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abstract: The present essay offers a series of reflections on the paradoxical rela-

tionship between particularity and synthesis in the practice of literary history. The

essay begins by discussing the origin of this dynamic during the Romantic period,

reviews the privileging of particularizing narrative and spatial locality in recent pub-

lications of literary history, and highlights the central role of the modern novel (with

its representation of “particular life”) for our contemporary epistemological situa-

tion, before proceeding to identify the dynamic within the history and historiogra-

phy of Brazilian modernism.
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Friedrich Bouterwek (1766-1828), now recognized as the first proper histo-

rian of Portuguese literature, begins his account (in the fourth volume of his

monumental Geschichte der Poesie und Beredsamkeit seit dem Ende des 13 Jahrhunderts

[History of Poetry and Rhetoric from the End of the Thirteenth Century], pub-

lished in 1805) as follows: “Even a year ago, I still believed that I would not be

able to form from all the materials that I had collected on the history of Portu-

guese poetry and prose anything more than a coherent fragment.” 1
Evidently,

ideas and concepts of literary historiography have changed considerably since

Bouterwek’s day, but his apologetic description of his yet unfinished work as

a “coherent fragment” (zusammenhangendes Fragment) would almost seem to

perfectly characterize what we expect and how we conceive of literary history

today—namely, as a somewhat paradoxical or contradictory enterprise. Even as

Bouterwek admits to the inevitable lacunae in his work, as well as the mate-

rial and pragmatic difficulties—for instance, he had not yet attained a copy of

Garcia de Resende’s Cancioneiro Gera
l (1516), but, he writes, had he waited for it

to arrive, his multivolume work would have been delayed even more—his con-

ceptual ideal remains a holistic image of“Portuguese literature” and its historio-

graphic representation: “Yet in order to carry out this work even in a preliminary

way, the dates that it contains were obtained by various, often labyrinthian and
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fragmentary ways, and initially they had to be recorded in a strange disorder,

until, with the help of chronology, whose high value for literary pragmatism

I came to understand once more, something whole [ein Ganzes] could develop

itself” (Bouterwek, vi). The fact that for Bouterwek the object and the practice

of history reflect each other in an ideal totality is symptomatic for the incipient

historicism at the beginning of the nineteenth century, in which historia rerum

gestarum and the res cjestae themselves, the events and their representation, newly

come to coincide.
2
In Bouterwek’s preface this idea is expressed in terms that as-

sociate the concept ofnational-cultural totality explicitly with the romantic-poetic

culture ofsouthern Europe—that is, in contrast to the more “prosaic” tendency of

French literature and the “German universal spirit” (Bouterwek, 4): “For Italian,

Spanish, and Portuguese form a closed whole [geschlossenes Ganzes], from which

one may learn what romantic poetry had once been at its maximum height”

(Bouterwek, viii). Portugal, like the other southern European countries, then,

is distinguished by its immediate “poetical reflection of nature,” as well as the

absence ofuniversal “philosophical or aesthetic abstractions” (Bouterwek, viii).

Therefore, the literary historian has to devote himself to the “study of the

local” (Bouterwek, 411), that is, the irreducible particularity of national/natural

poetry. Bouterwelc’s contrast between classical and romantic varieties of litera-

ture, and his positive evaluation of the latter, anticipates the properly romantic

historiography as embodied by authors such as Sismonde de Sismondi, Fer-

dinand Denis, Almeida Garrett, Alexandre Herculano, and Teofilo Braga. 3 As

Roberto Dainotto has shown, such early, typically romantic conceptualizations

of literary history, influenced by the geocultural musings of J. G. Herder and

Madame de Stael, are grounded in the difference between a European North and

South, and they substitute a national(ist) for an earlier cosmopolitan paradigm

of the European Republic of Letters.
4 However, somewhat in contrast to Teofilo

Braga, as well as the cultural geographies sketched by Madame de Stael or Au-

gust Schlegel, who opposed the modernity of the North to the imitative litera-

tures ofsouthern Europe, 5 Bouterwek repeatedly voices his belief that the most

representative Portuguese works ofliterature, the works by Luis de Camoes and

Sa de Miranda, are “organically” and poetically felt, despite having been heavily

influenced by classical models.

