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THE POETICS OF TUPI-GUARANI ART
IN THE FACE OF HUNGER AND SCARCITY"

Mariana Leal Ferreira and Mona Birgit Suhrbier™

THE ARTISTS

The drawings presented in this paper were made by Guarani Indians of the state of Sdo
Paulo, southern Brazil, mostly in 1999 and 2000. The artists are Silvio de Souza,
Mariano Tupa Mirim and Célio de Souza, young Guarani in their late teens and early
twenties, belonging to the Mbya subgroup living at Teko Wy’a Pyau, a village located
on the “Terra Indigena Itaéca”! (Itadca Indigenous Territory) in the municipality of
Mangagua on the southern coast of Sao Paulo State.? One drawing was made in 1950
by Miringuasu, a young Guarani Kaiow4 woman of the Panamb{ Indigenous Territory,
in the state of Mato Grosso, and was collected by the Brazilian anthropologist Egon
Schaden.?

*k

This essay was originally presented at the 99th American Anthropological Association annual meet-
ing in San Francisco, California, Nov. 15-18, 2000. An abridged version is being published in
Portuguese (Suhrbier and Ferreira 2001).

We would like to thank the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG), the Museum der Weltkulturen
in Frankfurt am Main, the Fundacio de Amparo a Pesquisa do Estado de Sao Paulo (FAPESP), and
the College of Arts and Sciences and the Graduate School of the University of Tennessee for their
support.

Itadca was ‘identified’ by the National Indian Foundation (Funai) as an indigenous territory in 1994
(Portaria Funai No. 912, 10/13/94). ‘Identification’ is the first step in the five-step demarcation
process that an indigenous territory (terra indigena) has to go through in order to qualify as such and
thus receive protection under the constitution.

The three Guarani groups, Mby4, Nhandeva and Kaiow4, are affiliated to the Tupi-Guarani linguis-
tic branch. Most of the Guarani Kaiow4 are located in the state of Mato Grosso do Sul and in
Paraguay. For historical perspectives on the migratory movements of the Guarani, see Branddo
(1992), Cherobim (1986), Métraux (1948) and Monteiro (1984). The Guarani population in the state
of Sio Paulo consists of 1,251 Mbyi, 415 Nhandeva, and 10 Kaiowa, according to a 1998 census
(Ferreira 2000). The village of Teko Wy’a Pyau does not form part of the city of Mongaguéd’s “Urban
and Tourist Development Plan”, designed by city officials in 1999.

See Schaden (1963). Most of the illustrations presented here were selected out of 75 drawings col-
lected by Mariana Leal Ferreira and Mona Birgit Suhrbier between 1998 and 1999. The original
drawings collected by Schaden form part of the holdings of the Museum der Weltkulturen in Frank-
furt am Main, Germany. Each drawing is accompanied by a handwritten explanation by Schaden. For
a more recent publication of these drawings of the Guarani Kaiowd, see Suhrbier (1997).
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POLITICAL SITUATION

The Guarani represent the largest indigenous nation in Brazil, with an estimated pop-
ulation of 40,000 living in the states of Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, Mato Grosso, Mato
Grosso do Sul, Parana, Santa Catarina and Rio Grande do Sul (ISA 2000). In Sio
Paulo State, there are 1,752 Guarani living in 15 indigenous territories on the coast and
in the country-side. The population of the Itaéca Indigenous Territory is composed of
117 Guarani Mbya and 67 Guarani Nhandeva (Ferreira 2000:28). In Mato Grosso,
there are currently 100 Kaiowa located on the Panambi Indigenous Territory. Mato
Grosso is the state with the largest Guarani population in Brazil, with 25,000 individ-
uals (ISA 2000).

Two very different political situations characterize the times when the drawings
dating from 1999/2000 and the single one dating from 1950 were produced respec-
tively. The illustrations represent two contrasting but complimentary ways of thinking
about the present, and of envisioning and planning for an idealized and poetic future.

