola led him into a fruitless, murderous
journcy across what is now the American southwest. To relate this calamitous epic,
Baldwin deploys not only his own staged dramatizations but also the detritus of the
filmic archive: stock footage, pedagogical films, industrial documentarics, swash-
bucklers, and tacky historical cpics.

In an Afro-diasporic context, the ‘redemption of detritus’ evokes another,
historically fraught strategy, specifically the ways that dispossessed New World
blacks have managed to transmogrify waste products into art. The Afro-diaspora,
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coming from artistically developed African culture but now of freedom, education,
and material possibilitics, managed to tease beauty out of the very guts of depriva-
tion, whether through the musical use of discarded oil barrels (the steel drums of
Trinidad), the culinary usc of throwaway parts of animals (soul food, feijoada), or

the usc in weaving of throwaway fabrics (quilting). This ‘negation of the negation’
also has to do with a special relationship to official history. As those whose history
has becen dcstroycd and misrcpresented, as those whose very history has been
dispersed and diasporized rather than lovingly memorialized, and as those whose
history has often been told, danced, and sung rather than written, oppressed
people have been obliged to recreate hlstory out of scraps and remnants and debris.
In aesthetic terms, these hand-me-down aesthetics and history-making embody an
art of discontinuity — the heterogencous scraps making up a quilt, for example,
incorporate diverse styles, time periods and materials — whence their alignment
with artistic modernism as an art of jazzy ‘breaking’ and discontinuity, and with
postmodernism as an art of recycling and pastiche.?!

Eduardo Coutinho’s documentary O Fio da Memoria (The Thread of Memory,
1991), reflects on the sequels of slavery in Brazil. Instead of history as a coherent,
linear narrative, the film offers a history based on disjunctive scraps and fragments.
Here the interwoven strands or fragments taken together become emblematic of
the fragmentary interwovenness of black life in Brazil. One strand consists of the
diary of Gabriel Joaquim dos Saints, an elderly black man who had constructed his
own dream house as a work of art made completely out of garbage and detritus:
cracked tiles, broken plates, empty cans. For Gabricl, the city of Rio represents the
‘power of wealth,” while his house, constructed from the ‘city’s leftovers,” repre-
sents the ‘power of poverty.’ Garbage thus becomes an ideal medium for those who
themselves have been cast off and broken down; who have been ‘down in the
dumps’; who feel, as the blues line had it, ‘like a tin can on that old dumping
ground.’ A transformative impulse takes an object considered worthless and turns
it into something of value. Here the restoration of the buried worth of a cast-off
object analogizes the process of revealing the hidden worth of the despised, devalued
artist himself.?? This recuperation of fragments also has a spiritual dimension in
terms of African culture. Throughout West and Central Africa, ‘the rubbish heap
is a metaphor for the grave, a point of contact with the world of the dead.’3? The
broken vessels displayed on Kongo graves, Robert Farris Thompson informs us,
serve as reminders that broken objects become whole again in the other world.**

At the same time, we witness an example of a strategy of resourcefulness in a
situation of scarcity. The trash of the haves becomes the treasure of the have-nots;
the dark and unsanitary is transmogrlﬁed into the sublime and the beautiful. What
had been an eyesore is transformed into a sight for sore eyes. The burned-out light
bulb, wasted icon of modern inventiveness, becomes an emblem of beauty. With
great improvisational flair, the poor, tentatively literate Gabriel appropriates the
discarded products of industrial society for his own recreational purposes, in proce-
dures that inadvertently evoke those of modernism and the avant-garde: the
formalists’ ‘defamiliarization,’ the cubists’ ‘found objects,” Brecht’s ‘refunctioning,’

the situationists’ ‘détournement.’

As a diasporized, heterotropic site, the point of promiscuous mingling of rich
and poor, center and periphery, the industrial and the artisanal, the organic and the
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inorganic, the national and the international, the local and the global; as a mixed,
syncretic, radically decentered social text, garbage provides an ideal postmodern
and postcolonial metaphor. As a place of buried memories and traces, meanwhile,
garbage exemplifies what David Harvey calls the ‘time—space compression’ typical
of the acceleration produced by contemporary technologies. In Foucault’s terms,
garbage is ‘heterochronic’; it concentrates time in a circumscribed space.
(Archeology, it has been suggested, is simply a sophisticated form of garbology.) As
time materialized in space, it is coagulated sociality, a gooey distillation of society’s
contradictions.

