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This book revisits a significant period in Brazilian history. At the time
when Rio de Janeiro was still the federal capital, plans were set in motion
for the establishment of a museum of modern art. However, the institu-
tion was not founded solely on the basis of art and culture. Politics, soft
power, media, education, international influences, and strategic part-
nerships also shaped this space, which became a landmark of modern
architecture, built on newly reclaimed land extending into the waters of
Guanabara Bay: the Aterro do Flamengo. The essays collected in this vo-
lume reveal how the exhibitions held at MAM Rio engaged with a broad
range of interests, becoming arenas where various forces operated and
expanded the museum’s geopolitical reach. Acting as both a catalyst and
a promoter of exchange, the museum fostered and experienced partner-
ships on both national and international scales. Its history was deeply
intertwined with the life of the city itself. After the inauguration of Bra-
silia, the museum faced political marginalization and financial decline,
yet it also served as a site of resistance during the military dictatorship.
The multiple perspectives presented in this volume allow us to unders-
tand the impact of MAM Rio’s activities over its first three decades of
operation.
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Preface
Ends and Beginnings: MAM Rio against the grain

SABRINA PARRACHO SANT’ANNA

ExposicGes e conexdes internacionais no Museu de Arte Moderna do
Rio de Janeiro (1948-1978) [International Exhibitions and Connections at
the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro (1948—-1978)] is the result of
a collaborative research project focused on an institution that played a key
role in shaping the Brazilian art system. Alongside other museums founded
in the same period, the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro (MAM Rio)
was instrumental in transforming the landscape of Brazilian modern art in
the second half of the 20th century. The research, the result of many hands
at work, brings together a range of distinct perspectives on the museum’s
activities, unified by a focus on the exhibitions it hosted. The decision to
concentrate on the three most significant decades of MAM Rio’s trajectory
enables a long-term view that cuts across the broader history of the country.
From the democratic period to the military regime, the studies presented
here delve into an institution that is strained by the twists and turns of
national politics.

The book’s introduction begins by stating the decision to adopt a
geopolitical lens as an analytical perspective, which seems appropriate and
offers new perspectives on an institution that has already been extensively
studied. Looking at MAM Rio through the processes of international political
dispute feels particularly relevant today, as nation-states once again position
themselves as deliberate actors and revive strategies of cultural warfare and
soft power—so central to the period discussed here. If the present serves
as a standpoint from which we can reassess historical phenomena, viewing
MAM Rio from the perspective of the international relations it promoted and
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in which it was involved allows us to reconsider its role in the public sphere
and in political activity, drawing attention to the limits of art’s autonomy.

Indeed, the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro was created through
an international network of relations, evident both in the correspondence
with Nelson Rockefeller during its founding and in the network of social
actors who enabled its institutionalization. Many of these were connected
to the Itamaraty [Brazil’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs], to diplomatic work in
international cooperation institutions such as the UN and UNESCO, or to
the broader network of international capitalism. The actors who played a
leading role in the museum’s creation belonged to elites committed to the
internationalization of Brazilian art and to various national development
projects. As Maria Lucia Bueno has already noted, although the process of
art internationalization began in the nineteenth century, from the end of
World War Il onward, it was carried out through a communication system
operating from international centers.! Even though we rarely associate
museum institutions with the dissemination of new media, Andreas Huyssen
drew attention to the process of musealization as an explosion of memory
brought about by the incorporation of new forms of cultural dissemination.?

In the case of museum institutions, from the postwar period onward,
the dissemination of art came to center on a new model of cultural facility—
extensively debated by UNESCO—that took the model of North American
museums as a successful standard for democratizing access to art. MAM
Rio was a pioneer in adopting new museological practices, though the shift
became especially tangible starting in the 1960s. Following the seminar “The
Museum as a Cultural Centre in the Development of the Community,” held by
UNESCO in Tokyo in 1960, the journal Museum would extensively debate the
new role to be assigned to exhibition institutions.®> From that point on, the
expression cultural center became widely used in the journal. Associating the
image of European museums with mausoleums, as Adorno had already done,
the authors published in the journal introduced the idea of the museum as an
institution directed toward the general public.

The debates that guided the reconstruction of MAM Rio after the tragic
fire of 1978—and that opposed the formation of a permanent collection to
the model of a cultural center, embodied in the image of the newly created
Centre Georges Pompidou—demonstrate that, over the museum’s first
three decades, exhibition spaces ceased to focus on building a collection

1. Bueno, 2021.
2. Huyssen, 1997.
3. Griffing, 1963.
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and on the figure of the conservator, and instead became multifunctional
facilities, oriented toward programming driven by temporary exhibitions
and the circulation of international shows, organized by curators. At that
moment, alongside the proposal by critic Mario Pedrosa for the creation of
the Museu das Origens [Museum of Origins], much of the debate focused on
the alternative of a center for cultural dissemination structured around short-
term exhibitions. Following the loss of a significant part of the museum’s
collection, the most feasible path forward was to continue with a project for
a permanent cultural facility open to temporary shows.*

This model—already present, albeit in a less clearly defined form,
in the original project of MAM Rio—enabled the proliferation of traveling
exhibitions, the formation of a transnational network of institutions, and, as
Allain Quemin has already pointed out, contributed to the widely circulated
recognition that the world center of modern and contemporary art shifted
from Paris to the poles of Anglo-Saxon culture and, above all, to New York.®
The creation of the Museum of Modern Art of Rio—and of other museums
in Brazil and around the world, from the second half of the 20th century
onward—thus forms part of the development of a global network of museum
institutions and was integral to a profound transformation in international
geopolitics.

However, a first point | would like to highlight is that the research
presented here—based on careful documentary investigation—shows that
this process, although closely linked to transnational dynamics of dispute,
depends on negotiations intrinsic to the institutions and is embodied in
concrete local social relations, giving rise to new forms of art and processes of
consecration. Thus, although grounded in geopolitical analysis, this book has
the merit of avoiding the pitfalls of interpretations that have often reduced
complex processes to their outcomes. While Eva Cockroft circulated well-
known interpretations of the militant role played by North American museum
institutions during the Cold War,® often overlooking internal divisions and
conflicts within the context of McCarthyism, the research assembled here
presents, in a sophisticated way, a process that is not predetermined but
rather takes shape through concrete disputes and negotiations—through
competition among international agents and local actors with specific
interests who, ultimately, bring the exhibitions analyzed here into being.

4. Sant’anna, 2014.
5. Quemin, 2002.
6. Cockroft, 1974.
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If Vera Beatriz Siqueira’s chapter once again revisits the well-known
relationship between Rockefeller, Castro Maya, and elite agents from the
federal capital, her analysis of the museum’s inaugural exhibition—focused
on contemporary European art and on loans from early supporters—
demonstrates that the creation of MAM Rio relied on feasible negotiations,
the collections of local elites, and resources available at the time. Indeed,
the web of consensus and controversy that enabled the museum’s intense
programming during those years recurs throughout the volume and is
especially underscored in Daria Jaremtchuk’s chapter on the series of
American traveling exhibitions that reached MAM Rio in this period.
International competition and the limited resources available for the
museum’s consolidation reveal that long-term processes are not always
predictable and depend on a multitude of variables.

Alsoin this regard, the chapters by Emerson Dionisio—on Portinari’s work
in Israel—and by Maria Luisa Luz Tavora—on the organization of the Jovem
Gravura Nacional [Young National Printmaking] exhibition and its relationship
with informal abstraction—offer careful analyses of how international
geopolitics draws on the specific dynamics of Brazilian art production to
take shape and gain resonance. The success of strategies implemented by
ministries of foreign affairs, embassies, and diplomatic bodies likewise
depends—if not primarily—on how these efforts are interpreted and taken
up by local artists.

A second point worth highlighting is the significant body of research
assembled here that examines the key role of the Sdo Paulo Biennials in the
circulation of exhibitions across the country, and particularly at MAM Rio.
As a focus of MoMA's interest—which especially valued the establishment
of a Biennial outside Europe capable of challenging the Venice Biennale
as a central platform for the dissemination of modern art—the exhibition
positioned Brazil as a key node in the international art system’s network of
circulation. It is worth noting that some exhibitions studied in this volume
are the direct result of efforts by embassies located outside the axis of
established modern European art to bring visibility to art in their respective
countries. On the one hand, the chapter by Maria de Fatima Morethy Couto
specifically highlights the exhibition of English artists at the inauguration of
the museum’s permanent headquarters in the Aterro do Flamengo. Alongside
Daria Jaremtchuk’s discussion of the American exhibitions at MAM, the
case study—by examining the British Council’s efforts to bring the United
Kingdom’s representation at the 4 Biennial to MAM Rio—is emblematic
of the broader attempts by Anglo-Saxon countries to consolidate their



Maria de Fatima Morethy Couto e Moema de Bacelar Alves (eds.) 13

art systems internationally, as discussed by Quemin.” On the other hand,
Michiko Okano’s chapter, on the traveling exhibitions of Japanese art at the
Biennials and at the museum, demonstrates how the Biennials, while serving
to promote a new geopolitical paradigm, also played a key role in diversifying
national narratives and expanding the global landscape of contemporary art.

In turn, in addition to shedding light on an important period in the history
of the museum and of the country, Renata Zago’s chapter—by addressing
the boycott of the 10" S3o Paulo Biennial during the Military Dictatorship,
the debates surrounding the French representation at the event, and the
traveling of the tapestry exhibition to MAM Rio—masterfully demonstrates
that processes are not linear but depend on a finely woven network of
negotiations between the interests of international political agents and
local actors. In the political dynamics surrounding the exhibition of French
tapestries, both the tensions over the role of art institutions in resisting the
authoritarian regime—through the movement led by Pedrosa and Restany—
and the negotiations over the image of French art and Brazilian institutions
came into play. Within this intricate tangle of consensus and controversy, the
exhibition emerges as the possible agreement—one that draws attention, of
course, to the country’s political moment, but also to the significance of art
in the struggle for cultural hegemony.

Finally, if the initial chapters draw attention to Brazil’s position in the
construction of a hierarchical network of international relations, it is also
important to highlight a third point, represented by the final group of texts,
which point to alternative forms of agency made possible by the development
of the international art network. As the research of Patricia Corréa, Moema
de Bacelar Alves, and Renata Gomes Cardoso demonstrates, beyond the
dominant north-south flow, MAM Rio also positioned itself as a significant
node in the establishment of relationships among South American artists and
institutions—part of a diversification process not always subject to control.