1950: The Coming of a Cataclysm

Under various colonization projects, especially the Development Plan of the 1950s and
1960s, the Brazilian federal government drastically reduced the size of Guarani terri-
tories by opening up land in southern Brazil to homesteading and confining Guarani
communities to undersized reservations. Many of these reservations have still not been
legally demarcated, a situation that has generated serious problems between the In-
dians and encroaching neighbours like plantation owners, homeless peasants and large
corporations. The identification and demarcation processes for the indigenous territo-
ries of Itadca and Aguapeii began in 2000, but the legal status of other territories, such
as Pindoty and Pariquera-agu, is totally undefined.

Encapsulation on diminutive and unproductive lands, often shared with tradi-
tional enemies such as the Kaingang or Terena Indians, as well as expulsion from their
traditional lands have severely traumatized the Guarani, causing severe depopulation
and an increase in infectious and contagious diseases.* Losing control of the land
where they hunted, planted their crops, raised their children and buried their dead has
been treated by the different Guarani communities as the coming of a cataclysm.
According to Schaden (1963) and Alfred Métraux (1948), the Guarani interpreted the
white men’s strong presence on Indian territory as a sign of the end of this mundane
world. In reaction to this and previous crises, the Guarani of southern Brazil have been
known to set off in huge migratory movements, always heading north, and having the
Atlantic Ocean as a point to guide them.

4 See Almeida (1988), Clastres (1995), Ferreira (1998, 1999, 2000, 2002), Meihy (1991, 1994) and
Monteiro (1984).
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Tupi-Guarani migrations were documented by Portuguese officials and mission-
aries as early as the first half of the sixteenth century. Several thousand Indians at a
time were known to have abandoned their villages to follow a great religious leader
(karai) who had promised them “a beautiful land where all the things would come nat-
urally and abundantly, without any difficulty nor labor” (Métraux 1927:21). Of the 10
to 12,000 Guarani who headed north towards the Amazon river on one occasion, only
about 300 survived the journey (Hill 1995:vii). In the 1950s the leading karai of the
Panambf village, Pai Chiquinho, dedicated himself to re-enacting apocalyptic rituals
representing the end of this mundane world, thus facilitating transcendence into
another cosmic domain, the so-called ‘Land-Without-Evil’ (Ywy Mara_’y),” a mythical
paradise. In doing so, Pai Chiquinho was again putting mythological knowledge into
ritual practice. Nanderuvugt, the Guarani god of creation, was at the centre of the
karaf’s prayers for world renewal, since the creator could use his power to end intense
suffering and trigger the Guarani apocalypse.

It was in this context that Egon Schaden asked some Guarani to produce draw-
ings (1963, 1974). This was the first time that Miringuasu, who made the 1950 illus-
tration, had ever handled drawing materials or produced a sketch on paper (fig. 1).

1999 and 2000: “New Hope”

The Mbya Guarani of Teko Wy’a Pyau® survive by collecting scraps of food to eat and
tin cans to sell at local dumpsites. The garbage dump is located right next to the north-
ern border of the reservation, exactly 800 metres from the central patio of Teko Wy’a
Pyau, where the prayer house (0py or, in Portuguese, casa de reza) is situated. The qual-
ity and quantity of the garbage found on the dumpsite depends on the influx of tourists
into the coastal beach resorts. The garbage is considered “fat” (gordo) during carnivals
and other extended holidays, because there is an enormous increase in the amount of
empty beer cans available for resale. The Guarani make 5 Brazilian cents (into which
the Real is divided) per kilo of beer cans collected.” Each adult usually collects 20 to
30 kilos of aluminium cans per day “when the garbage is fat” (guando o lixo estd gordo),
which amounts to 40 to 60 US cents a day. Such a low income places the Guarani in a
situation of extreme poverty, and they live below the poverty line, as defined by inter-
national organizations such as UNICEF and United Nations, of US $1.00 per day per
individual person (UNICEF 1998, 1999).