As the quintessence of the negative, garbage can also be an object of artistic
ju-jitsu and ironic reappropriation. In aesthetic terms, garbage can be seen as an
aleatory collage or surrealist enumeration, a case of the definitive by chance, a
random pile of objets trouvés and papiers collés, a place of violent, surprising juxtapo-
sitions.?* Garbage, like death and excrement, is also a great social leveler; the
trysting point of the funky and the chi-chi, the terminus for what Mary Douglas
calls ‘matter out of place.” As the lower stratum of the socius, the symbolic ‘bottom’
of the body politic, garbage signals the return of the repressed. It is the place where
used condoms, bloody tampons, infected needles, and unwanted babies are left: the
ultimate resting place of all that society both produces and represses, secretes and
makes secret. The final shot of Bufiuel’s Los Olvidados, we may recall, shows the
corpse of the film’s lumpen protagonist being unceremoniously dumped on a Mexico
City garbage pile. Grossly material, garbage is society’s id; it stcams and smells
below the threshold of ideological rationalization and sublimation. At the same
time, garbage is reflective of social prestige; wealth and status are correlated with
the capacity of a person (or a society) to discard commodities, i.e. to generate
garbage. (The average American discards 5 pounds of garbage per day.) Like
hybridity, garbage too is power-laden. The power elite can gentrify a slum, make
landfill a ground for luxury apartments, or dump toxic wastes in a poor ncighbor-
hood.3 They can even recycle their own fat from rump to check in the form of
plastic surgery. :

It is one of the utopian, recombinant functions of art to work over dystopian,
disagrecable, and malodorous materials. Brazil’s udigrudi (underground) film-
makers of the late 1960s were the first, to our knowledge, to speak of the ‘acsthetics
of garbage’ (estetica do lixo). The valorization of ‘sleaze, punk, trash, and garbage’
that Jameson posits as characteristic of First World postmodernism, was alrcady
present in the palpably grubby ‘dirty screens’ of the Brazilian movement. (This
historical priority confirms the Latin American conviction that Latin America, as a
marginalized socicty caught in a peculiar realm of irony imposed by its neocolonial
position, was postmodcrn avant la lettre.) The garbage movement’s film manifesto,
Sganzcrla’s Red Light Bandit (1968), began with a shot of young favelados dancing on
burning garbage piles. The films were made in the Sio Paulo neighborhood called

‘boca de lixo’ (mouth of garbage) a red-light district named in diacritical contrast
with the high-class, red-light district called ‘boca de luxo’ (mouth of luxury). For the
underground filmmakers, the garbage metaphor captured the sense of marginality,
of being condemned to survive within scarcity, of being the dumping ground for
transnational capitalism, of being obliged to recycle the materials of the dominant
culture.” The title of Eduardo Coutinho’s (much later) ‘garbage’ documentary Boca
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de Lixo (literally ‘mouth of garbage’, but translated as ‘“The Scavengers,” 1992)
dircctly links it to the ‘acsthetics of garbage,’ since its Portugucsc title refers to the
Sio Paulo district where the ‘garbage’ films were produced. The film centers on
impoverished Brazilians who survive thanks to a garbage dump outside of Rio, where
they toil against the backdrop of the outstretched, ever-merciful arms of the Christ

of-Corcovado:

Jorge Furtado’s Isle of Flowers (1989), mcanwhile, brings the ‘garbage acsthetic’
into the postmodern era, while also demonstrating the cinema’s capacity as a vchicle
for political 7acsthetic reflection. Rather than an acestheticization of garbage, here
garbage is both theme and formal strategy. Described by its author as a ‘letter to
a Martian who knows nothing of the carth and its social systems,” Furtado’s
short uscs Monty Python-style animation, archival footage, and parodic/reflexive
documentary techniques to indict the distribution of wealth and food around the
world. The ‘isle of flowers’ of the title is a Brazilian garbage dump where famished
women and children, in groups of ten, arc given five minutes to scrounge for
food. But before we get to the garbage dump, we are given the itincrary of a tomato
from farm to supermarket to bourgeois kitchen to garbage can to the ‘Isle of
Flowers.” Furtado’s edited collage is structured as a social lexicon or glossary,
or better surrcalist enumeration of key words such as ‘pigs,” ‘money,” and ‘human
beings.” The definitions arc interconnected and multi-chronotopic; they lead out
into multiple historical frames and historical situations. In order to follow the trajec-
tory of the tomato, we need to know the origin of money: ‘Moncy was created
in the seventh century before Christ. Christ was a Jew, and Jews are human
beings.” As the audience is still laughing from this abrupt transition, the film cuts
directly to the photographic residue of the Holocaust, where Jews, garbage-like,

are thrown into death camp piles. (The Nazis, we are reminded, were no strangers ’

to recycling.)