Itistrue thatthe notion of Latin American art was coined as a classification
imposed from outside the countries it seeks to define. As Maria de Fatima
Morethy Couto has shown, regional identity often arises from the interest of
hegemonic centers, driven by the “need to feed an expanding art market in
search of new products to commercialize in an expanded circuit, increasingly
committed to optimizing the circulation of works and exhibitions.”® In fact,
as the chapters in the third part of this volume demonstrate, the 1950s
and 1960s witnessed the consolidation of exchanges among the countries

7. Quemin, 2002.
8. Couto, 2012, p. 99
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of the Southern Cone. The attention given by the press to the speech by
Janio Quadros at the opening of the exhibition Artistas Contemporaneos da
Argentina [Contemporary Artists of Argentina], studied by Alves, attests to
the close connection between the museum’s programming and the national
and international political contexts.

In a recent text, Maria Lucia Bueno examined the role of Nelson
Rockefeller in the consolidation of a regional identity through the formation
of MoMA'’s Latin American art collection and the construction of a cohesive
image for the continent.’ Indeed, as Patricia Corréa’s chapter aptly observes,
the patron’s presence at the opening of the Fridl Loos exhibition was hardly
accidental, triangulating relations between the United States and its Latin
American partners. In fact, Vera Beatriz Siqueira had already noted, from its
earliest years, MAM Rio contributed to the circulation of traveling exhibitions
that would reinforce MoMA'’s collecting of Latin American art objects. David
Rockefeller’s reception of the “ceramic figurines,” along with the exhibitions
discussed in the final three chapters of this volume, exemplifies this same
movement.

It seems symptomatic, therefore, that in 1978, a considerable portion of
Joaquin Torres Garcia’s work was lost in the MAM Rio fire. As the final group of
chaptersinthis volume demonstrates, the international circulation of traveling
exhibitions—in which MAM Rio was both a participant and a contributor—
also made possible an exhibition agenda organized by neighboring countries,
as well as a constellation of relationships between artists and regional
institutions. It is no coincidence that the work of the Uruguayan artist was on
display at that moment. As several texts in this volume point out, the notion
of modernity promoted by MAM Rio was frequently associated with abstract
form and, in particular, with the various constructive projects developed
across Latin America. Even though Torres Garcia’s formal vocabulary differed
considerably from the constructive trend that ultimately gained prominence
in Brazil, an important group of artists—guided by their own understanding
of abstraction and based in the region—were exhibited at the museum, at
times challenging the forms consecrated by hegemonic institutions on the
international stage.

However, if in 1978 the works of Torres Garcia—as well as a significant
part of the collection that embodied the institution’s project—were reduced
to ashes, the intensity of the debates sparked by the crisis also draws
attention to connections that often subverted the expected meaning of
regional integration. Mario Pedrosa’s proposal for the Museum of Origins,

9. Bueno, 2025.
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even if considered at the time an eccentric proposition, reflected a set of
debates that emerged from a network of relationships established during his
years of exile in Chile!® and coincided with what Talisson Melo has called a
“Latin Americanist turn” in his analysis of Aracy Amaral’s role at the Sdo Paulo
Biennial Foundation.™

If the MAM fire can be considered a marker of an ending, that dramatic
moment also witnessed the emergence of other forms of art agency. The
decision to conclude the book with a trio of chapters on the geopolitics of the
South is, therefore, particularly fitting and underscores the idea that endings
can also give rise to new beginnings.

10. Sant’anna, 2019.
11. Melo, 2021.






Introduction

This book is the result of a research project supported by CNPq
(Process 407548/2021-1), aimed at mapping and analyzing the international
exhibitions held at the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro (hereafter
referred to as MAM Rio) between 1948 and 1978. These exhibits originated
in countries from Western and Eastern Europe, the Americas, and, to a lesser
extent, the Middle East, Africa, and Asia. They brought together artists or
groups whose work held significant symbolic importance for each exhibition’s
specific theme or context.

The research unfolded in two phases, aiming to examine the political
and ideological dimensions underlying these exhibitions. In the first phase,
we selected, from the extensive list of exhibitions held at MAM Rio from
1948 to 1978, those that generated the most debate in the local artistic
scene and raised compelling questions for investigation. In the second phase,
we examined the political and ideological dimensions underlying these
exhibitions, seeking to understand their articulation within their countries
and institutions of origin, as well as the role of official agencies and the
diplomatic corps in facilitating their international circulation.

The inventory and analysis of this set of international exhibitions provided
more profound insight into the proactive roles certain countries played in the
Brazilian cultural landscape during this period. This was examined in relation
to interactions within the international geopolitical framework and the
significance of so-called soft power in South America. Additionally, it enabled
the identification of exhibition circulation networks within the local artistic
scene and underscored MAM Rio’s role as a driving force in fostering artistic
circuits across Brazil. Furthermore, it facilitated the recognition of regional
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and continental networks, the examination of their specific effects on the art
scenes of Brazil and other South American countries, and the development
of a modern—contemporary art history written from alternative perspectives.

On the international level, the time frame chosen for this research
coincides with the end of World War Il and the establishment of the Cold
War, concluding with the economic and cultural adjustments brought
about by successive international oil crises, which affected global
geopolitical relations and had significant repercussions on the arts. Our
hypothesis is that, during this period, institutions legitimizing art and
culture functioned as crucial spaces for social and political articulation in
diplomatic and commercial activities. However, this reality shifted in the
globalized contemporary world from the late 1980s onward, when artistic
and cultural spaces and events were no longer central to contemporary
cultural diplomacy practices. At the domestic level in Brazil, the time frame
is justified, first, by the establishment of a network of cultural institutions
aimed at promoting contemporary artistic production, particularly in
the country’s two major metropolises (Rio de Janeiro and S3ao Paulo). It
concludes with the 1978 fire at MAM Rio and the resulting cultural crisis,
which unfolded during the military dictatorship.

The first modern art museums in Brazil, inspired by the model of the
Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York and directly supported
by Nelson Rockefeller, sought to establish themselves as dynamic and
pedagogical institutions. They aimed to serve as intermediaries between
the public and the artwork, breaking disciplinary boundaries. Their goal was
to evolve into spaces that promoted both new domestic and international
trends, creating a diverse and plural agenda that encompassed not only
exhibitions of traditional art forms (painting, sculpture, prints, and drawings)
but also showcases of decorative arts, industrial design, tapestries, posters,
photography, stage design, and more. Additionally, they established dedicated
departments to foster modern practices, such as photography and cinema,
alongside ongoing educational activities.

The programming of the new Brazilian museums was shaped through
institutional negotiations, in which interpersonal relationships played a
significant role, including in the formation of international collaborations.
It encompassed both individual and group exhibitions—domestic and
international in scope—as well as didactic exhibitions, roundtables, and
conferences featuring guests from diverse backgrounds. Museum bulletins
and publications, as well as the local and national press, extensively
covered these events. Notably, the involvement of art critics, members of
the press, and influential newspaper owners—such as Assis Chateaubriand
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(MASP) and Niomar Moniz Sodré (MAM Rio)—who were actively engaged
in the institutional life of these new museums, was crucial in promoting and
increasing the visibility of these initiatives.

As Sabrina Sant’anna observes, in its early years, MAM Rio sought to
establish itself as a dynamic institution—one that “changed its appearance
regularly. To this end, it chose to hold a new exhibition almost every month.”
According to the author, the decision to make temporary exhibitions its
hallmark “highlighted the museum’s desire for movement and its use of
innovation as a public draw.”*?

During Raymundo de Castro Maya'’s presidency of MAM Rio (1947-1951),
the concept of transience was explored through the use of various venues—
one of which was a temporary structure built on the pilotis of the Ministry of
Education and Health building. This approach, along with the organization of
exhibitions in other cultural spaces, helped establish a narrative of modern
art that celebrated the fluidity and mobility of its aesthetic values. After his
departure and the election of Niomar Moniz Sodré as executive director, the
museum shifted focus toward connecting with the everyday public, working
to build its audience by actively promoting its agenda:

In this second phase of the museum’s institutionalization (1951-1958),
there was an intense effort to publicize its activities. MAM bulletins were
published almost monthly, nearly all exhibitions were accompanied by
catalogs, book sales became a priority, and, above all, the institution’s
promotional materials were widely disseminated in newspapers. It was, in
fact, through the press that the museum sought to make its mission public
and bring it to fruition.®

Although MAM Rio is a frequent subject of study in the field of visual
arts, few studies analyze its role in the domestic and international artistic
scene through the lens of international exhibitions and the relationships it
forged with institutions, cultural funding agencies, and diplomatic agents.
By positioning our research at the intersection of artistic, cultural, and
geopolitical interests, this publication aims to contribute to the development
of alternative historiographical perspectives on Brazilian art, with a focus
on the artistic, cultural, and political dimensions inherent in institutional
dynamics.

12. Sant’anna, 2011, p. 116.

13. Idem, p. 108. Unless otherwise noted, all quotations originally in Portuguese or Spanish
have been translated into English. Quotations that appeared in English in the original text are
presented as it is.
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Theoretical and Methodological Aspects

For the development of this research, we employed a methodology
grounded in the theoretical and conceptual frameworks derived from
bibliographic debates on the circulation of artworks and objects after World
War Il. We understand that this mobility is linked to a form of geopolitics of art
that emerged from a new international political and economic configuration.
In analyzing this evolving artistic landscape, traditional methodologies in
Art History have proven insufficient, as the scope of the debates requires
knowledge from various disciplines, such as Cold War Studies, Cultural
Diplomacy, and Latin American History. Therefore, it becomes evident that
the breadth of perspectives and the need for diversified research strategies
in studying international exhibitions during this period have constituted the
first challenge faced by the team.

Likewise, archives are at the center of this research, as they serve as the
fundamental anchor for constructing our own object of study. Itis the archives
that preserve the primary sources that enable the survey of international
art exhibitions, a theme that, in our view, has not been widely explored by
national historiography.