Guarani men, women, young adults and children also work as cheap peons for
neighbouring farmers or sell crafts, such as miniature carved wooden animals and

“Ywy” translates as “land”, “mara_’y” as “indestructible”.
“Teko Wy’a Pyau” translates as “New Hope” or, in Portuguese, “Nova Esperanga”.
One Real, the Brazilian currency, was worth about US 40 cents in 2001.



148 Mariana Leal Ferreira and Mona Suhrbier

feather-decorated body ornaments, to tourists on nearby beaches. The situation on
banana farms and sugar cane plantations is of especial concern, since the Indians do
not have work permits and therefore do not receive any benefits whatsoever (includ-
ing medical assistance). In addition, they are paid less than the minimum salary (US
$70.00 per month in 2001), have tools and commodities discounted from their pay-
checks (which is prohibited under the Brazilian labour legislation), and cannot free
themselves from the debts they incur from their very first day of work. In other words,
the Guarani are trapped in a situation of eternal debt, known as debt-peonage. In fact,
the situation has been defined as one of forced labour or even slavery, according to the
definition put forward by the Ministry of Labour and Employment in Brazil (Ferreira
2002, in press).

In 1998, members of Teko Wy’a Pyau had just begun recovering from a traumat-
ic period under the leadership of their previous headman, who suffered excessively
from alcoholism and other ailments. As a result, he was unable to demand that the
National Health Foundation (Funasa), which is now in charge of the health of
Brazilian Indians, provide the Guarani with adequate assistance. Between April 1997
and July 1999, the rate of child mortality reached 50% - higher than the 38% rate
found in the miserable conditions of the north-east of the country (Ferreira 1998,
1999, 2000, 2002, in press). Due to these constraints, the impossibility of leading a
large migration away from such catastrophes forced the young new leader, Luiz Karai,
his wife Cecilia and other young Guaranis to devise new survival strategies and thus
bring new hope to the members of the village by proposing various concrete changes
in their daily lives. While Guarani elders today still believe that severe hunger and
scarcity are necessary conditions for the passage to the Land-without-Evil, the younger
generation is now proposing to introduce concrete changes in collective behaviour,
including schooling and the acceptance of the comforts of a sedentary agricultural life.

Images and Words

Drawing on paper is a novel means of expression for indigenous peoples who com-
municated mainly orally before the advent of literacy. Writing and drawing have now
become privileged means of communication and thus sites for the production of cul-
ture.® The results of these new forms of expression and representation for peoples
whose traditions are predominantly oral are now being examined by numerous schol-
ars, especially among populations whose pictorial and graphic forms of communica-
tion are well developed, as in body paint, pottery, basketry and other artistic process-
es (Vidal 2000).

8 See Melia and Binder (1988), Ferreira (1992), Suhrbier (1997a) and Vidal (2001).
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Drawing on paper is also not part of the artistic traditions of the Guarani, who
are rather renowned as “masters of the word” (Melia 1988:632). In other words, the
repertoire of Guarani culture traditionally shows a stronger affinity with the spoken
language than with graphic imageries. Besides their fine art — pottery, basketry, wood-
en sculpture and feather ornaments — the Guarani strongly emphasize orality as the
chief means of expressing their culture. The drawings presented here might seem aes-
thetically simple at first sight. Their complexity, however, can only be grasped through
an analysis that disentangles the political and economic background against which con-
temporary Guarani cosmology is constructed anew. The artists’ critique of human soci-
ety transforms the future into the present because it calls for major changes in collec-
tive behaviour, including the adoption of various Western forms of knowledge and
practice, such as literacy, sedentary agriculture and biomedicine.

For the Guarani Mbya, verbal art means composing prayers and chants that facil-
jtate communication with the deities who inhabit the Guarani cosmos and exercise
control over the Guarani experience of the world. Prayers originate from within other
cosmic domains and make their way into this mundane world through dreams and in
trances. Once received while dreaming, prayers become embodied experience and are
considered personal property, since they are intrinsically tied to the Guarani body-self
— that is, to the phenomenological experience of each Guarani individual. Possessing
prayers reassures individuals of their human status and grants men and women the
ability to communicate with other beings in the Guarani cosmos, human or otherwise.”

