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Thinking about Eurocentric Modernity, we see how it has come to be defined by the attitude 

adopted by those who claim they are within it. Attempting the recapturing of the ephemeral, 

fleeting essence, not beyond the present moment “but within it”.1 Modernity is always 

reaching out, chasing and striving for the graspable moment lingering in front of it. 

Progressing forwards, whether through the A vant-garde or colonial expansion, subsuming 

the pre-modern in its path, throwing away the past in the name of the future. Through this 

modern behaviour, a linear narrative of aesthetic innovation was constructed, “Eurocentric 

history sees Europe, alone and unaided, as the motor, … for progressive historical change, 

including progressive change in the arts”.2 As a major colonial power, Europe declares its 

own modernity as the one and only legitimate culture thus defining the path to aesthetic 

innovation as linear, binary, and having one narrative.3 The binary of progress, intrinsic to 

Modernity, automatically defines that which is not progressing forwards as regressive and 

subaltern. As a result, Europe grants itself the privilege of being at the forefront of 

modernity and places the ‘rest of the world’ in an inferior, infantilised and surpassed 

position.4 This binary is ignorant. Europe is able to consume the ‘primitive’ aesthetics of 

colonised cultures and claim them as their own, defining “colonised people as body rather 

than mind… a source of raw material rather than of mental activity”.5 This is reflected by 

the export of such raw material from colonial Brazil’s agricultural resources like sugar, 

wood and coffee that still sustain to this day. Colonised people like indigenous Brazilians 

became material for Europe to use. The ‘irrational’ body of the ‘rational’ European mind. 

 
1 Michel Foucault. “What is Enlightenment?” 1984. In The Foucault Reader: An Introduction to Foucault’s 
Thought, edited by Paul Rainbow. (London and New York: Penguin Books, 1984). 39 
2 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture: Towards a Polycentric Aesthetics. (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1998). 27 
3 Shohat and Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 27 
4 Shohat and Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 28 
5 Shohat and Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 28 
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The indigenous Brazilian culture becomes infantilised by this corporeal dichotomy, 

linearized as “evoking an earlier stage of individual human or cultural development”6 which 

Shohat and Stam suggests results in an artificial divide that is built between Europe and 

non-western cultures.7 Brazilian Modernism comes to disrupt these boundaries, expanding 

beyond them, to step outside of Eurocentric modernity. Brazilian modernists chose to 

embrace the irrational, primitive and carnal that had been used to define indigenous culture 

in order to deconstruct European post-colonial cultural domination. 

Brazil was not only exporting raw material but also imported European cultural 

material. It became a site of the “hybrid co-production of ideas through inter-cultural 

encounters”.8 The Anthropophagia movement emerged from such cultural interactions, from 

the Brazilian cultural elites who digested Modern European culture and saw Brazil too on 

the verge of Modernity.9 Tarsila Do Amaral, one of said Brazilian elites, instigated the 

Anthropophagia movement through her painting ‘Abaporu’ (Fig. 2)  which led her then 

husband, Oswald De Andrade, to write the ‘Manifesto Antropófago’ (Fig. 1). 

‘Anthropophagia’ or ‘Anthropophagy’ translates to a ‘person who consumes human flesh’, 

also referred to as cannibalism. The act of cannibalism within indigenous Brazilian tribes, 

as such as the Tupinamba, is “a trope that sustains the very distinction between savagery 

and civilization, is a cornerstone of colonialism”.10 It serves as way to cast the indigenous 

 
6 Shohat and Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 28 
7 Shohat and Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 28 
8 Gazi Islam. “Can the Subaltern Eat? Anthropophagic Culture as a Brazilian Lens on Post-Colonial 
Theory”. Organization 19, no.  

2 (March 2012). 160.  
9 Robert McKee and Mónica Szurmuk. “Antropofagia” by Carlos Jáuregui in Dictionary of Latin 
American cultural Studies.   
        (Gainesville: The University Press of Florida). 2012. 23 
10 McKee and Szurmuk. “Antropofagia”. 22 
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of Brazil as uncivilised, irrational and primitive. This trope was constructed through colonial 

European explorer texts like Hans Staden’s 1557 publication ‘True Story and Description 

of a Country of Wild, Naked, Grim, Man-eating People in the New World, America’ which 

paints the Tupinamba people as “savages” 

who “have not the art of counting beyond 

five”.11 For example, Staden uses the 

previous point specifically to diminish 

Tupinamba culture, suggesting a lack of 

intellect and thus again framing the 

indigenous as body, asserting his belief in 

European cultural superiority. This also 

places Tupinamba culture on a linear path 

in which it precedes European culture in 

cultural development, again resulting in 

the infantilisation of Tupinamba culture. 

Staden holds a preliminary perspective 

that would come to justify the European 

colonial destruction of Brazil’s indigenous 

culture as an act of ‘civilising’. William 

Arens has critiqued the authenticity of Staden’s text, highlighting the ingrained racism 

throughout the text along with the fabrication of much of the first-hand experiences written 

about. Yet, texts as such as Staden’s have resulted in the ‘Othering’ and dehumanisation of 

indigenous Brazilian cultures due to the partially mythologised colonial character of the 

 
11 Hans Staden. Hans Staden’s True History: An Account of Cannibal Captivity in Brazil, trans. Neil L. 
 Whitehead and Michael Harbsmeier. (Durham and London, Duke UP, 2008). 162 

Figure 1:Andrade, Oswald de, ‘Manifesto antropófago’ 
(Manifesto of Anthropophagy), with drawing by Tarsila do 
Amaral, in Revista de Antropofagia 1, no. 1 (May 1928). 
The Museum of Modern Art Library. Photo: John Wronn 
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‘cannibal’. “To Staden…eating human flesh implies an animal nature which would be 

accompanied by the absence of other traits of “real” human beings…”12 thus indigenous 

people again become defined through the body, as lacking any cerebral function, symbolised 

through the corporeality of eating and digesting flesh as a dehumanised ‘cannibal’. The 

Anthropophagic movement embraced the ‘Cannibal’. Andrade proposed within the 

‘Cannibalist Manifesto’ that Brazil’s history of cultural ‘cannibalism’ is its greatest strength. 