For the most part, these documentary sources, understood here as
traces left by the events, are housed in national and foreign institutions that
the project team will consult. Among these institutions, we highlight: Arquivo
do MAM Rio, Arquivo Castro Maya, Centro de Pesquisa do MASP, Arquivo
Histérico Wanda Svevo da Fundacdo Bienal de Sdo Paulo, Arquivo do Museu de
Arte Contemporanea da Universidade de S3o Paulo, Biblioteca Paulo Mendes
de Almeida — Centro de Estudos Luis Martins do MAM SP, Arquivo Nacional
(Fundo Niomar Moniz Sodré), Fundacdo Getulio Vargas—CPDOC (Fundo Flexa
Ribeiro), Arquivo Central do Itamaraty (Brasilia), Arquivo da Fundagdo Japdo/
Tokyo, Arquivo do Museu da Imigracdo Japonesa, MoMA Archives (NYC),
British Council Archive (UK), Tate Archive (UK), Archives Nationales (Paris),
Bibliotheque de I'Institut National d’Histoire de I'Art (INHA), Bibliotheque
Kandinsky do Musée National d’Art Moderne (Centre Pompidou), Archivio
Storico delle Arti Contemporanee (Bienal de Veneza), Mobilier National
Gobelins Archive (Paris), Archivo de la Fundacién IDA — Investigacion en
Disefio Argentino (Buenos Aires), Archivo del Museo de la Historia del Traje
(Buenos Aires), Archivo Historico del Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores de
la Argentina (Buenos Aires), Biblioteca Nacional Mariano Moreno (Buenos
Aires), International Center for the Arts of the Americas at the Museum of
Fine Arts (online), Archivo Digital del Museo de Arte Moderno (Buenos Aires),
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Archivo Digital de la Fundacidon Espigas (Buenos Aires), and the Hemeroteca
Digital da Biblioteca Nacional do Rio de Janeiro.

Among the materials of interest preserved by these institutions are
exhibition catalogs, photographs of artworks and exhibitions, brochures,
diplomatic correspondence, technical reports, letters, official documents,
telegrams, records from private and public institutions, technical
specifications for exhibition setups, insurance policies for artworks, event
evaluations, conference records, and various publications. Thus, compiling
these primary sources enables the research team to refute, refine, or validate
the hypotheses developed throughout the project.

Regarding the nature of our research sources, press reviews are crucial for
the historical reconstruction of exhibitions and for assessing their impact and
reception. During the period covered by this project, cultural journalism held a
prominent place in periodicals, not only publishing information about artistic
and cultural agendas but also fostering debates and cultivating audiences
for the arts. Articles on exhibitions, for instance, provide valuable data on
the events, along with references and aesthetic and artistic arguments that
resonated within the cultural sphere. After all, these columns were written
by art critics and specialized journalists—qualified professionals who were
often involved in multiple roles and environments, such as serving on jury
panels, sitting on museum committees, writing texts for exhibition catalogs,
curating exhibitions at galleries and museums, and organizing or presenting
Brazilian art delegations at international events.

The History of Exhibitions has emerged as a distinct field of research
over the past two decades, focusing on both historical and often overlooked
exhibitions. Theorists such as Jérome Glicenstein (2009; 2015), Felix Vogel
(2014), and Julian Myers (2011) trace the growing interest in past exhibitions
to the professionalization of the curator’s role in the 1970s and the subsequent
establishment of curatorial studies programs within academia. These scholars
argue that the field has primarily emphasized the curator’s role, curatorial
concepts, and exhibit layouts—often at the expense of more in-depth
analyses of the artist or artwork itself. As a result, certain exhibitions have
been canonized, most of which, with few exceptions, are in Europe and the
United States. The reenactment of key exhibitions has further contributed to
the fetishization of curatorship, artworks, and objects, reinforcing the current
boom in the art market. Moreover, debates about the epistemology of the
History of Exhibitions remain unresolved: while some scholars recognize it as



22 Exhibitions and International Connections at the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro (1948-1978)

an independent and specialized field, others view it as a subfield within the
broader discipline of Art History. 14

Regarding the milestones of this research, we recognize that the History
of Exhibitions has broadened narratives about the arts, particularly by
shifting the focus away from artworks considered in isolation and from the
biographical elements of artists toward a greater interest in the articulation
between extra-aesthetic elements. However, this project does not prioritize
analyses of curators or curatorial proposals, which are central to the field
of the History of Exhibitions. Consequently, our investigations do not fall
entirely within this epistemological field, although we draw on key concepts
and ideas from it for our research. This methodological distinction is justified
because the international exhibitions we examine are linked, as already
indicated, to a new geopolitical configuration that turned the art world into a
field of disputes of various kinds. More specifically, in the period under study,
the ideological, political, economic, and diplomatic contexts are crucial for
analyzing the international circulation of art exhibitions.

It is also important to note that, for the analysis of international
exhibitions, a geopolitical perspective has proven valuable in understanding
the dynamics of agency, which have been underexplored by monographic
studies and works of art. As Catherine Dossin points out, geopolitical
analysis “can provide a model to understand the shifts in the power
structure of the art worlds by analyzing the way in which the various
protagonists—whether countries, institutions, or individuals—constructed
their own interpretations of the events, and how their own views,
ambitions, and strategies wound up creating and shaping those events.”**
By examining the circulation of international exhibitions, we aim to reveal
the disputes surrounding narratives about the structure of the modern and
contemporary art system.

Similarly, cultural diplomacy has become an area of increasing interest
among researchers across various fields, including the arts. Various authors
have already discussed how the arts and culture have served as important
arenas for social engagement in diplomatic activities and how they have
become privileged subjects for shaping positive and assertive national

14. Among the authors on these esses debates: see the website: https://www.
britishartstudies.ac.uk/issues/issue-index/issue-13/why-exhibition-histories, consulted
on May 20, 2022; Greenberg, Reesa et al. “Introduction.” In: Thinking about Exhibitions
(1996); Myers, Julian. “On the Value of a History of Exhibitions.” The Exhibitionist, n. 4,
pp. 2428, 2011; Vidokle, Anton. “Art Without Artists?” eflux journal 16 (May 2010): https://
www.eflux.com/journal/16/61285/art-without-artists.

15. Dossin, 2021, p. 129.
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identities. As Edgard Telles Ribeiro notes,*® “there is nothing transient about
cultural relations. [...] On the contrary, they transcend government actions,
consolidating and expanding through their own channels. Among other
reasons, this is because they are more enduring—and more reliable.”’

Artistic and cultural events can thus be viewed as a kind of calling card
that, within the context of international circulation, often serves to represent
national forms and symbols effectively and persistently. As Acir Pimenta
Madeira Filho explains, cultural diplomacy is a “foreign policy strategy
used by governments as a catalyst for dialogue, cooperation, and peaceful
coexistence among peoples [and] can also be considered a prime vehicle
for symbolic representations.” It functions as “a tool of action to ensure a
country’s influence or expand its presence in the international arena.” He
further asserts that cultural diplomacy has become a valuable instrument
in foreign relations, essential for “governments in defining their external
priorities.”*®

Preliminarily, an examination of the documentation on international
exhibitions suggests that diplomats, in addition to representing their countries
of origin, played a decisive role in the circulation of national symbolic and
cultural goods. While the diplomatic corps typically follows their country’s
foreign policy, in many instances, their responsibilities extend beyond this.
Well-versed in and integrated into local cultural scenes, diplomats mediated
between institutions, facilitated connections between the sending and
receiving agents of exhibitions, managed practical aspects such as customs
procedures, and even intervened in various stages of exhibition production.
In other words, the role of the diplomatic corps in the context of international
exhibitions warrants further study and understanding.

Among the objectives of the cases studied in this publication are:
understanding the aesthetic debates sparked by international exhibitions
and their reverberations in local and national contexts; investigating, from
transnational historiographical perspectives, the conception of national
art history underlying certain international exhibitions and their possible
divergences; understanding the motivations that led the originating
institutions to organize such exhibitions and propose them to other
countries, highlighting their geopolitical and artistic dimensions; recovering,
when possible, the exhibition design projects of the selected exhibitions;

16. Telles Ribeiro, 2011, p. 46.

17. Commercial agreements and political rapprochements, Telles Ribeiro asserts, are by
definition transient mechanisms” (Idem, ibidem).

18. Madeira Filho, 2016, pp. 27-28.
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examining exhibition catalog texts as discursive practices that propagate
artistic canons; assessing the impact of the selected exhibitions on local and
regional debates and the development of artistic and intellectual networks;
and evaluating the influence of the selected exhibitions in promoting
artistic poetics and movements, as well as in fostering the formation of
new collections in Brazil.



Part |
Modernities on Display

Since its inception, the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro has
played a pivotal role in shaping the public sphere for modern art in Brazil.
It contributed to the construction of a distinct narrative of modernity that
framed key aesthetic debates surrounding the advocacy of artistic and
cultural modernization. As part of its ambitious pedagogical mission, the
museum aimed to cultivate public perception and encourage the acceptance
of modern artists and movements, thereby establishing the foundation for
these ongoing artistic and cultural dialogues.

The first section of the book examines, through the study of three specific
cases, how the exhibitions held by the museum became integrated into
this broader narrative. Vera Beatriz Siqueira analyzes MAM Rio’s inaugural
exhibition (1949), exploring how the defense of modern art in Brazil involved
the intersection of private taste and public institutions, local and international
values, and the tension between avant-garde and tradition. Emerson Dionisio
focuses on Portinari’s 1958 exhibition, which showcased a collection of
drawings and paintings inspired by his visit to Israel, illustrating the circulation
of these works across the Middle East, Europe, and Latin America. Maria
Luisa Tavora investigates the second itinerant edition of the Jovem Gravura
Nacional exhibition, displayed at MAM Rio in 1967. Her primary objective is
to expand the narratives surrounding modern printmaking, the “Informal”
trend in abstraction, the role of MAM Rio, and the networks that shaped the
Brazilian art scene from the 1950s to the 1970s.

Based on these case studies, which cover the first three decades of MAM
Rio’s activities, the discussion will address several significant themes, including
the formation of a network of cultural agents dedicated to promoting artistic
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modernity; the establishment of criteria for critically evaluating modern
art in Brazil; the conception of the museum as a civilizational presence; the
interplay between the Brazilian cultural elite and international agents and
values; the definition of a canon that includes both foreign and Brazilian
artists (emerging and established); the debate between abstraction and
figuration; and the modes of cultural circulation during the periods of the
Good Neighbor Policy, the Cold War, and the military dictatorship.