In this context ofan emerging discipline of literary history in Europe, then,

Bouterwek may precisely be understood as a transitional figure, for his work

on Portuguese literature forms only a part of his gigantic multinational, pan-
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European project. He may be seen not merely as a precursor ofromantic nation-

alism, but his essentially cosmopolitan, “prenationalist” approach to literary

history may also be related to today’s post- and transnational sensibility.
6
Yet

it is also important to point out that Bouterwelc’s Kantian cosmopolitanism,

which he explicitly expressed in his “Five Cosmopolitan Letters” (1794), has

itself a national index, insofar as he sees especially Germany (next to France,

England, and Russia) as a country with a “European-universalist” mission,

whereas Portugal, Spain, and Italy—whose “poetic” literary history was spread

by his work beyond the borders of the respective countries, in a pioneering

feat of scholarship—are seen as “too particular” (and Orientalist) for such a

role. Bouterwek promotes a European pluralism, as well as the international

exchange of ideas, where individual particularities are preserved. Yet through

his Enlightenment ideal ofa complementary “general Europeanism” runs a line

between nations that are more poetic and nations that are more universal than

others.
7

As the quotations just cited indicate, Bouterwek’s tentative conceptual ap-

proach to literary history, marking a transitional point between Enlightenment

encyclopedism and the romantic taste for the locally specific, wavers between

the national and the universal, the fragmentary evidence and the ideal oftotality.

His European cosmopolitanism acknowledges and values national differences,

yet the particularity of literary culture cohabits with the ideal of a coherent

presentation of its “totality.” Although Bouterwek is keen to link the manifes-

tations of literary culture to the political and national history of its time, the

concept ofliterary history is seen as a privileged medium ofenvisioning totality,

be it with respect to the idea of national character, be it as exemplifications of

specific stages of a teleologically conceived development of history. As Hans

Ulrich Gumbrecht has shown, this kind of literary history was made possible

by and depended on the specifically modern notion ofa self-reflexive and total-

izing History.
8

While our contemporary approaches to literary history follow Bouterwek

in his dedication to the locally particular (and the transnational), they have re-

nounced the idea of a totalizing, “grand” narrative and have developed differ-

ent methods ofparticularizing the very mode ofhistoriographical presentation.

Especially recently, after a trend of revisionary, postmodern histories, a new

awareness has arisen ofthe need for “nontotalizing” modes ofsynthesis. In the

following section, I want first to briefly survey some recent examples for this
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particularizing trend in literary historiography. Second, I will address the ques-

tion ofhow this historiographical and epistemological question—the impossi-

bility ofconceiving grand narratives—is echoed by the history/historiography of

the modern novel, as the quintessential genre of particularity. Finally, I want to

ask how the interrelation of these two aspects—the particularization of literary

history and literature as the expression of local particularity—may apply to the

specific case ofBrazilian literature.

The Particularization of Literary History

Recent reflections on the possibilities and problems of literary history have

stressed the dialectical relation between totality and fragmentation, between the

network and the irreducibly particular.
9 Among the most well-known examples

for the postmodern revision ofliterary history under the sign ofthe multiple and

the fragmentary are the “new” literary histories published by Harvard University

Press (A Neu; History ofFrench Literature, A New History ofGerman Literature).
10 These

works written by multiple authors are distinguished by their “thick description”

of individual moments and events of literary history. The anthologized essays

are arranged in chronological order, yet they eschew any clear causal logic and

deliberately juxtapose different genres as well as the individual approaches of

the different contributors. While the individual essays are undoubtedly con-

ceived as historical contextualizations ofthe specific texts and authors at hand,

the relations between the different essays are programmatically devoid ofa clear

sequential logic. Instead, a system of indexed names and terms allows the (al-

ready reasonably informed) reader to establish multiple, nonhierarchical rela-

tions between the different essays. After its initial appearance in 1989, the Neu;