Children are routinely educated to develop their own individual religious expe-
riences, including the ability to compose personal prayers. Compositions are never
fixed but remain open for new collective and individual creations. In order to reach
the Land-Without-Evil, however, it is necessary to connect the body-self to the social
body (Scheper-Hughes and Lock 1987) by praying collectively, and by singing and
dancing under the guidance of the karai. Each prayer has a text, a melody and a
rhythm consisting of certain dance steps, and is accompanied by specific rhythmic
instruments. This is the case, for example, with recent songs composed by Guarani
youngsters in Sao Paulo:

Pemé’e jevy pemé’e jevy
Oreyvy pera’a va'e kue
Roiko’i hagua

Pera’a va kue rotko’i bagua.
Give back, give back

The land that you stole

From us

So that we can keep on living.

9 See Clastres (1995), Ferreira (2002, in press), Métraux (1979) and Schaden (1974).
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Political themes have thus also been incorporated into the villagers’ musical repertory,
as expressed in the above song chanted by children about the historical process of
Guarani land spoliation by Portuguese colonizers. Here, as in other instances of their
play, the children are producing a political commentary about their current living con-
ditions. Migration towards the Land-without-Evil also appears as a major theme in
poems and songs, as shown in the following chant:

Xekyvy'i Xekyvy'l

Ereo rire

Ejevy voi ja’a agud

Ja’a mavy

Joupive'l

Para rovai jajerogy

My little brother, my little brother
You have gone

Come back soon

So that we can go together
Venerating God

To the other side of the ocean.

In singing and praying, the Guarani soul is searching for its place in other cosmic
domains (Métraux 1979). By singing and dancing for hours during religious cere-
monies, men and women are striving to recognize and create the means to follow,
according to the Guarani way of life (Nhande Rekd), the poetic path leading them away
from this mean, destructive world. This earthly realm is imperfect because it is doomed
to future destruction, while the heavenly domain is characterized by infinite opulence
and leisure, the absence of work, and the denial of all prohibitions. “This amounts to
saying that e vil-labor, law —is s o ciety. The absence of evil — the Land-without-
Evil - is the counter-order” (Clastres 1995:56; empbhasis original).

THE DRAWINGS

Miringuasu, 23 years old and the daughter of the medicine man of the Panambi village
in the 1950s, decided to portray the medicine man’s ritual. Working in an abstract
style, she composes her drawing like a poem in which one strophe follows the other:
individual parts, each representing a ceremonial act, are arranged beside one another
in rows that form various layers.
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Miringuasu, Guarani, Brazil

Pai Chiquinho que reza furioso para destruir o mundo com fogo; reagdo
contra o loteamento das terras do Panambi. 1950

When the land was given to the white people Pai Chiquinho (the medicine
man) prayed to destroy the world.

Pencil on paper. 22 x 16 cm
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In her drawing, Miringuasu strongly links the political events of her time to key aspects
of the Guarani world-view. She interprets the fundamental theme of Guarani history
mentioned above: the search for the Land-without-Evil. The artist shows how collec-
tively and ritually, and under the guidance of the karas Pai Chiquinho, the Guarani try
to escape from the evil of this world and strive towards the paradisiacal reality of the
promised land. Like a poetic composer who develops her theme by putting the same
words together to foster new combinations, Miringuasu creates her oeuvre by putting
the same forms, circles and lines, together to fashion new arrangements, always form-
ing novel relationships among the parts. The parts themselves are correlated within a
system of reciprocal relations that bestow meanings upon one another. The network of
analogies the artist establishes among the different parts allows her to develop the jour-
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ney narrative, which expresses basic concepts in Guarani religious thought. Circles and
lines represent the efforts of the karai or prophets to maintain a collective life in bal-
ance and to secure survival through continuous communication with the gods in con-
stantly composing, singing and dancing. Miringuasu’s drawing demonstrates the plea-
sures of experimenting with a new graphic medium (Suhrbier 1997b). Her work is an
attempt to enhance the Guarani world of words through a graphic site of communica-
tion with representatives of the non-Guarani cosmos. The pictorial language the artist
uses accurately gives form, in our view, to the Guarani body-self in terms of what it
meant to be, feel and think Guarani in the middle of the twentieth century.