Modern Art at the Crossroads: The Inaugural
Exhibition of the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro

VERA BEATRIZ SIQUEIRA

The inaugural exhibition of the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro
(MAM Rio), titled Pintura Européia Contempordnea [Contemporary European
Painting], opened on January 20, 1949, coinciding with the feast day of
the city’s patron saint, Saint Sebastian [Fig. 1]. At the time, the museum’s
president, industrialist, and collector Raymundo de Castro Maya was an
enthusiastic carioca (though born in Paris). He authored articles on urban
issues, participated in the Association of Friends of Rio de Janeiro, supported
initiatives to preserve the city’s heritage, and coordinated the renovation
and restoration of Tijuca Forest in the 1940s. His company, Gordura de Coco
Carioca, proudly reflected its local roots in its name. Castro Maya also focused
much of his collecting efforts on Brasiliana works, particularly those depicting
images of Rio.
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Fig. 1. Cover of the catalog for the exhibition Pintura Européia Contempordnea, Museum
of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro, 1949. Collection: Research and Documentation MAM Rio.
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The worship of Saint Sebastian, a 3"-century martyr from Milan revered
as a protector against famine, plagues, and wars, was introduced to Brazil
by Portuguese colonizers. Over time, this devotion became deeply rooted
in popular culture, intertwining with the identity of the city once named
S3do Sebastido do Rio de Janeiro. Therefore, the choice of January 20 for
the museum’s inaugural exhibition was far from coincidental. The opening
represented a landmark event for the city, which was then the federal
capital. It held special significance for Castro Maya, particularly within Brazil’s
evolving cultural geopolitics.

The project to establish MAM Rio emerged within the broader context of
ongoing debates about modern art institutions in Brazil. Its official registration
took place in 1947, the same year the Sdo Paulo Museum of Art (MASP) was
founded by newspaper magnate Francisco de Assis Chateaubriand Bandeira
de Mello (Assis Chateaubriand) under the direction of Italian art critic and
dealer Pietro Maria Bardi. Initially, Chateaubriand considered opening the
museum in Rio de Janeiro but ultimately decided that Sdo Paulo offered a
more favorable environment for raising the necessary funds for its creation
and operation. While MASP’s collection encompasses a wide historical range,
the museum quickly positioned itself as a counterpoint to the Pinacoteca do
Estado de S3o Paulo (Sado Paulo State Art Gallery), which was then associated
with academic art, by incorporating modern works. Chateaubriand himself
described MASP as a “museum of ancient and modern art” when inviting
Bardi to lead the institution.®

At the same time, industrialist Francisco Matarazzo Sobrinho (Ciccillo
Matarazzo) began showcasing modern artworks at the headquarters
of Metalma—Metallrgica Matarazzo, taking the initial steps toward
realizing his dream of founding a Museum of Modern Art in Sdo Paulo
(MAM SP). Since the mid-1940s, members of Sdo Paulo’s elite had been
corresponding with Nelson Rockefeller, then director of the Museum of
Modern Art (MoMA) in New York, to establish institutional connections
to support the creation of MAM SP. Rockefeller visited Brazil in 1946,
meeting with collectors and intellectuals in both S3o Paulo and Rio de
Janeiro to encourage the establishment of museums dedicated to modern
art in the country.

Before returning to the United States, Nelson Rockefeller wrote to
Raymundo de Castro Maya to express his gratitude for the hospitality
extended at his home. Using stationery from the Copacabana Palace Hotel,
he began the letter with effusive praise for Castro Maya’s “country house” in

19. Bardi, 1982, p. 10.
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Alto da Boa Vista—now the Museu do Acude—whose terrace, with its view
of the sea, reminded him of what “Paradise must look like.” Rockefeller then
highlighted the charm and appeal of Brazilian estates for Americans interested
in colonial art and architecture before returning to the theme of modernity.
He emphasized that an appreciation for the art of the past does not diminish
the commitment to supporting contemporary creation. He closed the letter
by stating:

It was a privilege for me to meet Rubens Borba de Moraes, Oscar
Niemeyer, Alcides da Rocha Miranda, Rodrigo de Mello Franco, Anibal
Machado, and others, and to discuss the formation of a Museum of
Modern Art here. | brought along some pictures with the idea that, if
| gave some of them to this group, it might stimulate the movement.
Of course, it is not easy to organize people on behalf of modern art
anywhere; however, remembering that your name was among those
on the committee to study the possibilities of developing something
along this line, | hope you will be able to lend the movement your
assistance and help.?

From that point onward, Castro Maya contributed an initial 100,000
cruzeiros to the institution and assumed the role of president of the
Organizational Committee of the Museum of Modern Art in Rio de Janeiro.
The committee included notable figures such as Rodrigo Mello Franco de
Andrade, Rubens Borba de Moraes, Lélio Landucci, José Queiroz de Lima,
and Josias Ledo. He also chaired the Publicity Committee, which featured
members like Maria do Carmo Nabuco, Antonio de Barros Carvalho,
Juscelino Kubitschek, Osoério Borba, and Frederico Barata. The official
registration of the museum’s trademark in September 1947 succinctly
encapsulated its mission: “The Museum of Modern Art is a cultural
institution with the sole purpose of disseminating knowledge of all forms
of Modern Art.”?!

The Organizational Committee faced several bureaucratic hurdles in
formally establishing the museum. Letters from Maria Barreto, then an
employee of the Museu Nacional de Belas Artes [National Museum of Fine
Arts, RJ], preserved in Castro Maya’s archives, highlight some challenges
in securing MAM'’s registration with the Ministry of Labor in 1947 22 and,

20. Letter from Nelson Rockefeller to Castro Maya, Nov. 26, 1946. Castro Maya Museum
Archive.

21. Registration of MAM Rio’s first trademark, Sept. 24, 1947.
22. Letter from Maria Barreto to Castro Maya, Oct. 18, 1947. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
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the following year, fulfilling all the requirements for the definitive approval
of the museum’s statutes.?®> Once these obstacles were overcome, the
minutes of the Constitutive Assembly of the Museum of Modern Art of
Rio de Janeiro were published on May 5, 1948. Three months later, Ledn
Degand, then director of MAM S&o Paulo, wrote to Castro Maya proposing a
discussion about a “cooperation agreement” between the two museums.?
By September 1948, this partnership was informally established. At
that time, MAM Rio, still without a permanent home, collaborated with
the Brazil-United States Institute (IBEU) to organize an Alexander Calder
exhibition at the Exhibition Hall of the Ministry of Education and Health;
the exhibition was later presented at MAM S3o Paulo. This collaboration
highlights how the establishment and operations of the two museums
were interconnected, both being part of a broader initiative to build the
institutional framework for modern art in Brazil.

The Early Years

In 1949, MAM established its first headquarters in the Banco
Boavista building on Avenida Presidente Vargas in downtown Rio de
Janeiro. This space was generously provided by the third Baron of
Saavedra—owner of the bank and a member of the museum’s board
of directors [Fig. 2]. At that time, the board consisted of the following
members: Gustavo Capanema, Honorary President; Raymundo de
Castro Maya, President; Manuel Bandeira, 1% Vice President; Marcelo
Roberto, 2™ Vice President; Josias Ledo and Rodrigo Mello Franco de
Andrade, Executive Directors; Maria Barreto, General Secretary; Antonio
Bento, Executive Secretary; the Baron of Saavedra, Treasurer; Quirino
Campofiorito, Assistant Treasurer; Lucia Miguel Pereira, Librarian; and
the Department Directors: Candido Portinari (Painting), Bruno Giorgi
(Sculpture), Alcides da Rocha Miranda (Architecture), Luis Heitor Corréa
de Azevedo (Music), Tomds Santa Rosa Junior (Theater), and Roberto
Luis Assuncdo de Araudjo (Cinema).

23. Letter from Maria Barreto to Castro Maya, Mar. 22, 1948. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
24. Letter from Léon Degand to Castro Maya, Aug. 31, 1948. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
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Fig. 2. Photograph of the Banco Boavista building on MAM Rio’s inauguration in its new
home on the 11th floor. Published in the February 1949 issue of Sombra magazine, in the
article titled “The Museum of Modern Art.”

The Banco Boavista building, designed by Oscar Niemeyer in 1946, is
adorned with mosaic panels by Paulo Werneck and features a wavy glass-
brick wall on the ground floor. Its glass facade faces the Candeldria Church
and Guanabara Bay. The mezzanine displayed Candido Portinari’s A Primeira
Missa no Brasil [The First Mass in Brazil], commissioned directly from the
artist by the Baron of Saavedra (now housed at the Museu Nacional de
Belas Artes). This setting was particularly fitting for a museum dedicated to
affirming modernity in Brazil.

In its new home, MAM Rio held its inaugural exhibition, Pintura Européia
Contempordnea [Contemporary European Painting], which we will discuss
shortly. However, that was not all. In the same year, 1949, MAM Rio hosted
two additional international exhibitions in its modest exhibition spaces:
Exposicdo de Livros Franceses [Exhibition of French Books], featuring works by
artists such as Arp, Braque, De Chirico, Cocteau, Dali, Fautrier, Gris, Gromaire,
Marchand, Marcoussis, Marquet, Masson, Matisse, Picasso, Schneider,
Van Dongen, Villon, and others; and Pintores de Mildo [Painters of Milan],
showcasing works by Tiziana Bonazzola and Roberto Sambonet.
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The museum’s small collection was also on permanent display, consisting
of acquisitions and donations made by its founders, some of which were
featured in the inaugural exhibition. These included an oil painting by
Tanguy and gouaches by Chagall and Léger, donated by Nelson Rockefeller;
a watercolor by Diego Rivera, donated by Lourival Fontes; an oil painting by
Torres Garcia and a watercolor by Lhote, donated by Ruth Ledo; oil paintings
by Francisco Bores and Magnelli, donated by Josias Ledo; a gouache by Léger,
donated by Oscar Niemeyer; a gouache by Mird, donated by Landolpho
Borges da Fonseca; a drawing by Miré, donated by Raul Bopp; and an oil
painting by Guignard.

The year following its inauguration, the museum presented a long-
term exhibition of Cerdmica Popular do Nordeste [Popular Ceramics of the
Northeast], featuring works by Mestre Vitalino and other ceramists from
Caruaru. Nelson Rockefeller and his wife attended the opening.