History of French Literature has been welcomed as a refreshing deconstruction of

conventional literary history, yet it has also provoked criticism, especially David

Perkins’s claim that this work would eschew history altogether: “Encyclopedic

form is intellectually deficient. Its explanations of past happenings are piece-

meal, may be inconsistent with each other, and are admitted to be inadequate. It

precludes a vision of its subject. Because it aspires to reflect the past in its mul-

tiplicity and heterogeneity, it does not organize the past, and in this sense, it is

not history.”
11 While in my opinion Perkins overstates his case—he glosses over

the fact that encyclopedically arranged, microhistorical “thick descriptions” are

certainly a different kind of history but still provide historical contextualiza-

tion of individual texts—he is, of course, right in his assertion that such a work
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makes no attempt to systematize and “organize” the past. Indeed, this “failure”

is precisely the revisionary point .

12

For a more recent revision of literary history, let me mention an interesting

example from Italy, a country with a particularly strong tradition of academic

historicism (Francesco de Sanctis, Benedetto Croce, Antonio Gramsci) and a

venerable tradition of writing literary histories. The three-volume work Atlante

della letteratura italiana (Atlas of Italian Literature), published by Einaudi, is one

ofthe most ambitious and sophisticated examples of national literary history in

recent times. It is symptomatic for a new tendency that, while following in the

microhistorical path ofthe “New Histories, ” is also highly aware ofthe necessity

and the challenges ofwhat Michel de Certeau has called the “historiographical

operation .” 13 This Atlas tries to counter the idea ofa totalizing, Hegelian histori-

cism by combining historical chronology and context with the particularizing

category ofspace or geography, in order to conceive ofa different form oftem-

porality. As the editors write in their introduction, this temporality “is capable to

pass from the phenomena of long duration in the Italian literary civilization to

the small events, only apparently marginal, which through fulminous ignitions,

perhaps byway of a sudden encounter or confrontation, end up determining a

shift destined to weigh on the subsequent history” (Atlante 2010, xvi ).
14 Such an

approach appears indeed to be suitable for a national tradition that has been

unusually polycentric within the European context. Yet, as the quotation indi-

cates, the focus on spatial marginality also entails a microhistorical dimension,

whereby apparently contingent “small events” are seen as replacing a “too much

ordered gallery ofmasters and masterworks” (Atlante, xviii), so that they may il-

luminate literary history also by way ofthe dead ends, roads not taken, losers of

evolutionary processes, as well as coincidences, synchronies, and missed en-

counters. Moreover, given the editors’ desire to displace the centrality of single

classical texts, the authors of the Atlas were also asked to consider aspects of

production, reception, performance, or the relations to other media. Neverthe-

less, all contributions are grounded in a specific “hie et nunc, a spatio-temporal

point as concrete as possible” (Atlante, xx), a point that mediates contingency

with historical decisiveness. Yet eschewing the contemporary “fetishism of the

fragment,” the editors postulate that a literary history that anthologizes discrete

events must also confront the question of interrelations: “In any case, these

moments are of interest especially in their relation to so many other moments

of the same genre: because of their interconnectedness, more than for their
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(splendid) isolation” (Atlante, xx). Concretely, this means that a series of essays

are grouped together under a more general, synthetic account, which presents a

larger historical curve or structural background ofthe cultural “system.” In this

sense, the Atlas may be said to follow in the steps ofPierre Nora’s lieux de memoire

and the “New Histories,” yet it complements the idea ofthe essayistic narration

of “loaded” anecdotes with a more systematic presentation of the spatial and

temporal frames (called reti, or nets), specifically with regard to the contextual-

ization ofthe modes ofauthorship—an approach that is in some respects remi-

niscent of Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological theory of the literary field. Moreover,

the combination ofdeliberately marginal literary manifestations with the “hard

facts” of cartographic and infographic elements is clearly indebted to Franco

Moretti’s polemical intervention in favor of statistical research and the (now

routinely criticized) practice of “distant reading,” as well as the application to

literary history ofother epistemological models from the social and natural sci-

ences .