Guarani Artists in Modernity

In their graphic depictions of Guarani life, the contemporary artists Silvio de Souza,
Mariano Tupa Mirim and Célio de Souza suggest that existence on the Itadca Reser-
vation can be envisioned and enacted as if it is taking place in the mythical paradise.
In the Land-Without-Evil, people’s actions are harmonious and peaceful. The draw-
ings reveal an idyllic natural and social world surrounding Teko Wy’a Pyau, glittering

ALDG A

Fig. 2: Mariano Tupa Mirim. Vida de crianga na aldeia (Children’s Lives at the Village). 1999
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in the sunlight and covered with lush vegetation, plentiful vegetable gardens and rich
hunting grounds. Well-nourished children and young adults are either dancing nicely
dressed, or seriously following the requirements of ritual life by obeying the advice of
the prophets. Some members of the community are gathered peacefully around the
headman, while others are building a school for the children or working in the gardens.
Women and men are performing their daily chores, the women doing the laundry, the
men hunting and the children playing in bountiful fields rather than searching the
dumpsites for scraps of food to eat and tin cans to sell. Guarani children are shown
working happily out of doors (fig. 2).

Contemporary Guarani art is thus not, as Lévi-Strauss would define it, a “small
scale model or miniature” of the world (1966:23), but a critique of human society and
an idealized representation of what Guarani society could and should be like. It is a
critique of human society because it represents the current hopes of Guarani youth,
desires that they are trying to transform into reality.

Individual artists’ graphic styles and themes do vary, however. Silvio de Souza
gives a more western shape to the human figures he draws, since they are dressed in
shorts and skirts, in conformity with the urban Brazilian dress code. Younger artists
have chosen to represent Guarani men as strong fighters, depicting in some illustra-

Fig. 3: Silvio de Souza. Untitled. 1999
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tions a fantastic ‘muscle man’. This Gua-
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However, we should be very cautious
Fig. 4: Célio de Souza. Mortal Kombat Liunkag. in attributing western characteristics to
2000 (Museum der Weltkulturen, Frankfurt am Guarani representations of the experi-
Main, Germany) enced world. Early Tupi-Guarani ethnog-
raphers, for example, and more recently
government officials and missionaries, have tenaciously tried to discover the stamp of
Christianity and sometimes impose it on the Guarani by correlating the Land-Without-
Evil with the Christian notion of ‘heaven’. However, various scholars have repeatedly
emphasized the importance these Indians place on their religious life, which makes any
attempt to attribute aspects of Guarani religious life to a ‘loss of culture’ or ‘accultur-
ation’ a controversial issue.'” The same can be said about Guarani art: the super heroes
are genuinely Guarani in that they convey in graphic form the essence of the Guarani
body-politic, namely the indestructible quality that Guarani society wants and needs
its members to achieve in order to guarantee its own distinct survival in a modern
world.

The immediacy of the cities’ dumpsites, banana farms and cemeteries, where the
Guarani search for scraps of food, work as cheap peons and die prematurely, is absent
from the portraits drawn by Silvio de Souza and other artists: the reality of the nation-
al society is either not present or is marginalized. In one of Mariano Tupa Mirim’s
drawings, the nearby coastal city of Mongagu4 appears merely as a silhouette on the
horizon.

10 See, among others, Métraux (1948, 1979), Schaden (1974), and Unkel (1987).
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None of the Guarani ever mentioned to me (Mona Suhrbier) that they made a
living on the garbage dump. On the contrary, Cecilia, Luiz Karai’s wife, claimed that
they relied on the sale of agricultural produce to make ends meet, which does not cor-
respond to reality. Nor did any of the artists portray the Guarani as garbage collectors
whose babies were dying of hunger, tetanus, typhoid fever, tuberculosis or dehydra-
tion, among other diseases that can be easily prevented. Instead, at the centre of almost
all the drawings stands the beauty and dignity of Guarani culture as the basis of daily
village life. In showing their Guarani identity to outsiders, Guarani artists choose the
positive aspects of daily and ritual life, which in their view are still surviving under con-
ditions of extreme poverty and community distress.