The new site was essential for the museum to gain public recognition. In
December 1949, Rodrigo Mello Franco de Andrade, then president of Servico
do Patrimdnio Histdrico e Artistico Nacional [SPHAN, National Historic and
Artistic Heritage Service], wrote to the president of MAM Rio to facilitate an
exhibition by Léon Zach, a Russian painter based in Paris, who had expressed
interest in showcasing his work at the Rio museum. Andrade emphasized
that an exhibition by Zach, who had received praise from European critics,
would provide an opportunity to occupy the museum’s space during a period
without other scheduled exhibitions.?® Although the exhibition ultimately did
not take place, the proposal highlights how the museum gained domestic
and international recognition.

In a letter from October 1949, Nelson Rockefeller thanks Castro Maya
for sending photographs of the Tiradentes panel by Portinari, which was
exhibited at the Automobile Club of Rio, organized by MAM (in August 1949),
and takes the opportunity to reaffirm his support: “This is yet another proof
of the important work your Museum is doing.”?® In March of the same year,
Josias Ledo writes to Alfred Barr Jr., director of MoMA, to introduce Gennaro
Vidal Leite Ribeiro, whom he describes as “one of the organizers” of MAM
Rio. Ribeiro was in New York to learn “new techniques in the organization and
operation of museums, especially concerning modern art.”?’

25. Letter from Rodrigo Mello Franco de Andrade to Castro Maya, Dec. 22, 1949. Castro Maya
Museum Archive.

26. Letter from Nelson Rockefeller to Castro Maya, Oct. 3, 1949. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
27. Letter from Josias Ledo to Alfred Barr Jr, Mar. 28, 1949. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
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In 1950, correspondence regarding a potential donation of popular
ceramics from Northeast Brazil to the New York museum sheds light on
the networks of relationships behind MAM Rio. On April 24, 1950, David
Rockefeller wrote to Castro Maya, thanking him for the “ceramic figurines”
he had received in Brazil and successfully transported to New York. He
shared that he had shown the pieces to his brother Nelson and to René
d’Harnoncourt, the director of MoMA, both of whom were enthusiastic
about including them in the upcoming Latin American Folk Art exhibition,
which was still in preparation.?® Rockefeller then asked Castro Maya to
contact d’Harnoncourt, which he did in a letter dated July 20. In it, Castro
Maya thanked MoMA for its interest and informed them that he would
be in New York the following February and would bring additional pieces
of popular ceramics with him.?® On August 10, d’Harnoncourt replied to
Castro Maya, praising the ceramic figures and emphasizing how wonderful
it would be to incorporate them into the museum’s “small collection of
Latin American folk art.”3°

Germain Bazin also wrote to Castro Maya on March 15, 1950, expressing
interest in the work of Félix Labisse, whom he described as “the most
highly regarded surrealist artist in France today.” Bazin conveyed his desire
to organize an exhibition of Labisse’s work in Rio under the auspices of
MAM.3! Due to its scale, the museum organized the show at the Exhibition
Hall of the Ministry of Education and Health in May 1950. It featured 20
paintings by Labisse, as well as stage and costume designs for productions
by the Barrault-Renault company, created by Labisse and other artists
such as Balthus and Masson. A small catalog containing an unsigned text
about the artist and a few black-and-white reproductions accompanied the
exhibition.

Like this exhibition, MAM organized some of its shows at other
venues, due to its limited space in the Banco Boavista building. At its
inauguration, a critic from the newspaper A Noite expressed admiration
for the museum’s location while acknowledging its limitations. He
praised the “bold architectural lines” that, in dialogue with the
traditional Candelaria Church, transformed the area into “a confluence

28. Letter from David Rockefeller to Castro Maya, Apr. 24, 1950. Castro Maya Museum Archive.

29. Letter from Castro Maya to René d’Harnoncourt, Jul. 20, 1950. Castro Maya Museum
Archive.

30. Letter from René d’Harnoncourt to Castro Maya, Aug. 10, 1950. Castro Maya Museum
Archive.

31. Letter from Germain Bazin to Castro Maya, Mar. 15, 1950. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
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of ages and temperaments.” However, he pointed out the modest size
of MAM’s exhibition hall, which could accommodate only “a few dozen
canvases distributed across side and central panels,” and noted that
its location on an upper floor meant it was “not overrun by crowds.”*?
While he acknowledged that these characteristics might create a “serene
environment” for engaging with the artworks, he also pointed out some
challenges the museum would face in this location.

The physical expansion of the institution became a key priority for
Castro Maya, who eventually secured a “promise” from Simd&es Filho, the
Minister of Education and Health, to allocate the pilotis space beneath
the Exhibition Hall in the Ministry of Education and Health building as
a provisional site for MAM.3® To bring this project to fruition, he wrote
to Oscar Niemeyer on February 5, 1951, informing him of the decision
to occupy the space and seeking his opinion as one of the building’s
architects. On February 23, he followed up with another letter to Niemeyer,
this time requesting a formal document approving the museum’s project
site.3* That same day, Castro Maya reached out to Rodrigo Mello Franco
de Andrade, director of SPHAN, to seek approval. 3 On February 28, he
formalized the request to Minister Simdes Filho, noting that the necessary
consultations had been conducted with the architects responsible for the
building’s design and the heritage preservation service.?® On March 1,
Niemeyer responded with a letter expressing his “full agreement” with
the project.® Finally, on May 21, Castro Maya sent another letter to the
SPHAN director, informing him that the Federal District City Hall had
authorized the commencement of construction [Fig. 3].38

32. C. K. “Pintura Européia no Museu de Arte Moderna” [European Painting at the Museum of
Modern Art]. A Noite, Letras e Artes, Feb. 7, 1949, p. 24.

33. Letter from Castro Maya to Josias Ledo, Feb. 28, 1951. Castro Maya Museum Archive.

34. Letter from Castro Maya to Oscar Niemeyer, Feb. 10, 1951, and Feb. 23, 1951. Castro Maya
Museum Archive.

35. Letter from Castro Maya to Rodrigo Mello Franco de Andrade, Feb. 23, 1951. Castro Maya
Museum Archive.

36. Letter from Castro Maya to Simdes Filho, Feb. 28, 1951. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
37. Letter from Niemeyer to Castro Maya, Mar. 1, 1951. Castro Maya Museum Archive.

38. Letter from Castro Maya to Rodrigo Mello Franco de Andrade, May 21, 1951. Castro Maya
Museum Archive.
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Fig. 3. Provisional site of the Museum of Modern Art in the pilotis of the Ministry of
Education and Health building (now Paldcio Capanema), Rio de Janeiro, 1952. Photograph:
Author unidentified. Collection: Research and Documentation MAM Rio.

The inauguration of the new site in 1952, featuring an exhibition of
Brazilian and international award-winning artists from the First Sdo Paulo
Biennial, marked a new phase for the museum. The previous year, MAM Rio
had been officially registered as a civil entity, and on March 21, 1951, a new
board of directors was appointed. The board included the following members:
Castro Maya as president, San Tiago Dantas as vice president, Niomar Muniz
Sodré as executive director, Carmem Portinho as deputy executive director,
Walter Moreira Salles as treasurer, Lauro Salazar Regueira as secretary, and
Maria Barreto as curator. Within this newly formed board, which had a notably
more professional profile, divergences began to emerge, reflecting broader
institutional disputes.

On July 12, everything appeared in order when Castro Maya signed a
“Declaration” in French, granting Niomar full authority to manage matters
related to the MAM Rio during her trip to Europe. In the typed draft preserved
in the Castro Maya Archive, the MAM president, when referring to Niomar,
added the surname Bittencourt, which had initially been omitted. This suggests
that his relationship with her was closely tied to the influence of her husband,
Paulo Bittencourt, owner of the newspaper Correio da Manhd. Indeed,
Niomar’s connection to the press, particularly through her husband, was likely
one of the primary reasons for her appointment as executive director. On the
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same day, Castro Maya signed another letter addressed directly to Niomar, also
in French, in which he expressed his hope that she would “make numerous
contacts in the world of art” and asked her to keep him informed of anything
that might be of interest to the museum.*®

In a lengthy letter dated July 27, 1951, Niomar enthusiastically recounted
the contacts she had made in France. Writing the early morning hours, her
cursive script appeared feverish, as though she could not contain herself in
describing everything she had been doing. She mentioned a visit to the Quai
d’Orsay, where she spoke with Philippe Erlanger, director of the Department of
Art, about developing the project of bringing works from the Sdo Paulo Biennial
to MAM. She also narrated her conversation with Jean Cassou, director of the
Musée National d’Art Moderne, who would be traveling to Brazil to accompany
the First Sdo Paulo Biennial and could give a lecture in Rio. Niomar stated
that she was making an “interesting choix” of art films for MAM, particularly
praising De Renoir a Picasso for its beauty, technical quality, and accuracy. She
also inquired about the progress of the museum’s installation in the pilotis of
the Ministry of Education and Health building, asking Castro Maya to mobilize
San Tiago Dantas to speed up the work and whether Carmem Portinho was
assisting. Finally, she praised Castro Maya’s initiative to gather and support
the transportation of works by Brazilian artists who wished to exhibit at the
Biennial, signing off with warmth and affection.

Less than a month later, the tone of another letter from Niomar to Castro
Maya was entirely different. Writing from the Normandy Hotel in Deauville,
Niomar, still in Europe, expressed her deep dissatisfaction with an interview
given by Castro Maya, the museum’s president, to Yvonne Jean of Correio da
Manhd—an interview that had been arranged by Niomar and her husband,
Paulo Bittencourt. She described it as “not only ineffective but also very
discourteous.” Niomar warned that MAM’s challenges extended beyond the
lack of a permanent home and dismissed its earlier achievements as mere “past
weaknesses.” She accused Castro Maya of being stuck in the past and criticized
him for failing to acknowledge the support he had received from her and from
others, such as Carmen Portinho and San Tiago Dantas. She emphasized that
“the Museum of Rio is not Castro Maya’s property” and urged him to move
forward, stating, “Only in this way can we continue together in a cause that was
already important to you and has now become important to me.”#

39. Letter from Castro Maya to Niomar Moniz Sodré, Jul. 12, 1951. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
40. Letter from Niomar Moniz Sodré to Castro Maya, Jul. 27, 1951. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
41. Letter from Niomar Moniz Sodré Bittencourt to Castro Maya, Aug. 22, 1951.
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The fateful interview was published on August 12. Niomar’s accusations
seem exaggerated, as the president of MAM Rio focused primarily—taking up
much of the article—on the museum’s future endeavors, particularly its planned
collaboration with the Sdo Paulo Biennial, which the executive director was
personally negotiating in Paris. Yvonne Jean made a point of emphasizing the start
of a new chapter for MAM, with a new board and a new headquarters. Castro
Maya raised a series of concerns about the lack of visibility at the museum’s
previous location in the Banco Boavista building and spoke highly of the provisional
solution of occupying the pilotis of the Ministry of Education and Health building.
In the concluding section, the interviewer invited him to reflect on the museum’s
past achievements, “to remind the public that some exhibitions they attended
and enjoyed were actually museum initiatives, even if they were unaware of it.”*

The real issue at stake appears to be the struggle for leadership at MAM
Rio—not only within its new headquarters but also within the institutional
geopolitics of modern art in Brazil. Since the inauguration of the Museum of
Modern Art of Sdo Paulo (MAM SP), just a few months after the opening of
MAM Rio, newspapers and critics in Rio began to highlight this new situation,
in which the federal capital was gradually losing its centrality. Antonio Bento
firmly stated that “in the field of visual arts, the cultural axis is shifting from
here [Rio] to Sdo Paulo” due to the activities of MASP and, especially, MAM SP,
which was inaugurated “with greater resources and cultural possibilities than
that of Rio de Janeiro.”*?