15
In contrast to the acknowledged model ofMoretti’s Atlas ofthe European

Novel, which combined the distribution ofliterary models in space with the rep-

resentation ofspace within realist novels, the Atlas ofItalian Literature is generally

not concerned with this latter aspect.

It is also remarkable that this approach, centered on the locally situated social

networks ofliterary production, is ultimately said not to dismantle the canon but

to “better appreciate—and better comprehend—the canonical authors of Ital-

ian literature” (Atlante, xxiii). Evidently, this work’s emphasis on geography and

topography is related to what has been called the “spatial turn” in the human

sciences, and in this sense it also exemplifies the recent tendency to foreground

the question ofspace within the field ofliterary history. In contrast to the “New

Histories,” then, this work places literary objects and events in contexts that

are more rigorously defined both spatially and temporally. Einaudi, which pub-

lished both the original Italian version of Moretti’s Atlas and the Atlas of Italian

Literature, is also responsible for the multivolume work on the novel edited by

Moretti, now (partly) translated into other languages .

16 Although this work is

not explicitly framed as a history of the novel, the wide panorama provided

—

including essays on individual national traditions, subgenres, themes, mate-

rial aspects, “key works,” and so forth—ultimately amounts to an encyclope-

dic vision of the novel from its earliest beginnings to the present day, with an

unprecedented international range. By way of its encyclopedic, anthologizing
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approach, this work shares in the contemporary preference for spatial, horizon-

tal, serial, self-consciously fragmentary mapping of a given terrain of knowl-

edge, rather than for the sequential and synthetic mode of proper historiogra-

phy, although some ofthe individual essays, in contrast to the “New Histories,” use

synthetic (and even statistical) methods ofpresentation.

As we have seen with regard to the Atlas ofItalian Literature, such a revisionary

kind of literary history maintains the general framework of the national while

at the same time weakening this category in favor of more local frameworks

(regions, cities, provinces). Paradoxically, the “spatial turn” may thus be seen

as a reterritorialization of literary studies after the demise of the national as

the central organizing category.

17 The decentering of the national by the local

and subnational is also embodied by another collaborative enterprise of recent

times, namely the three-volume Literary Cultures of Latin America. This work is,

of course, not the first attempt to understand the literatures of Latin America

as a common field “beyond the nation-state” (Valdes, xix).
18

Yet this project is

remarkable for its attempt to conceive multilayered constellations that negoti-

ate the subnational with the supranational. As the editor puts it in the intro-

duction: “The reader of literary history ought to be given the larger network of

cultural relationships that are at play in the particular detail, but how can we

describe multiple perspectives and yet maintain a sense of historical narrative

discourse?” (Valdes, xix).

The Novel and Particularity

In general, the examples just discussed all share an approach that favors an idea

of literary history as nonhierachical, nonconsequential interconnectedness.

This tendency is evidently a reflection ofour own epistemological present—the

“taste for the particular” as the leading stimulus for the human sciences—just

as Bouterwek’s idea of das Ganze was reflective of the historiographic ideas of

his time. Let me state it again: Bouterwek’s concept of totality was the objective

correlative of the particularity of national literature. Even as today we no longer

accept unproblematically the national telos ofliterary expression, we cannot but

see literature as an embodiment ofparticularity. Nowhere is this clearer than in

the literary genre that, for better or worse, is universally favored today, namely

the novel. How and why is the novel the genre of particularity; to what extent

may the history of the novel be understood as the emergence and transforma-
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tion of the particular? While in the study of the novel these questions are not

entirely new, they have never been laid out as forcefully as in Guido Mazzoni’s

remarkable recent book Teoria del romanzo (Theory ofthe Novel; 2011).
19

In his historical morphology Mazzoni presents the course of the Western

novel precisely as the emergence ofparticularity—and I would like to argue that

this book has much to teach us not only about the novel but also about how lit-

erary historians may approach literature as the medium of particularity. In fact,

