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Brazil's modernist national epic
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IN THIS REVIEW

MACUNAIMA

The hero with no character
Translated by Katrina Dodson
320pp. Fitzcarraldo Editions. Paperback, £12.99 (US: New Directions. Paperback, $17.95).

Mario de Andrade

ike the earth, Brazilian modernism was created in a week. The defining expression of modernist

consciousness occurred in Sdo Paulo in February 1922, during an event known as Modern Art

Week. To the horror of traditionalists paintings influenced by cubism and futurism were
displayed. Dissonant music composed by Heitor Villa-Lobos challenged staid sensibilities, while African-
Brazilian dancers performed in the heart of the metropolis. Near the end of this week one of the event’s
organizers, the writer Mério de Andrade, appeared on stage at Sio Paulo’s Municipal Theatre to read from a
long poem evoking Brazil's largest city in verse that mingled European forms with allusions to Indigenous
and African-descended cultures. Andrade’s reading was greeted with hoots of derision. Undaunted, he and
his collaborators issued a “Cannibalist Manifesto”, praising the creative ingestion of elements from the
Brazilian interior as essential to forging a national mythology and a distinctive artistic consciousness. In a sly
reference to one of the Indigenous cultures of coastal Brazil, notorious for having feasted on a plump
Portuguese bishop nearly four centuries earlier, the manifesto cast the dilemma of Brazilian culture as “Tupi

or not Tupi?”,

For the next five years Andrade, a mixed-race lecturer in musicology from Brazil’s Europeanized south,
travelled in the country’s remote northern areas. He immersed himself in the language, traditional stories
and vocabulary of Black and Indigenous communities. He also sought out writers from other nations who
were undertaking analogous quests. Andrade discovered a French translation of one of the stories that
would later appear in Legends of Guatemala (1930), an early work by the future Nobel laureate Miguel Angel
Asturias, which integrated Mayan elements into a hybridized Guatemalan identity. More controversially for
some later readers, Andrade pillaged a five-volume compilation of traditional Indigenous stories by the
German anthropologist Theodor Koch-Griinberg. Here he came upon a mythical hero named Makunaima.
In December 1926, in a second week of miraculous creation, Andrade locked himself away for six days and
wrote Macunaima: The Hero with No Character, one of the most original novels in Latin American
literature, and the work that established the terms of debate for the forging of a distinctive Brazilian

aesthetic of modernity.

Privately published in 1928, after more than a year of revisions, Macunaima elicited puzzlement and
revulsion as often as it did praise. The first English translation, published in 1984, was by E. A. Goodland, a
British engineer who retired to northeastern Brazil. Goodland spent years travelling to the destinations

visited by the hero of Andrade’s epic. His translation exhibits impressive verve for a retirement project,



particularly in scenes where characters speak in rhyme. It is marred by an Edwardian diction of
“fiddlesticks” and “high dudgeon” that pulls the reader out of the tropical setting; its blunt renderings of
racial slurs and inequitable sexual encounters are jarring to a twenty-first-century sensibility. Katrina
Dodson’s translation, employing a colloquial American diction with palpable African American and Deep
South overtones, gives Macunaima a consistent, credible voice in English. She inhabits and breathes life into
the novel as though she were a revenant from the Brazilian jungle of a century ago. Her afterword is the
most complete short account of Andrade’s achievement available in English; her notes on each chapter’s
word choices, the result of five years’ research, exceed in their insights even Portuguese-language critical

editions such as that co-ordinated by Telé Porto Ancona Lopez, published by Unesco in 1988.

Macunaima is both a modernist national epic and a problematization of the concept of national epics. The
eponymous here, who is referred to throughout the novel as “the hero”, is born in a tropical setting that is
as likely to be in Guyana or Venezuela as in Brazil. His Indigenous mother is of the fictional Tapanhumas
ethnicity, whose name suggests African ancestry. This heritage, like the sentences that describe it, are a
spoof on one of the founding novels of Brazilian literature, fracema (1865), by the Romantic writer José de
Alencar, which concludes in an optimistic vein with the birth of a child conceived by an Indigenous woman
with a Portuguese man, symbolizing the nation’s racially integrated future. Andrade, by contrast, makes
Brazilian culture fatherless and roots its novelty in the fusion of Indigenous and African elements, posing
the question of how these cultures will be received by the country’s Europeanized south. Rather than

providing a solution, the birth is the problem that the narrative must solve.