Silvio de Souza provides an image of the Guaranis’ symbolic interaction with the
wider Brazilian society: the Indian who goes to the city wearing long trousers and a T-
shirt showing the Brazilian flag (fig. 5). By choosing the apparently simple image of the
flag, Silvio shows the great extent to which the Guarani are capable of communicating
with Brazilians and foreigners by taking over the language, codes and outer signs of the
Other to express themselves, as well as to shape the world they live in and to
fashion at the same time. Here, Silvio de Souza shows that being Guarani today also
means mastering new knowledges and practices.

Fig. 5: Silvio de Souza. Um Indio
chegando na cidade (An Indian
Arriving in the City). 1999
(Museum der Weltkulturen,

- _— Frankfurt am Main, Germany)

Ritual Life on Paper

If we examine the organization of ritualised activities among indigenous peoples in
South America, we notice that people, animals and objects are often aligned in an
orderly fashion, that is, brought together next to each other following concrete or
imaginary lines (Suhrbier 1998). Especially during initiation rituals, for example,
which mark the transition from one age-group to another, transposing fixed bound-
aries or limits often means passing from one social status to another. Mariano Tupa
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Fig. 6: Mariano Tupa Mirim. Opy
(Prayer House). 1999
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Mirim uses this formal element, the line, in four of his drawings. In “Opy” (fig. 6), he
arranges the musical instruments side by side in the middle of the illustration. The spa-
tial order of the opy is informed by the disposition of the instruments. The meaning of
the violin, rattles and rhythm sticks is determined by their insertion into the religious
context rather than by their practical utility. In this sense, the graphic language objec-
tifies the ceremonial order.

In “Cantos e Dangas Guarani na Aldeia Itadca” (fig. 7), the same artist organizes
the dancers in a line facing the ceremonial leader, thus situating the dancers in a limi-
nal or transitional position between this terrestrial world and the other cosmic domains
of the Tupi-Guarani universe. As mentioned above, singing and dancing facilitate com-
munication among the various beings of the Guarani cosmos, suggesting the transition
of the dancers among the various cosmic levels. The line of dancers ordering the spa-

Fig. 7: Mariano Tupa Mirim.
Cantos e Dangas Guarani na
Aldeia Itaéca (Guarani Songs and
Dances in Itaéca Village)
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Fig. 8: Mariano Tupa Mirim. O
plantio da banana, mandioca e
batata doce (The Planting of
Banana, Manioc and Sweet
Potato) 1999

tial distribution of the parts of the drawing provides a visual expression of the main
idea of the ritual, namely the maintenance and re-creation of the social order.

In “O plantio da banana, mandioca e batata doce” (fig. 8), Mariano Tupa Mirim
depicts the main Guarani agricultural products, again in lineal format. At first, the
arrangement seems to replicate the agricultural techniques used by local farmers in
their monocultures, rather than the slash-and-burn method practiced by the Guarani.
We suggest, however, that the artist may be representing the vegetable garden as a
sacred ceremonial site, the lineal arrangement of the plants suggesting that the Guarani
agricultural system is a part of the broader religious order. Tupa Mirim’s interpretation
clashes with the modern definition of the plantation simply as a site of labour and pro-
duction dominated exclusively by utilitarian values.

In “Pajé e o indio doente” (fig. 9), also by Tupa Mirim, the formal element of the
illustration is a circle, in the centre of which a shaman is performing a therapeutic
action by blowing tobacco smoke over the patient. The musical instruments and cere-
monial objects of the prayer house are located on the periphery. Note that the objects
seem to be revolving around the therapeutic ceremony. The artist is graphically depict-
ing an important Guarani performative moment in which the youngsters are marking
their ritual trajectory by stamping their feet rhythmically on the sandy ground. Here
Tupa Mirim is interpreting the therapeutic scenario as an integral part of the broader
Guarani ceremonial system, in which the entire Guarani population plays an impor-
tant role. The knowledge and power that stem from the shaman form the core of this
religious system.