in an afterword he reflects on the question ofhow such a historically informed

theory ofthe novel has to confront the particular and not subsume it too readily

into generalizing abstractions. This explains why the book is as much a theory

as a history of the novel (and why its title points toward an implicit critical re-

vision of Georg Lukacs’s “high theory” of the novel). This is to say that Maz-

zoni establishes a certain parallel between his own methodological approach

—

sensitive to historical particularities and differences—and his theory of the

novel as a narrative about the emergence of particularity.
20

In this regard Maz-

zoni invokes Peter Szondi’s critique of Hegel’s misrecognition of particularity:

“Because particularity is the proprium of our epoch, the figuration of a single

entity, in all the restrictedness of its world, may become a representative ges-

ture” (Mazzoni, 377). According to Mazzoni, the anthropological function of

reading novels consists in our experience ofwhat it might have been like to live

in a particular time and place, and thus to assume a particular point of view

(Mazzoni, 373). The fact thatwe moderns attribute a singular significance to the

“ontological region of particularity” (Mazzoni, 376) explains not only our rela-

tion to the modern novel (Mazzoni, 381) but also whatwe might call the particu-

larization ofthe epistemological landscape and modes ofintellectual operation:

“
. . . historicism and localism introduce, into the very heart of philosophical

theories, an ontology ofa narrative sort, the same that resides since time imme-

morial in any kind of story” (Mazzoni, 380). The practice of storytelling is thus

equated with the gesture ofhistoricization, which is in turn coterminous with a

“relativistic skepticism” distrusting oftime-transcending concepts:

Few disciplines rest on a foundation so thoroughly nihilistic as philology.

The image ofthe world informing its a priori sees reality as an agglomeration

of particular events and minimal genealogies: the influence of someone on

somebody else, of a singular event on another singular event, of a circum-

scribed milieu on an individual. . . . Philology knows no other metaphysics
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but one, obtuse and minimal, which is inscribed in the method of mechani-

cal causality. Every form of regularity that assembles particular objects into

greater connections comes out of it destroyed. In this sense, philology is an

extreme example for how the logic of narrative has penetrated the realm of

concepts. (Mazzoni, 381)

On the one hand, then, Mazzoni shows how the history of the European

novel moves toward and is coterminous with the “discovery ofthe milieu” (Maz-

zoni, 268), with the consequence—most visible in Balzac—that the individual

appears more or less connected to (if not determined by) the particularities of

the local and the historical (Mazzoni, 270). At a later point, during the time

of classical modernism, novelistic, interiorized subjectivity affirms itself by its

relative independence, yet even here emerges a characteristic conflict between

the universal and the particular (Mazzoni, 395-97). Mazzoni provides an ex-

traordinarily detailed account ofhow what he calls the “book ofparticular life”

gradually comes to emancipate itself from other literary genres, such as epic

and tragedy, and previous conceptions of the novel. The development of the

modern novel is associated with a series of discursive transformations that are,

in turn, responsible for the demotion of universal concepts in Western meta-

physics and for the origin of the perspectivism and particularism of the human

sciences (Mazzoni, 165): “The birth of the novel as the genre of private life and

the first stages ofthe development ofthe European human sciences are contem-

porary phenomena” (Mazzoni, 166). In the last chapter of his study, then, Maz-

zoni moves toward the present epistemological situation, where he diagnoses

the contemporary skepticism toward essentialist portrayals ofcultural phenom-

ena and historical epochs: “Today, whoever wants to reflect on linguistic games

and historical periods has to abandon certain gestures that are too immediately

synthetic, and has to penetrate into the analytical territory ofphilology. . . . The

synthetic power ofcertain judgments is directly related to the scarcity ofdetails,

to the certainty with which many facts are being ignored” (Mazzoni, 385).