Two months before the interview was published, Yvonne Jean herself
authored a major article titled “O Desenvolvimento dos Museus de Arte no
Brasil” [The Development of Art Museums in Brazil]. This piece was part of the
Cultura Brasileira [Brazilian Culture] series, which celebrated Correio da Manhd's
fiftieth anniversary by highlighting the country’s cultural and artistic movements
from 1901 to 1951. In the article, Jean spoke with Assis Chateaubriand and
Ciccillo Matarazzo about MASP and MAM SP. She praised the former’s collection
but expressed particular admiration for the latter, describing it as “more modest”
and “charming.” She also mentioned the Rezende Museum of Modern Art as an
offshoot of the broader cultural transformation initiated by modern art in Sao
Paulo. MAM Rio was featured in the article through reproductions of Miré and
Léger pieces from its collection and Jean’s reference to the Sdo Paulo institution’s
goal of maintaining “close and collaborative ties” with its counterpart in Rio. Jean

42. Yvonne Jean. “O Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio: Raymundo de Castro Maya fala no futuro do
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Discusses the Museum'’s Future and Recalls Past Activities], Correio da Manhd, Aug. 12,1951, p. 12.
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emphasized the importance of this partnership, particularly as MAM Rio was
entering a new phase: “Now, its president, Raymundo de Castro Maya, and its
director, Niomar Moniz Sodré, are determined to promote numerous activities
so that, soon, the Museum of Modern Art of Rio de Janeiro can, like Sdo Paulo,
claim to have attracted 3,000 members.”**

Castro Maya’s interview aimed at countering every argument that favored
the superiority of the Sdo Paulo museum. He carefully highlighted past
achievements, including the successful organization of Portinari’s Tiradentes
panel and the Félix Labisse exhibition—both of which were widely acclaimed
at MAM S3o Paulo but were first organized and hosted by MAM Rio. He also
recalled other successful exhibitions, such as the modern French painting
exhibit De Manet a nos jours, which MAM Rio organized in collaboration with
the French Embassy and under the auspices of the Ministry of Education. This
exhibition took place at the Museu Nacional de Belas Artes in Rio and was
accompanied by a series of lectures by Germain Bazin. Castro Maya further
emphasized the quality of the new location, calling it an “excellent location”
that would attract the public. He added, “By generating interest, we will gain
members, and with members, we will move forward.”*

Why Niomar found the interview ineffective and discourteous remains
unclear. Not even her closest friends could understand. San Tiago Dantas,
a mutual friend of both Niomar and Paulo Bittencourt, wrote to her on
September 10, 1951, referring to the “unjustified grievance” and urging her to
resolve the situation with Castro Maya. He pointed out that, in her eagerness
to clarify certain matters, Niomar had committed injustices.*® However, the
atmosphere of mistrust between the two only intensified. Niomar gradually
positioned herself as the institution’s avant-garde figure, in contrast to Castro
Maya, whom she qualified as traditionalist and outdated.

On January 31, 1952, Niomar sent a telegram from New York to Castro
Maya, stating, “I earnestly ask that nothing be changed at the museum. | sent
a letter via Zazi explaining ST [San Tiago]. Please read it. Best regards.”*” The
response came the same day, also via telegram: “Not intending to change
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Museums in Brazil]. Correio da Manhd, Jun. 15, 1951, p. 15.

45. Yvonne Jean. “O Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio: Raymundo de Castro Maya fala no futuro
do Museu e relembra atividades passadas” [The Museum of Modern Art in Rio: Raymundo de
Castro Maya Discusses the Museum’s Future and Recalls Past Activities]. Op. cit.

46. Letter from San Tiago Dantas to Niomar Moniz Sodré Bittencourt, Sept. 10, 1951. Castro
May Museum Archive.

47. Telegram from Niomar Moniz Sodré Bittencourt to Raymundo de Castro Maya, Jan. 31,
1952. Castro Maya Museum Archive.



Maria de Fatima Morethy Couto e Moema de Bacelar Alves (eds.) 39

anything at the museum. Following Maria’s suggestion, | am gathering
opinions on free admission on Saturdays.”*® At that time, the exhibition of
artists awarded at the First Sdo Paulo Biennial, along with works from MAM
Rio’s collection, had been set up, an effort to which the executive director
had devoted significant attention. An article in Sombra magazine about the
inauguration of the new location shows Minister of Education SimGes Lopes
cutting the symbolic ribbon, flanked by Castro Maya and Niomar, described as
the “eminent figures” who took the museum initiative upon themselves [Fig.
4].% The telegram was accompanied by a lengthy typed letter sent to members
of the museum’s board and secretariat, with a copy to Castro Maya, beginning
with the underlined phrase, “Nothing can be changed before my return.”

Fig. 4. The Minister of Education and Health, Simdes Filho, cuts the symbolic ribbon at
the inauguration of MAM Rio’s provisional site, flanked by Raymundo de Castro Maya and
Niomar Moniz Sodré. Photograph published in the January 1952 issue of Sombra magazine.

48. Telegram from Raymundo de Castro Maya to Niomar Moniz Sodré Bittencourt, Jan. 31,
1952. Castro Maya Museum Archive.
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[Inauguration of the Museum of Modern Art at the Ministry of Education and Health]. Revista
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Niomar grew impatient upon hearing reports that the museum planned
to remain closed on Sundays due to low attendance, was considering offering
free admission on Saturdays, required renovations in the Secretariat that
might disturb visitors, and intended to change the displayed artworks.
Drawing on what she referred to as her experience with “internships at
the museum here” in New York, she firmly asserted, “An exhibition cannot
be altered midway. It must run its course exactly as planned until the end.
Otherwise, it creates an impression of disorganization and disharmony, which
can only harm the museum and undermine its credibility.”

In other parts of the letter, she returns to this argument, presenting
herself as someone capable of steering the institution in the right direction
while portraying Castro Maya as backward-looking, ineffective, and easily
influenced:

| got involved in this museum to make it succeed, to keep it from slipping
away like the other one. Raymundo is president to receive the honors,
whereas | wanted to be director to take on the work, the annoyances,
and the criticism. If he allows himself to be influenced by someone like
Campofiorito, | do not. On the contrary, it only strengthens my resolve and
makes me more confident.

[...]
Is it because some Saavedra thought it would be better another way that
Raymundo wants to make changes? It’s time to let go of past influences.>°

Raymundo de Castro Maya even went as far as to type up a letter of
resignation from his position as president of MAM Rio on February 7, 1952.
In the letter, he cited his impending indefinite absence from the country as
the primary reason for his resignation and revealed that his original intention
had been to “step down from the presidency shortly after the inauguration
of the new site”>? The letter was written the day after he received a
recommendation from Secretary Salazar for his name to be granted the title
of honorary member, along with thanks for his collaboration and generous
contributions to MAM.*? In addition to his initial donation, Castro Maya made
another financial contribution of 200,000 cruzeiros in 1951 to support the
construction of the new museum site.

50. Letter from Niomar Moniz Sodré Bittencourt to Zazi (Josias Ledo), Jan. 30, 1952. Castro
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51. Letter from Raymundo de Castro Maya to the Board of the Museum of Modern Art of Rio
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The handwritten note “was withdrawn” on the document indicates that
he never sent it. However, Castro Maya requested a leave of absence from
his position in a letter dated April 13, 1952. San Tiago Dantas assumed the
role of interim president until December 26, when Castro Maya submitted
his official letter of resignation. In this letter, he made his reasons explicit: “I
have held the position of president since its founding in 1947, and the time
has come for me to step aside, leaving the position to others, as | believe it
is through the renewal of leadership that great initiatives like this can truly
thrive.”>® The following day, his “colleagues on the board” replied with a letter
signed by San Tiago Dantas. Expressing “infinite regret” over the departure
of someone who “was its founder, its constant driving force, and who shaped
the museum’s direction with his artistic vision,” they invited him to join the
Advisory Council. They assured him, “The Museum of Modern Art in Rio de
Janeiro is and will always be your home, where we will strive to carry forward
the work we began together to renew Brazilian artistic culture.”>*

With Castro Maya’s departure from the presidency, Niomar assumed
the role. This event might have been just a brief episode in the institution’s
leadership, unworthy of our attention, if not for the fact that it gave rise to
a version of MAM Rio’s history that openly dismisses its formative years,
which have been labeled as “past weaknesses.” Even the documents from
this early phase of the museum’s history must now be sought in the current
Castro Maya Museums’ archives, as they are absent from MAM'’s collection.
Clarifying these facts does not mean taking sides with one individual or
another. On the contrary, it helps illuminate how institutional disputes led to
new proposals for integrating modern art into Brazilian culture and fostered
new narratives about artistic and cultural modernity. To better understand
this issue, an analysis of the inaugural 1949 exhibition may offer valuable
insights.