But this summary gives little sense of the experience of the film, of its play with
documentary art form and expectations. First, the film’s visuals — old TV commer-
cials, newspaper advertisements, healthcare manuals — themselves constitute a kind
of throwaway, visual garbage. (In the silent period of cinema, we are reminded,
films were scen as transient entertainments rather than artistic durables and there-
fore as not worth saving; during the First World War they were even recycled for
their lead content.) Second, the film mocks the positivist mania for factual detail by
offering useless, gratuitous precision: ‘We are in Belem Novo, city of Porto Alegre,
state of Rio Grande do Sul. More precisely, at 30 degrees, 12 minutes and 30
seconds latitude south, and 51 degrees 11 minutes and 23 seconds longitude west.’
Third, the film mocks the protocols of rationalist science, through absurd classifi-
catory schemes (‘Dona Anete is a Roman Catholic female biped mammal’) and
tautological syllogisms (‘Mr’ Suzuzki is Japanese, and therefore a human being’).
Fourth, the film parodies the conventions of the educational film, with its authori-
tative voice-over and quiz-like questions (‘What is a history quiz?’). Humor becomes
a kind of trap; the spectator who begins by laughing ends up, if not crying, at least
reflecting very seriously. Opposable thumbs and highly developed telencephalon,

we are told, have given ‘human beings the possibility of making many improve-

ments in their planet’, a shot of a nuclear explosion serves as illustration. Thanks

to the universality of money, we are told, we are now ‘Free!” — a snippet of the
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‘Hallelujah Chorus’ cclebrates the thought. Furtado invokes the old carnival motif
of pigs and sausage, but with a political twist; here the pigs, given cquitable distri-
bution down the food chain, eat better than people.’® The tomato links the urban
bourgeois family to the rural poor via the sausage and the tomato within a web of
global relationality. In this culinary recycling, we are given a social examination
of garbage; the truth of a society is in its detritus. The socially peripheral points to
the symbolically central.

In all these films, the garbage dump becomes a critical vantage point from
which to view society as a whole. The garbage dump shows the endpoint of an all-
permeating logic of commodification, logical telos of the consumer society, and its
ethos of planned obsolescence. Garbage becomes the morning after of the romance
of the new. In the dump’s squalid phantasmagoria, the same commodities that

. had been fetishized by advertising, dynamized by montage, and haloed through

backlighting, are now stripped of their aura of charismatic power. We are confronted
with the seamy underside of globalization and its facile discourse of one world
under a consumerist groove. Garbage reveals the social formation as seen ‘from
below.” As the overdetermined depot of social meanings, garbage is the place where
hybrid, multi-chronotopic relations are reinvoiced and reinscribed. Polysemic and
multivocal, garbage is seen literally (garbage as a source of food for poor people,
garbage as the site of ecological disaster), but it is also read symptomatically, as a
mctaphorical figure for social indictment (poor people treated like garbage; garbage
as the ‘dumping’ of pharmaccutical products or of ‘canned’ TV programs; slums
(and jails) as human garbage dumps). These films reveal the ‘hidden transcripts’ of
garbage, reading it as an allegorical text to be deciphered, a form of social colonics
where the truth of a society can be ‘read’ in its waste products.