Despite the differences in the examples I have surveyed, we notice the insis-

tence on the genuine particularity ofliterature and, as a consequence for literary

historiography, the implicit or explicit critique ofgestures that smack of“imme-

diate synthesis.” Yet we have also seen that synthesizing gestures and “historio-

graphical operations” are nevertheless unavoidable and necessary. For instance,

one need only look at the chapter headings ofMazzoni’s study (“The Novel and
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the Literature of the Ancient Regime,” “The Birth of the Modern Novel,” “The

Nineteenth-Century Paradigm,” “The Transition to Modernism”) in order to

see that his historical morphology is indeed heavily dependent on synthesiz-

ing operations. Or, as David Perkins has put it: “We must perceive a past age as

relatively unified ifwe are to write literary history; we must perceive it as highly

diverse ifwhat we write is to represent it plausibly” (Perkins 1992, 27).

Particularity and Synthesis in Brazilian Literature

The question, then, is how to write literary history by avoiding the sin of “im-

mediate synthesis,” to write a particular history of particularity. It goes without

saying that even more caution would be required if one were to deal with very

recent, or contemporary, literature. In a recent essay on the problem ofhow to

categorize the contemporary novelistic production in Brazil and Latin America,

Pedro Dolabela Chagas argues that these contemporary novels eschew the tra-

ditional paradigm and hermeneutics of nation formation (as present in studies

by Roberto Gonzalez Echevarria and Flora Siisselcind) and therefore also require

a different historiographical approach. Or, rather, a “historiography” appears

impossible in this case, for the novels appear as yet only isolated phenomena in

formation. Therefore, “the first step has to be precisely the following: to con-

front the singularity [ofthe work]
,
to appreciate it without submitting it to gen-

eralization, to let it speak before enlisting it into a lineage, into tendencies. . .

.

This would mean to privilege criticism over historiography, thus reinvigorating

the analysis of the particular, in the light of the difficulty to recognize the syn-

chronic historical picture.”
21 Moreover, in his survey ofcontemporary novelistic

production (e.g., of Bernardo Carvalho, Roberto Bolano), the author also rec-

ognizes a lessening of, say, the importance of “Brazilian” national identity for

the signification of the novel. The author concludes that, in the present time

of “universalizing” globalization, literature takes on the task of representing

“individual experience,” the “singular individual,” and the “circumstantially

local” (Chagas, 57). In other words, Chagas sees the contemporary Brazilian/

Latin American novel distinguished by what, according to Mazzoni, the modern

novel has always been about. In this sense, it might be true that the contempo-

rary novel represents a certain change with regard to a former dominance of

the “panoramic” novel of brasilidade. Yet Chagas appears to forget, first, that his

enlisting of contemporary works under this rubric (“the novel of individual ex-

perience, ofa mitigated frame of nationality”) amounts indeed to nothing but a
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sort of “generalization” and, second, that the idea of individuality is not exactly

something new in the history of the novel. The change he is addressing here

might also be described as a move from the novel’s task of “manufacturing dif-

ference” (P. Casanova) on the level offoundational, individual nationality to one

of individuality on a sub- or supranational level.
22

In any event, the deployment

of such an argument also points to the difference between the history of the

European and the Brazilian/Latin American novel.

And indeed, in the past, both Brazilian literature and its historiography have

often been heavily determined by narratives about the formation of Brazilian

nationhood. It is all the more remarkable that Antonio Candido, in his classic

Formapio da literatura brasileira, already sees this “nationalist” aspect of literature

in the context of a dialectical relationship between romantic and neoclassical

tendencies, insofar as his book sets out “to study the formation ofBrazilian lit-

erature as the synthesis ofuniversalistand particularist tendencies.”23 This is to

say that Candido sees his own project as distinct from romantic historiography,

where brasilidade was necessarily seen as a “differential trace and criterion of

value” (Candido 1981, 28).

It is also well known that Brazilian modernism echoes Romanticism in its

nationalist aspirations and its efforts to conjoin the particular and the universal.