The symbolism of lines and circles in the Guarani drawings are indicative of
modern strategies of maintaining and re-creating Guarani culture in the face of
extremely adverse living conditions on reduced reservations in Sao Paulo — the richest
state in Brazil.
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Fig. 9: Mariano Tupa
Mirim. Pajé e o indio
doente (The Shaman and
the Sick Indian). 1999

FINAL THOUGHTS

In the last fifty years, Guarani art has changed in style and symbolic organization.
What has not changed are the symbolic meanings of art and the intentions of the
artists.

Miringuasu’s first drawing in 1950, with its apparently abstract style, is inspired
by the ideas of song composition and dance. With its structured linguistic orientation,
the composition of the image follows the laws of discursive thought in presenting a
“discursive symbolism” (Langer 1957:79). At the turn of the millennium, young Gua-
rani artists’ painting experienced a change towards a European figurative style, some-
times even within a figurative, perspectival design. This style is characterized by a “pre-
sentational symbolism” (Langer 1957:79) in which heterogeneous images of reality and
complex entities are articulated simultaneously in a total image. The essence of Gua-
rani art is not exclusively focused on the ritual path that must be followed, but on a
synthesis of what it means to be and to survive as a Guarani individual today. In addi-
tion, the contemporary perspective adopted by historians of art does not encourage
one to see and discover easily the similarities of Guarani art with, for instance, Euro-
pean romantic landscape painting. By taking into account that fact thatitis inten-
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tion what ascribes meanings to knowledges and actions, one can more easily com-
pare the intentions of Guarani artists with those of European romantic landscape
painters.

At first glance, the drawings seem to portray aspects of everyday life on the reser-
vation: children at play by the water spigot, adults at work, hunting and tending gar-
dens. We suggest, however, that the images also reflect a creative aspect of contempo-
rary Guarani cosmology. Each image usually brings together two or more layers or
realms of the Guarani universe, namely this more immediate, terrestrial world, and one
or more of the so-called supernatural domains that are characteristic of Tupi-Guarani
societies. Such domains are usually inhabited by shamans, xondaro during their cosmic
voyages and other beings, animated or not, material or symbolic, including animals,
plants and minerals. More recently, the xondaro have materialized into fantastic west-
ernised super-heroes, such as the mortal combat fighters shown above. Here, the artists
seem to be engaged in the art of world-making (Goodman 1968, 1978), resorting to
elements of varying cosmic and temporal levels in order to think about the past, re-cre-
ate the present and envision the future. The memory of the meaningful deeds of the
artists’ immediate kin and close and distant ancestors (human or not) is thus revived
and intensified, revealing aspects of one’s own inner spiritual and terrestrial experi-
ences. In their world-making process, the artists deliberately choose not to include
inhuman aspects of the chaotic and cruel world that surrounds them, since they want
to re-create the universe anew. In this sense, the drawings are not only the expression
of an idealized world, but an engagement in refashioning this world completely by
meansof artistic action.

Like the landscape paintings and portraits of many other South American
Indians, such as the Ticuna and Tucano artists of the Brazilian northwest, the Guarani
do not simply represent a ‘natural outer reality’ in their iconography. Rather, they com-
pose a unique view of the world by positioning various symbolic entities within a spe-
cific social field, time and place. This symbolism can be apprehended in two other
drawings by Silvio de Souza (fig. 10, 11). Meanings that spring from images of the opy
or ceremonial house, gardens and material objects like bows and arrows, guns, musi-
cal instruments and tobacco pipes are thus inherently contextualized," thus repre-
senting, we suggest, an attempt to educate the broader public about current Guarani
aspirations.