Towards a polycentric visual culture

The visual, in our view, never comes ‘pure,’ it is always ‘contaminated’ by the
work of other senses (hearing, touch, smell), touched by other texts and discourses,
and imbricated in a whole series of apparatuses — the muscum, the academy, the
art world, the publishing industry, cven the nation state — which govern the pro-
duction, dissemination, and legitimation of artistic productions. It is not now a
question of replacing the blindnesses of the ‘linguistic turn’ with the ‘new’ blind-
nesses of the ‘visual turn.” To hypostasize the visual risks of reinstalling the
hegemony of the ‘noble’ sensc of sight (ctymologically linked to wisdom in many
languages) over hearing and the more ‘vulgar’ senses of smell and taste. The visual,
we would argue, is ‘languaged,’ just as language itsclf has a visual dimension.
Mecthodological grids, or ‘new objects of knowledge,’ furthermore, do not super-
sede one another in a neat, clear-cut progression. They do not become extinct within
a Darwinian compctition. They do not die; they transform themselves, leaving traces
and reminiscences. The visual is also an integral part of a culture and of history, not
in the sense of a static backdrop (rather like second unit background footage in a
Hollywood mattc shot), but rather as a complexly activating principle. The visual
is simply one point of entry, and a very strategic onc at this historical moment, into
a multidimensional world of intertextual dialogism.
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We have called here for a polycentric, dialogical, and relational analysis of visual
cultures existing in relation to onc another. We have tried to project one sct of
historics across another sct of historics, in such a way as to make diverse cultural
experiences concurrent and relatable within a logic of co-implication. Within a poly-
centric approach, the world of visual culturc has many dynamic locations, many

possible vantage points. The cmphasis in ‘polycentrism’ is notfonfspatiakor-primary—*f e

e OIS of'“oﬁgiﬁs_()rfo_nmﬁﬁitc list of centers but rather on a systematic principle of

differentiation, relationality, and linkage. No single community or part of the world,
whatever its economic or political power, should be epistemologically privileged.
We do not scc polycentrism as a matter of first defining modernism as a sct of
attributes or procedures, and then ‘finding’ these attributes in the cultural produc-
tions from other locations. It is not a matter of ‘extending the corpus’ or ‘opening 4
up the canon’ in an additive approach, but rather of rethinking the global relation- 4
alitics of artistic production and reception. For us, art is born between individuals
and communities and cultures in the process of dialogic intcraction. Creation takes
place not within the suffocating confines of Cartesian egos or even between discrete
bounded cultures but rather between permeable, changing communities. Nor is it
a question of a mindless ‘anthropological’ leveling which denies all criteria of
aesthetic evaluation but rather of historically grounded analyses of multicultural rela-
tionality, where one history is read contrapuntally across another in a gesturc of
mutual ‘haunting’ and reciprocal relativization.
Our larger concern has been not to establish priority — who did what first —
but rather to analyze what mobilizes change and innovation in art. It has become a
commonplace to speak of the exhaustion (and sometimes of the co-optation) of the
avant-garde in a world where all the great works have already been made. But in 4
our view aesthetic innovation arises, not exclusively but importantly, from multi- 7
cultural knowledges. It emerges from the encounter of a Picasso with African
sculpture for example; from the comings and goings between Europe and Latin
America of an Alejo Carpentier; from the encounter of a Rushdie with the West;
from the encounter of a Mario de Andrade simultaneously with surrealism, on the
one hand, and Amazonian legend on the other. Innovation occurs on the borders
of cultures, communities, and disciplines. ‘Newness enters the world,” according
to Salman Rushdie, through ‘hybridity, impurity, intermingling, the transformation
that comes of new and unexpected combinations of human beings, ideas, politics,
movies, songs {from] . . . Melange, hotchpotch, a bit of this and a bit of that.”¥
Central to a truly polycentric vision is the notion of the mutual and reciprocal
relativization, the ‘reversibility of perspectives’ (Merleau-Ponty); the idea that the
diverse cultures should come to perceive the limitations of their own social and
cultural perspective. Each group offers its own exotopy (Bakhtin), its own ‘excess
seeing,” hopefully coming not only to ‘see’ other groups, but also, through a salutary
estrangement, to see how it is itself seen. The point is not to embrace completely
the other perspective but at least to recognize it, acknowledge it, take it into
account, be ready to be transformed by it. By counterpointing embodied cultural
perspectives, we cut across the monocular and monocultural field of what Donna
Haraway has characterized as ‘the standpoint of the master, the Man, the One God,
whose Eye produces, appropriates and orders all difference.’*® At the same time,
historical configurations of power and knowledge generate a clear asymmetry within
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this relativization. The culturally empowered are not accustomed to being rela-
tivized; the world’s institutions and representations are tailored to the measure of
their narcissism. Thus a sudden relativization by a less flattering perspective is expe-
rienced as a shock, an outrage, giving rise to a hysterical discourse of besicged
standards and desecrated icons. A polycentric approach, in our view, is a long-
overdue gesture toward historical equity and lucidity, a way of re-envisioning the

global politics of visual culture.
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