In this context the concern with Brazilian nationhood is perhaps most visible in

the writings ofMario de Andrade, who is above all concerned with the integra-

tion of regional particularities into a national whole, which as such forms the

national-as-particular. The complexity of Mario’s nationalism is well captured

by Tania Franco Carvalhal: “Mario de Andrade understood what had been an

intuition for Jose de Alencar: A national entity would not exist in its totality with-

out the insertion of all its parts into the whole. It is for this reason that Mario

de Andrade searches for a break with geography (desgeografiza^ao); he wanted to

neutralize the emphasis placed on local particularities in order to be able to dis-

cover an underlying unity of identity, extending beyond regional differences.”
24

In his search for such a strategy of making Brazilian literature at once more

particular and more universal, Mario was inspired by the affinities he saw with

the similarly “peripheral” and romantic culture of Germany, where music and

the popular were seen as distinctive traits. As he proposes in his essay Teutos mas

musicos (1939), his personal conversion from the “classical” French to the “ro-

mantic” German paradigm could mark the way to a properly Brazilian culture:

“The fact was that I felt excessively frenchified (anfrancesado) in my spirit. ... I
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realized that in order to become really Brazilian in my sensibility and in mywork,

I first had to detoxicate myselffrom the exaggerated Frenchness ofmy being.” 25

Characteristically, in talking about himself, Mario also talks about Brazil, in this

case the formation ofBrazilian literature as an emancipation from a universalist

model. Similar to Ega de Queiros’s renunciation of his French past in 1889,
26

for

Mario an imported universalism calls up the specter ofimitation.

The case of Brazilian modernism, as should have become clear, has a some-

what complex relation to the terms particular and uniuersal. Therefore, a history

of this movement faces unique challenges to integrate this tension—arguably,

distinctive ofliterature tout court—into its own mode ofnarrative presentation.

A very interesting and persuasive attempt has been made in a recent book by

Ivan Marques, Cenas de um modernismo de promncia (Scenes of a Provincial Mod-

ernism; 2011), This is a self-reflexive attempt to write the literary history of a

distinctive inflection ofBrazilian modernism, as embodied by a specific group,

or generation, ofwriters from Minas Gerais.
27

Let me conclude this essay, then,

by pointing out the ways in which Marques addresses questions ofparticularity/

difference, as well as achieves synthesis/unity.

1. Local Difference. The category ofperipheral or “provincial” modernism

addresses the question ofcultural geography—that is, how

the “peripheral modernism” of Brazil, despite its unifying and

universalizing traits, must in fact be seen as heterogeneous, as a unity

made up ofdifferent parts. The modernist writers from Minas (the book

contains long, detailed chapters on Carlos Drummond de Andrade,

Emilio Moura, Joao Alphonsus, and Cyro dos Anjos) provide thus a kind

ofalternative modernism to the more “central” and “cosmopolitan”

version associated with Sao Paulo (Oswald de Andrade, Mario de

Andrade). The importance ofspace, the rootedness in a local context

(“particular expressions in every historical reality,” 9), is associated

with the particular cultural situation of the provincial capital of

Belo Horizonte. 28 The introductory chapter is dedicated to the local

particularities of this regional modernism, and here Marques criticizes

previous studies ofa strictly sociohistorical bent for having neglected to

“investigate the reasons for this singularity” (Marques, 23).

2. Time/Distinctiue Commonalities. The subtitle ofthe book (“Drummond and

Other Boys from Belo Horizonte”) links the idea of the locally distinctive
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to the time-bound phenomenon ofa literary group, or generation of

writers—which is, ofcourse, a traditional concept of literary history.

Since the French Revolution, the concept ofthe generation has served

to designate a specific “age cohort” defined by its difference from the

values ofthe past and shaped by common experiences. 29
In other words,

the term generation gathers historical significance through its designation

ofan irreducible, chronologically situated span ofexperience, while it

also is constitutionally synthetic in its reduction ofmany individuals

under a single, general rubric (think, say, ofthe Portuguese generation of

1870). The modernist generation ofMinas Gerais, according to Marques,

was united by a strong sense of “literary sociability,” by the participation

in a common journal (A Reuista) and other editorial projects, by similar

social backgrounds, a dislocation within modernity, and trajectories

leading from the “private” to the “public” domain (birth in the interior,

in traditional families; the sense of social decline; work as public

functionaries in the city, as well as a close connection to journalism;

later, an affinity with the educational projects ofGetulio Vargas).