Furthermore, the landscape itself, as well as its mythic, religious or fantastic sym-
bolic components and figures, appear as symbols (Suhrbier 1999). In the process, ‘nat-
ural’ entities like the river, the gardens, the lightning at the side of the prophet, animals

n Especially in societies with oral traditions, such as lowland South American societies, objects of daily

use are not only considered useful and practical, but are seen as symbols which play an impor-
tant role in the symbolic structuring of human beings and the reflection of the self. Created at the
interface between individual wishes and goals, and collective mythical ideals, material things have the
potential to combine the parallel processes of experience and creation (Suhrbier 1998).
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Fig. 10: Silvio de Souza.
Artesanato Indigena (Indigenous
Arts and Crafts). 2000 (Museum
der Weltkulturen, Frankfurt am
Main, Germany)

Fig. 11: Silvio de Souza. Dia de

Reundiad na Aldeia Guarani

(Assemblance Day at the Guarani

Village). 2000 (Museum der

= —_ — - — Weltkulturen, Frankfurt am Main,
MBI S et B B a2k ~  Germany)

such as jaguars, snakes and birds, and highly symbolic or spiritual figures like the
hunter, the headman, the prophet and the xondaro are re-created. Various spatial and
temporal domains are re-combined so as to make the total image turn into a fashion-
ing act or an invention in itself. The result is an idyllic version of the world that some-
times acquires romantic overtones, depending on the inner state or aspiration of the
individual artist. Artists who are also shaman’s apprentices, such as Silvio de Souza,
tend to dwell more intensively in super-natural domains of the cosmos, given their
familiarity with altered states of consciousness, which allegedly enables shamans to
engage in cosmic voyages more freely. The resulting iconography indicates that their
world-making activity is highly dependent on spiritual, fantastic figures such as the
xondaro, incredible muscle-men and other combat fighters. Conversely, those artists
who are also health workers in biomedical dispensaries on the reservation, such as Luiz
Karai and Mariano Tupa Mirim, shift the emphasis towards their own embodied skills
and cultural elements of this terrestrial domain. Karai’s and Mirim’s artistic produc-
tions humanize the cosmos by showing that, if they are given the opportunity and ade-
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quate resources, the Guarani can transform the barren reservation into a lush and
abundant land, promoting social well-being once again among the various Guarani
communities. Machetes, axes, scythes, agricultural fertilizers, radios, tape-recorders,
type writers, money, clothing, electricity, telephones and books, among other goods,
appear as crucial westernised cosmological artefacts that can help the Guarani re-cre-
ate the immortal essence of the Guarani self (kandire) which in turn enables transcen-
dence to the Land-without-Evil.

Ultimately, the question seems to be: What potential does the adoption of draw-
ing on paper as a new technology contribute to the Guarani world-making process?
While the impact of alphabetic writing on oral societies has been addressed by various
scholars worldwide, the poetics of contemporary indigenous art in South America and
elsewhere has received much less attention. Indigenous peoples in Brazil, and all over
the world for that matter, have realized that the oral transmission of knowledge is
insufficient to make sense of, or deal with, an increasingly globalized world. If the
sacred spoken word, which is vital to the Guarani body-self, has not been able to trans-
mit the dramatic effects of persistent poverty and violence to an insensitive Brazilian
society, these young artists hope that the visual signs of an idealized poetic world might
help educate the public about their current aspirations.

This is precisely what Luiz Karai stated during the annual commemoration of the
“Dia do Indio” (Indian Day), on 19 April 1999. Rather than sponsoring the usual
‘Indian dance’ at the central plaza in the nearby beach resort of Mongagu4, on the
southern coast of Sao Paulo, city officials were invited to a “Guarani ceremony” at
Teko Wy’a Pyau. The highly political speech that Luiz Karaf and Basilio Silveira deliv-
ered to their guests during the opening ritual revealed the young artists’ intention of
inaugurating a new era for the Guarani people (Ferreira, in press). During the cere-
mony, Karai, Silveira and other young Guarani exhibited some of their most recent
drawings, pointing to the lush green gardens, the healthy children, the brand new
school and the clean river running through the reservation as examples of the sorts of
improvements they would like to see at Teko Wy’a Pyau.
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