The Inaugural Exhibition

The exhibition Pintura Européia Contempordnea, conceived for the
inauguration of MAM Rio in 1949 at its initial location in the Banco Boavista
building, showcased works from the collections of several Brazilian collectors,
including Josias Ledo, Raymundo de Castro Maya, Roberto Marinho, Raul
Bopp, R. A. Lacroze, Paulo Bittencourt, Niomar Moniz Sodré, Landulfo Borges

53. Letter from Raymundo de Castro Maya to the Board of the Museum of Modern Art of Rio
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da Fonseca, and Marques Rabelo—some of which were later donated to the
museum. It introduced Rio’s audience to works by Braque, Picasso, Matisse,
Miré, Chagall, Derain, Léger, Seurat, and other artists broadly associated with
the so-called School of Paris. The event featured lectures by Mario Pedrosa
and was accompanied by the publication of a catalog described as having
“educational value.” The exhibition was open to the public Monday through
Saturday, from 2 to 7 p.m., with free admission [Fig. 5].

Fig. 5. Mrs. Charles Barrenne and her daughters at the inauguration of MAM Rio’s first location
with the exhibition Pintura Européia Contempordnea (Contemporary European Painting).
Photograph featured in an article from the February 1949 issue of Sombra magazine.

The introduction to the catalog, signed by Castro Maya, emphasizes
the institution’s educational mission, stating, “This museum represents a
necessity for us, to instill in the public a taste for modern art, or rather, to
educate them to understand—or at least accept—that today’s artists are not
impostors but are seeking to express in their works what they truly feel”
% This sentiment was widely shared by critics, artists, and cultural agents
of the time, who collectively recognized the museum’s role in fostering an
appreciation for modern art. Two key themes emerge from this discourse: the
historical necessity of a museum of modern art as a catalyst for the country’s
cultural progress and the crucial role of certain individuals in shaping new
tastes among an audience often perceived as unfamiliar with the freedoms
of modern artistic expression.

An article signed by C. K. in the column Letras e Artes of the Rio de Janeiro
newspaper A Noite reinforces this narrative, emphasizing that “the idea for

55. Castro Maya, 1949, n. p.
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this museum belongs to many people.” It highlights the efforts of painter
Gilberto Trompowski, who collaborated with the Associacdo dos Artistas
Brasileiros [Association of Brazilian Artists] in an unsuccessful attempt to
create such an institution, as well as those of Foreign Minister Jodo Neves da
Fontoura, who reportedly sought to establish a modern art museum using
the extensive collection assembled in Europe for the Fundagdo Rio Branco
at the Itamaraty Palace [Rio Branco Foundation at the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs]. The columnist extends a “cordial reception” to the proposal for MAM
Rio, expressing hope that it would become “a concrete achievement, worthy
of its potential and in line with what is being accomplished in other centers,
including Sdo Paulo.” The article underscores that the museum’s primary
function is “to inform and guide the public,” which, in Brazil’s case, “is far
removed from knowledge of modern trends in painting”:

There is a group that rejects modern art after attempting to study it, but
another, much larger group, which dismisses it without making any such
effort, purely out of stubbornness or intransigence. There are also the
fervent enthusiasts—those who know, and those who know absolutely
nothing, about what modern art is or even what art itself is...>

The columnist views the inaugural exhibition as a foundational step in
educating the public. He observes that, while it is not “an exhibition composed
of essential pieces, whether in terms of the artists themselves or the phases
and works of these artists,” it includes works that serve as “living documents
for the reflection of those interested.” Readers are advised that a meaningful
visit requires reading the catalog. The columnist also suggests that the
museum acquire high-quality reproductions of seminal works to enhance its
collection, thereby reconciling “our poverty with the most justified scruples
of culture.””’

It is certain that, in general, the idea of modern museums with a clear
didactic purpose was being widely disseminated at the time—a vision that
reached Brazil and became commonplace. However, the emphasis on the
educational role of MAM Rio (and Brazilian museums more broadly) reinforces
the conviction that it was the responsibility of intellectuals and members
of the elite to lead this education, presenting unprepared audiences with
the works to be appreciated—or at least admitted, as Castro Maya states in

56. C. K. “Museu, um grande empreendimento” [Museum, a Grand Undertaking]. A Noite,
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the exhibition catalog—as well as the methods by which such appreciation
should take place.

The photograph accompanying the Correio da Manhd article on
the inauguration provides clues to the close relationship between the
institutionalization of modern art in Brazil and the role of the elites. It
captures Ruth Ledo—the wife of Josias Ledo—standing in front of Raymundo
de Castro Maya, with another couple in the background attentively observing
works by Dufy and Pascin.*® The elaborately gilded frames of the artworks
that once adorned private collectors’ walls, the hats, gloves, and handbags
of the women, and the understated elegance of the men’s suits—all evoke
a particular vision of modernity that oscillates between private taste and
public institution [Fig. 6].°

Fig. 6. Photograph from the inauguration of the Pintura Européia Contempordnea (Contemporary
European Painting) exhibition, published in Correio da Manhd on January 20, 1949.

In another article published in O Jornal, one of the photographs from
the inauguration of the exhibition captures Baron de Saavedra and Raul
Bopp’s wife attempting to “scrutinize,” according to the caption, Picasso’s
work, one of the most discussed pieces in the critical reviews.®® The baron’s
focused gaze at Cara de Mulher (Woman’s Face), described by Rubem Braga
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in Didrio de Noticias on January 30, 1949, as featuring “a yellow hat and
two noses against a white background, which fails to convince,” and Mrs.
Bopp’s knowing smile, seemingly amused by her friend’s reaction, reveal the
subtle discomfort provoked by the work of this key artist in understanding
modernity, even among the more educated audience.

The magazine Sombra also published a series of photographs featuring
prominent figures observing artworks in the museum, which appeared both in
the magazine itself and in Didrio Carioca over several months. In its coverage
of MAM'’s inauguration, it included images of Mrs. Joel Monteiro viewing
Segonzac’s landscape, the wives of Bernardo Muller and Alberto Proenca de
Faria alongside Baron de Saavedra admiring Arrivée au Marché [Arrival at
the Market] by Bouchant, Maluh de Ouro Preto contemplating Jeune fille by
Jean Marchant, and Maria Julieta Drummond de Andrade and Maria Ethel
Machado in front of Chagall’s painting, among other photos capturing well-
known members of Rio de Janeiro’s high society. The article praised the
inauguration of the new museum, highlighting the “solid support of our social
classes” and their “broad understanding of their responsibilities toward the
country’s artistic culture, of which they are faithful representatives.”®!

Castro Maya personally took charge, alongside Josias Ledo, of selecting
the artworks and coordinating with collectors for their loans. In a letter
dated January 19, 1949, the president of MAM Rio formalized the loan of
six paintings by Mrs. R. A. Lacroze for the exhibition scheduled to open the
following day. He also stated that the works were insured and would be
returned to the collector on February 24.52 Maya’s personal dedication did
not go unnoticed by the media. In his social column titled “Arte X Caixa Forte”
[Art x Strongbox] in Didrio Carioca on January 19, 1949, Jacinto de Thormes
highlighted how much the inaugural exhibition “owes to Mr. Raymundo de
Castro Maya, who committed himself—body and soul—to the challenging
endeavor of achieving something truly significant for modern art in the
capital of the Republic.” He also praised Baron de Saavedra, described as an
“extraordinarily progressive man,” who even financed the panel A primeira
missa [The First Mass] by Portinari, a modernist and communist painter.®®

Two days after the exhibition’s opening, the same columnist remarked on
the presence of an unusual crowd at the bank building. He described “young
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men in glasses, wearing shirt sleeves, some sportingly indifferent to others’
elegance,” ascending to the 11th floor via elevator. They were “a public that
came to see, observe, and comment on some paintings displayed thanks to
the goodwill of a few gentlemen with modern ideas.” According to Thormes,
MAM Rio was born “amid a mix of technicians and laypeople, sophisticates
and artists, journalists, businessmen, and opportunists,” all united in their
own way to “help the child grow.” The artists were the most invested; the
sophisticated with avant-garde ideas were committed to “spreading a mix
of opinions, snobbish or otherwise”; the journalists would write; and the
businessmen would contribute “a few well-endowed checks.”® The columnist
also provided an extensive list of attendees, including artists, poets, architects,
journalists, ambassadors, politicians, and members of high society, illustrating
the network forming in Rio de Janeiro to promote modern art.

The article covering the exhibition’s inauguration in Didrio Carioca also
highlights Castro Maya, Baron de Saavedra, Rodrigo Mello Franco de Andrade,
and Josias Ledo as the “key figures driving the Museum,” who “received
congratulations from all those present.”® The success of the exhibition
inspired new collectors to support the initiative. One of them, Paulo Boavista,
donated the painting Fleurs [Flowers] by André Bauchant to the new museum.
Bauchant, who was already represented with another work at the exhibition,
is described in the catalog as an artist who draws on cubist and surrealist
experiences to create a “highly personal” art, characterized by “vague and
gentle forms, slender and schematic figures.”¢®

The catalog text is unsigned, but in an article published in Didrio de
Noticias on January 30, 1949, Rubem Braga states that the critical essay,
titled Espirito da Arte Moderna [Spirit of Modern Art], was authored by
Santa Rosa, while Josias Ledo wrote the biographical notes on the artists.
However, the presence of preparatory typewritten documents with various
handwritten annotations in the archives of collector Castro Maya suggests
that the formulation of the idea of artistic modernity codified in the text was
not the work of a single individual. The text begins with the idea that the
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public must shed their “formal prejudices” toward modern art, “dictated in
the name of Beauty.”®’

The catalog discusses the relativity of the concept of beauty, describing
it as “difficult to define, as it is shaped by individual emotions and established
personal standards.” It reminds readers that “for Rubens, feminine beauty is
characterized by ample flesh, while the Middle Ages artists spiritualized it,
giving it an ascetic slenderness. What seems ugly to us may appear beautiful
to others.” Drawing on the Italian art historian Lionello Venturi, it highlights
the “moral beauty” of modern artists, who perceive things “from the inside
out, rather than through their superficial appearance.” In this way, modern art
aligns with that of any period, as it expresses the taste of its time: “Good art
is always modern. Giotto, Botticelli, or Rembrandt are as current as Picasso,
Matisse, or Portinari.”®®

On the other hand, the text acknowledges the public’s difficulty with
modern painting and seeks to explain (and mitigate) this challenge by
recognizing “its essential logic, its concrete reason for existing” in the “search
for new forms, a new expression that would define the limits of a fading era
and the clamorous years emerging.” It attributes much of the rejection of
modern art to a lack of understanding that it seeks “to affirm and reveal the
spirit of the time, to inscribe, in the density of its symbols, one of the most
tragic periods in human history.” This contradiction gives rise to a modern
paradox: while a work of art offers speculative elements for interpreting the
“social milieu that produces it,” it is simultaneously condemned “for having
gone too far”:

Modern Art, therefore, reflects the disconnection of contemporary life,
the maladjustment of humanity with the social environment, and the
tragic human conflict during a period of grave transition. It is a heroic era
in which the artist struggles amidst constantly contradictory forces and,
through their sacrifice, ensures the continuity of culture.®®

The text also observed the paradox on a personal level, criticizing
individuals who “live in ultra-modern houses and always travel in the latest
model Cadillac each year offers,” yet reject modern art, exposing a “lack of
inner unity” and a “consistently arbitrary judgment of all things and facts
in the realm of art.” It appeals to all audiences, whether those of limited
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education and culture or those with the means to understand modern art
but who fail to do so. This underscores the importance of positioning the
exhibition and its organizers as an intellectual elite, capable of guiding cultural
modernization. The continuity of culture is framed as a concentric expansion
of their private values to broader society.