Common experiences and activities also led to a shared intellectual

and literary style or rhetoric, such as the characteristic blending of

tradition and modernity, as reflected in the specific urban history of

Belo Horizonte (Marques, 20). These commonalities also were linked

to a deepened concern with local roots and psychological inferiority,

“a greater preference for particular beings than for the national myth”

(Marques, 22)—yet also, paradoxically, a French-influenced “spirit of

classicism” and “universalism” (Marques, 35), which was precisely what

Mario de Andrade criticized in them (Marques, 38). All ofthese traces

are designated by Marques as being “particular” to the “character of

Minas Gerais” in general (Marques, 35). Yet about the group ofwriters

Marques has chosen to study, he also writes: “However, in our search

for an identity that we already know to exist among them, we should

not exaggerate to the point ofneglecting the configuration ofthe parts.

It is in variety that unity is found, as wrote Mario de Andrade, while he

observed that in the group ofBelo Horizonte, behind the appearance

ofthe most ‘harmonious intellectual movement’ there was a sum of

solipsistic snails [caramujos ensimesmados], with everyone preserving his

own traits” (Marques, 45-46). Marques moves from Mario’s comment
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about the problem ofgroup formation as unity-in-variety to his own

methodological declaration that he wants to “always preserve the

particularity of every work” against the background ofa shared social

and historical condition (Marques, 46).

3. Particularity in Literature. Marques writes that “the union of the particular

with the universal (another ‘characteristic’ ofthe epoch in question)

in fact defines the very nature oflyric and art” (Marques, 35). This is to

say that Marques, just like Mazzoni, sees literature as the realm ofthe

particular, although it is here not restricted to the genre ofthe novel.

The Minas modernists are paradigmatic for a universalism rooted in a

decidedly local experience (Marques, 252-53). This means, for example,

that the adoption ofa radically subjectivist viewpoint in a novel such as

Cyro dos Anjos’s 0 amanuense Belmiro (The Amanuensis Belmiro, 1937)

can transcend the represented solipsism by appearing as representative

for an entire generation (namely, the generation studied by Marques).

Furthermore, Marques observes that the author “Cyro dos Anjos shares

obviously in the small world of his alter ego, yet he also elevates himself

above him” (Marques, 249), so that the pseudoautobiographical account

comes to represent “the bouarysme ofthe alienated Brazilian intellectual”

(Marques, 239), or what the novel itself, on the occasion ofthe Carnival

celebrations, calls Belmiro’s “impossibility to fuse with the masses.” In

contrast to the objectifying and socially engaged novel ofthe 1930s, 0

amanuense Belmiro continues the Symbolist concern with an “antisocial”

withdrawal to an interior self, yet it is precisely this stance through

which dos Anjos achieves a portrait ofhis generation. The resistance to

the social is itself socially determined, and even the most “interiorized”

novel maintains links with its particular milieu (see Mazzoni), which

in turn, we might add, shares features with other spaces ofperipheral

modernity and the metonymic figure ofthe alienated employee. 30

My point here is obviously not that Marques has reinvented literary history.

Rather, his study can simply serve as a self-reflexive example from which we

can extrapolate what, in my view, essentially remain the principal challenges

for literary history: (1) to demarcate a series of literary objects in circumscribed

parameters of time and space; (2) to achieve a certain narrative coherence and

“flow” that is not exhaustive but rather a “coherent fragment,” in Bouterwek’s
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term, which is concentrated on individual episodes, constellations, or “scenes”;

and (3) to wrest a certain general significance from the particular case or case

study at hand, and hence also to reflect on the myriad ways in which literature

itselfproduces the universal appeal ofparticularity.
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