Born “jet black”, Macunaima sets off on an odyssey around Brazil that balances the influences of Homer,
Rabelais and Cervantes with the shape-shifting of West African Anansi stories and echoes of tricksters from
Indigenous mythologies. He stumbles on talking worms and figures from Brazilian history. He is killed,
sliced into pieces, then reassembled and revived. Though Andrade was queer, Macunaima rarely encounters
a woman with whom he does not have sex within an hour of meeting her. Infused with the self-conscious
modernity of Modern Art Week, the hero’s odyssey takes place at an unpredictable rhythm. The characters
sometimes dawdle; in other moments they skip across vast distances in minutes. The adapted Indigenous
tales that fuel many of the novel’s episodes, as Dodson emphasizes, are a palimpsest. First told in the
Pemon language, they were translated by Koch-Griinberg’s assistants into Portuguese, written down by
Koch-Griinberg in German, then imperfectly read by Andrade and reimagined in a slangy Brazilian idiom
(and have now been translated by Dodson into a Southern-sounding American English). Many scenes are

fable-like, explaining the appearance of the moon or the stars, or the origins of Brazilian turns of phrase.,

A hero from birth, albeit one “with no character”, Macunaima is sly, seductive and malleable. His first adult
relationship is with Ci, described as “the mother of the forest”, an Indigenous woman who is as
mythological as she is human. (She later ascends to the heavens.) The child born from this union does not
survive, an event indicative of the fact that if the Europeanized culture of southern Brazil is not self-
sufficient, neither are those of Indigenous or Black Brazilians: all require hybridization. Mingling

mythologies, Andrade leaves no essentialism intact: every culture is adulterated; he deliberately blends



legends and gods from different regions of Brazil. Yet, in contrast to Alencar and later triumphalist
assertions of the country as a “racial democracy”, Andrade portrays these syncretisms as jarring, depriving
Brazilians of either shared traditions or a distinctive approach to modernity. As Macunaima journeys to So
Paulo, he jumps into a magical pool and emerges, though still recognizably himself, as a white man; his
brother Jigué, by contrast, “only managed to turn the color of new bronze”. This comment on the arbitrary
nature of racial identifications and their absence of any axiomatic link to cultural identity is central to

Andrade’s conception of a dilemma confronted not only by Brazil, but by every country in the Americas.

The counterpoint to Macunaima’s Indigenous and African world is never racially mixed Rio de Janeiro -
passed over in a few lines, though praised for its beauty - but always Sao Paulo. It is introduced in a
dithyrambic, mock-epic six-page passage as the inheritor of ancient Rome, a metropolis built on seven hills
whose spoken form of “the language of Camdes” is “enriched by the most authentic Italian”. It is in Sio
Paulo that Macunaima integrates himself into the debate over nation by “honing his proficiency in the two
languages of the land, spoken Brazilian and written Portuguese”. Macunaima’s arrival in Brazil’s largest city
from the interior inverts the heritage of Portuguese colonialism, which conquered the same area from the
sea. Though the city thrills them, the hero and his travelling companions finally return to their home
region. Realizing that, as a Brazilian hero, he has no specific quest to bring to fruition, and that his odyssey
has amounted to “no more than drifting through life”, Macunaima follows his first love, Ci, and ascends to

the stars.

While Macunaima’s integration of mythologies from animist cultures, along with its punning and
inventiveness, makes it a work of startling modernity, it remains the creation of a man of 1926. In his
thoughtful introduction John Keene invites the reader to see the novel’s racial slurs, sexism and sanguine
ingestion of Indigenous cultures as traits that represent the author’s attempt “to embody in thematic,
psychotic and synecdochic ways Brazilian culture in much of its fractious complexity”. It is not only Brazil’s
complexity that Mério de Andrade captures, but that of the Americas as a whole, and to some extent that of

the entire modern world.
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