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As I left Berkeley for a summer in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, the question of translating Brazil and its translatability in an international sphere both intrigued me and puzzled me. Images of Brazil had flooded the contemporary landscape, whether in the “Brasil” themed Macy’s ads promoting products like açaí beaded necklaces, scented soaps, and floral print dresses, or in the reiterations of samba, soccer, and Carnaval as the stereotypical essence of Brazil, or in the more recent proliferation and fetishization of favela violence. This visibility of Brazil internationally seems to correspond to the nation’s emergence as a politically and economically powerful BRIC country. In the upcoming years, Brazil’s international presence and importance will continue to increase, due in part to the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Summer Olympics. Studies of Brazil’s position as a new global power tend to focus on political or socio-economic considerations even though the images of Brazil circulating internationally are constructed primarily through a cultural lens. In my dissertation, I intend to examine how literature and the arts contribute to the creation and distribution of this recognizable, visible, and, quite often, consumable version of Brazil.

Rather than approach the global visibility as a contemporary phenomenon, I would like to trace this international version of Brazil to an earlier moment, in particular the second half of the 19th century. 
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By returning to this period, I hope to gain insight into the translatability of Brazil in its modern and contemporary iterations. Although Brazil’s place in the world has changed over the past century and a half, similar questions continue to inform the discourse and visions of the nation broadcast to an international community. During the waning years of the Brazilian Empire, debates over the nation and its presence in the international scene often guided the writings and actions of intellectuals, political figures, and business leaders. How could Brazil become visible as a modern industrial nation while remaining a monarchy where slavery had yet to be abolished? How could this international experience in turn influence the self-conception and subsequent realization of the modern nation? New venues for the circulation of ideas and images emerged in the 19th century that allowed for Brazil to enter into greater contact with an international sphere. In particular, print journalism and international expositions served as forums for the rhetorical and visual construction of the nation. My research concentrates on the ways in which Brazil becomes translated in two such venues: O Novo Mundo, a Portuguese-language journal published in New York from 1870 to 1879, and the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia. 

Published and edited by José Carlos Rodrigues, O Novo Mundo kept its primarily Brazilian readership aware of industrial, political, social, and artistic developments across the globe. Rodrigues, a Republican critic of the empire, emerged as an unofficial ambassador of culture between Brazil and the rest of the world, primarily the United States, through his journalism and his correspondence, which I consulted during my archival work at the Biblioteca Nacional and the Instituto Histórico e Geográfico Brasileiro. By virtue of his editorial decisions, he functioned as a curator framing a vision of the rest of the world to send to readers in Brazil. Articles and translations often explored progressive themes such as popular education, the social and economic effects of abolition, the role of industry, and other technological developments. The newspaper also exposed Brazilian readers to the latest in print journalism by circulating illustrations originally published in Harper’s Weekly and other U.S. publications. These processes of translation did not occur in a single direction from New York to Brazil. Rather, the journal provided Brazilians with the opportunity to voice alternative perspectives on the national question. For instance, Machado de Assis published his meditations on the instinct of nationality in Brazilian literature in O Novo Mundo. In his 1873 piece, Machado proposed that literature could be Brazilian without limiting itself to depictions of “local color.” This view expanded the conception of national identity within the arts. O Novo Mundo challenged limited definitions of the nation with its transnational circulation and its international outlook. 

Moreover, Rodrigues promoted the study of Brazil and the Portuguese language within the United States through his personal communication with students, scholars, and scientists. His newspaper commented on Brazilians studying at Cornell, Lehigh, and other universities in the US. He further contributed to the international visibility of his home country with the detailed account of Brazil’s presence at the 1876 International Exposition. The articles and images published in O Novo Mundo provide an entrance into the world of the Philadelphia exhibition and Dom Pedro II’s coinciding visit. Among Portuguese-language journals, O Novo Mundo provided the most thorough documentation of the expo and the emperor’s visit. Additional archival research at the Biblioteca Nacional and the Museu Imperial in Petrópolis has contributed to my vision of the exposition and Dom Pedro’s US travels. As the emperor, Dom Pedro was the official face of Brazil in the world. With his interest in culture and his fascination with technology, he humanized the monarchy and attempted to elevate Brazil’s international profile. Traveling across the United States, the emperor noted similarities, as well as differences, between the two largest nations of the Americas. The highlight of the emperor’s continental travels was most likely his central role in the inauguration of Philadelphia’s Centennial Exposition. Of the American nations, Brazil was the only country, other than the host nation, to have its own pavilion. In its displays, Brazil showcased its agricultural products, most notably coffee and cotton, its natural resources, and its unique flora and fauna. The narratives and catalogues accompanying the exposition created a portrait of a modern Brazil through lists of facts, numbers, and demographics, a precursor to the contemporary nation.

While I spent much of my time excavating dusty books, microfiche files, and assorted letters for insights into the life of José Carlos Rodrigues and the experience of Brazilians in New York during the 19th century, I also attempted to immerse myself in contemporary Brazilian culture. How do questions of Brazil’s visibility and translatability within the Americas and beyond – considerations that have their roots in the Brazil of Dom Pedro II – unfold in the current moment? Brazil no longer has to travel to Philadelphia to display itself to the world. Now, the world comes to Brazil for events like Rio+20, the World Cup, and the Olympiads. The country still attempts to minimize its problems and highlight its natural and cultural resources para o inglês ver. Perhaps the expression would be more accurate as para o inglês não ver given the oversights and omissions within these idealized representations of the nation. Certain segments of the population are rendered invisible through “pacification” programs or the construction of physical barriers. In the meantime, the government evokes a discourse that recalls the rhetorical practices of the 19th century. During the period of Rio+20 in June, postcards produced by the Brazilian government were scattered throughout the kiosks and cafés of the city. The cards featured carefully arranged photos of meat, coffee beans, orange juice, and caipirinhas paired with a caption in Portuguese and English praising the quality and supremacy of these Brazilian products before concluding that, “Brasil. Um dos maiores produtores e exportadores de alimentos do Planeta, com a qualidade que todo o mundo já conhece.” Brazil is more than just a producer and exporter of quality alimentation. In both its modern and contemporary iterations, it is a nation of contrasts and complexities aiming for visibility within an international sphere. As my investigation continues, I will delve further into questions of visibility and translatability. Perhaps the literary realm will emerge as a space of critique that allows for the contestation of the more visible manifestations of the nation. 