Castro Maya’s introduction to the catalog underscores the need for the
public to renounce “certain principles” and “allow themselves to be guided by
feelings” to embark on the “luminous path of freedom.””° From this point, the
text develops an essential connection between modern art and expression.
It makes clear that, although 20th-century art is “rejected, unpopular, and
opposed by the majority” and disrupts “the stability of traditional canons,”
it expresses sincerity, in contrast to the decadent art of the previous century,
described as “inexpressive, narrative, affected, and literary.” After all, for
the organizers of MAM'’s exhibition, “art is always expressive, in its deepest
sense, in opposition to the imitative.””*

The emphasis on the expressive dimension of modern art naturally leads
to the evocation of emotion as a direct means of engaging with modern
works—an idea reiterated in several other articles about the exhibition’s
opening, as we will see, and one that plays a significant role in shaping
the emerging narrative of modernity. The exhibition organizers, along with
many critics and newspaper columnists, sought to prepare the public for
modern visuality and to rally informed individuals to embrace the new forms
proposed by contemporary painting. Armed with their sensitivity, visitors—
whether wearing gloves, hats, and ties, or “in glasses and shirt sleeves,” as
described by social columnist Jacinto Thormes—could connect directly with
the works, bypassing the need for historical-artistic understanding or more
complex theoretical debates.

Rubem Braga, for instance, focuses on describing several of the exhibited
works in a way that bridges them with the common visitor’s sensibility. He
uses imagery such as “a charming seaside landscape” by Kisling, “a small and
delightful Derain,” “a very curious painting by André Bauchant and another
very gentle one by Eugéne Bernan,” “a small and extremely delicate nude by
Marie Laurencin,” “one of those enchanting little nude women by Pascin,”
and “a pleasant Yves Tanguy,” among many others.”? In doing so, he aims to
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provide some basic and thoughtful guidance, helping to prepare the visiting
public and assist them in engaging with artistic modernity.

In this process, the critic cannot help but reveal his personal sensibility. He
acknowledges that the catalog includes greater works by renowned painters
compared to those featured in the inaugural exhibition. He notes a Head of a
Woman by Picasso reproduced in the catalog, far superior to the artist’s sole
piece in the exhibition. He also praises the reproduction of Matisse’s reclining
female nude, which he considers better than the artist’s drawing on display
and his Jardin du Luxembourg landscape. Braga continues by addressing
the uneven representation of modern artists, such as Braque, whose works
include a fine Still Life and a brightly colored landscape. Meanwhile, Chagall
shines with his painting, as does Dufy, whose works he describes as “light and
joyful, a balm for the soul.”

In his article for the newspaper Correio Paulistano, Rubem Braga
reiterates his critiques of the works by Picasso and Matisse, as well as the
absence of an oil painting by Braque from Mrs. Lacroze’s collection. The text
conveys to the Sdo Paulo audience his sensitive praise for modern artists and
describes the visit to the 11th floor of the bank building as “essential to see
these things,” while also lamenting the lack of labels for the artworks for the
“convenience of the public” and the absence of a poster on the ground floor
to promote the exhibition. He concludes that this exhibition, combined with
the upcoming inauguration of MAM SP, marks “a new era in the history of
modern art dissemination among us.””

The anonymous report on the exhibition’s opening, published in O Jornal
on January 20, 1949, lists the artists featured and includes a reproduction of
Braque’s still life from the collection of Niomar Moniz Sodré, describing him
as “the most acclaimed French painter in Europe recently, who, alongside
Picasso, created the first Cubist compositions.” It announces the exhibition
as part of the activities of the newly inaugurated Museum of Modern Art,
which would also include lectures, courses, and films, “thus fully expanding
the promotion of modern arts.””* The day after the inauguration, the same
newspaper dedicates considerable space to commenting on the “small
exhibition of the School of Paris on the 11th floor of Banco Boavista.” The
article imbues cultural significance to the “parade of Rio’s grand monde”
before the modern paintings, emphasizing how these prominent figures were
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there solely to “feel, understand, and immerse themselves in the strange and
different world of modern art.””

The reporter is keen to observe and document the varied emotions of
spectators when faced with the artworks, noting that “the visual impression
of a modern art piece varies from person to person.” He writes that “many
eyes were dazzled by Max Ernst and his painting Old Man Carrying a Bundle
of Clouds on His Back, yet many, many gazes remained expressionless and
vacant before the same work, failing to grasp its subjectivity.” He concludes
that in a Museum of Modern Art, there can be no silent contemplation,
as this art “challenges interpretation—first as an undefined and violent
shock to our sensory faculties, and then as an intoxicating fluid, carrying
us, dazed and yearning for light, into the artist’s very feeling when creating
the painting.””®

Jacinto de Thormes is less sympathetic toward the public’s struggles
with modern art and expresses frustration upon witnessing a lady and a
gentleman burst into laughter in front of “a marvelous Chirico.” The social
columnistadoptsan educational tone, recounting how the woman uttered “a
string of nonsense commonly spoken by unprepared individuals,” while the
man remained “silent and smiling, perhaps afraid of seeming unintelligent.”
He characterizes the couple’s ignorance and ill will as a “truly impenetrable
and medieval wall.” Though acknowledging his status as a layperson in the
subject, he underscores that the fundamentals of art can be learned with
a bit of patience and a willingness to understand. He recommends that the
Museum employ “well-mannered and kind” guides to present the artworks
in accessible language.”

The columnist for Correio da Manhd, writing on January 21, 1949, notes
the “artificial attitude of the vast majority of people” when confronted with
modern painting—whether itis the stubborn refusal to “assimilate the new”
or the uncritical acceptance of it simply “because it is new.” He expresses
satisfaction at not having heard any negative remarks about De Chirico’s
painting Horses in Front of the Sea, whose depiction of a small horse with a
“reddish, earthy body and blonde mane” challenges traditional figuration.
However, he is astonished by the reaction of a young man who, standing
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before Braque’s still life, takes an opposing stance, exclaiming, “This is
positively academic.”

To avoid such polarized attitudes, the columnist suggests a pathway
through the exhibited works, guiding the public toward an appreciation of
modern abstractions. He begins with Clowns by Camille Bombois, noting
that no one could claim they “aren’t truly clowns,” even though “in the
cheerful, bold colors, the daring style of painting, and the simplification of
everything unrelated to the clowns, the suggestive spirit of modern art is
active, convincing, and alive.” From there, he recommends moving on to
Portrait by Chaim Soutine, whose woman is “perfectly recognizable” yet
conveys “truths that, while palpable and physical, would not appear in a
photograph.”

The route takes a brief pause at Marine by Picabia and Fish by Dufy.
The “transparent, impossible sail” of the former and the fish that are
simultaneously in the seaand in a casserole in the latter prepare the visitor’s
eye for Village by Marc Chagall and the works of Picasso and Tanguy. The
next step of the journey is “still human abstraction” of Miré and Portrait of
a Woman by Metzinger. By this point, visitors find themselves acclimated to
“those metaphysical pears by De Chirico delightful and normal.” The path
concludes with a mention of Kandinsky’s Composition, which represents
“the pinnacle of sensitivity and technique in modern art,” leading us to
guestion, “What lies behind those fine tweeds, those convent-grille-like
lattices, those brightly colored spheres, that frozen geometry, those insistent
lines?” This question opens up to the future perspective of MAM as the
place from which, “in due time, the answer, the new path, the synthesis of
all that is anguished and questioning in today’s art” might emerge.”’®

The art critics of the period adopt a slightly different tone in their
articles about the exhibition, without significantly altering the discourse on
the need to educate the public and preserve cultural continuity. On January
23, 1949, Antonio Bento begins his critique in Didrio Carioca by explaining
the historical significance of the School of Paris. He highlights the efforts of
the diverse group of artists associated with this movement to “renew the
visual arts,” an achievement he compares only to “the feat accomplished
by the Italians of the Renaissance.” He also notes that, despite having been
a fierce critic of the School of Paris, De Chirico is included in the exhibition
precisely because of his influence on modern visual arts, particularly during
his metaphysical phase.
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Bento then analyzes De Chirico’s still life, acknowledging his effort
to “return to the austere standards of the old Italian masters.” Finally,
he describes Lhote’s landscape, reproduced in the newspaper, as a work
particularly representative of the School of Paris, for it combines the
structure inherited from Cézanne and the Cubists with the linear and
chromatic rhythm found in 12t™-century frescoes, in the compositions of
Botticelli, Tintoretto, or El Greco, and in Van Gogh’s swirling landscapes.”
In this way, Bento aims to educate the public, offering a pantheon of
references he deems essential for understanding the historical genealogy
of the exhibited works [Fig. 7].

Fig. 7. Antonio Bento’s article on the inaugural exhibition of MAM Rio in the newspaper
Didrio Carioca, January 23, 1949.

Flavio de Aquino also writes about the exhibition in Didrio de Noticias
on January 30, 1949. He reproduces Picabia’s painting Noturnis and praises
Braque’s Landscape with Still Life as “one of the highlights” of the exhibition,
with its “human fruits” arranged sensually in contrast to the “anguishing ruins”
of the classical background. He also highlights Reclining Nude by Grommaire
and The Bath of the Nymphs by Goerg, identifying a “kindred atmosphere”
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