Thus Brazilian “modernists embraced a modernity produced by cultural consumption”13 in 

order to counter the post-colonial cultural domination of Europe. The movement therefore 

is not an attempt to revert back to lost indigenous culture as Anthropophagy actively 

acknowledges the “inevitability of cultural interchange between ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’”14 

and thus plays up to the European intrigue in ‘primitivism’ by adopting the metaphor of 

the ‘cannibal’. Thus, Brazilian modernists absorb their colonial identity in an attempt to 

form their own unique Brazilian identity outside of Eurocentric modernity-coloniality. 

Anthropophagy is difficult to outline, as a “heterogeneous and often contradictory 

aesthetic venture”15 , the movement has often been re-consumed and re-appropriated 

throughout Brazilian history, as such as the Tropicália period in the 1960’s. This lack of 

definition is important to the Anthropophagic concept. Oswald De Andrade’s ‘Cannibalist 

Manifesto’ appears like no other, especially when compared to its European contemporaries 

like Futurism which has clearly defined, constitutive points. Formed by 52 paragraphs, “the 

text is diffuse and fragmented rather than cohesive; even visually its paragraphs are 

 
12 William Arens. The Man-Eating Myth: Anthropology and Anthropophagy. (Oxford and New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1979). 25 
13 McKee and Szurmuk. “Antropofagia”. 24 
14 Shohat and Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 39 
15 McKee and Szurmuk. “Antropofagia”. 22 
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separated by long typographical lines”.16 The text does not function in a linear fashion, it 

has no ‘rational’ beginning or end narratively, creating a text that can be considered as 

open or fluid in its narrative due to its mix-matched aesthetic layout. Andrade never 

explicitly outlined formal elements of the movement but instead focuses on “a creative 

synthesis of European avant-gardism and Brazilian cannibalism… an anthropophagic 

devouring”17 of European culture, in order to strengthen Brazilian Modernism. For example, 

the Manifesto’s famous line “Tupi or not Tupi that is the question”18, the only line originally 

written in English, rips the heart out Shakespeare’s Hamlet and consumes it, absorbing and 

combining it with the name of the allegedly cannibalistic native tribe of the Tupi. Andrade 

eats Europe. This sentence serves as an example of the hybridisation and cultural synthesis 

intrinsic to the metaphorical cannibalism that Andrade proposes in Anthropophagia. The 

text was not officially translated to English until 1991 because of it grammatical 

inconsistencies and irrational phrases. Andrade writes specifically “Let’s get rid of ideas”, 

“we never permitted the birth of logic among us”, 19 clearly challenging the importance of 

rationality within Eurocentric modernity. He also highlights science and logic, both key 

aspects of the Enlightenment, as oppressive. Some sentences do not make sense but, as 

Jáuregui suggests, these are “surrealist phrases that work against rational argumentation to 

produce a sense of ostranenie”20. Through this, Andrade becomes purposefully ‘irrational’ 

from a position of “cultural self-confidence”.21 He does not aim to be understood within the 

 
16 McKee and Szurmuk. “Antropofagia”. 25 
17 Shohat and Stam. “Modernist anthropophagy”. 39 
18 Oswald de Andrade, Cannibalist Manifesto, trans. Leslie Bary. (Pittsburgh: Latin American Literary 
Review,1991). 38 
19 Oswald de Andrade. “Cannibalist Manifesto”. 43   
20 McKee and Szurmuk. “Antropofagia”. 25 
21 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam. “Modernist anthropophagy”.39 
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‘rational’ European boundaries. Andrade chooses to swallow these boundaries and breaks 

them down in his stomach, absorbing them into the anthropophagic body like the 

“Tupinamba Indians devoured their enemies to appropriate their force”.22 The corporeality 

and anti-rationality of Anthropophagy digests the body-politic of the enlightenment in a 

carnivalesque fashion. The material body is integral to Anthropophagia. “The carnival body 

is unfinished, elastic, malleable; it outgrows itself, transgresses its own limits and conceives 

new bodies. Against the static … “passing of one form into another”, reflecting the “ever 

uncompleted character of being”. 23  Anthropophagy becomes a digestive movement that 

disregards the linear and binary construct of modernity in favour of a living homogenous, 

recycling and carnivalizing cultural model that is “the most potent and durable metaphor 

in modern Brazilian culture”.24 In the middle of the ‘Manifesto Antropofagia’ sits an 

illustration of Tarsila De Andrade’s painting ‘Abaporu’ (Fig.2). As stated earlier, this painting 

inspired her husband, Oswald De Andrade, to originally write his manifesto. The title of the 

piece comes from the Tupi language, translating to ‘the man that eats people’. Born into a 

wealthy family involved in coffee farming, Tarsila was privileged in that she was had to 

opportunity to study abroad in European cities, as such as Paris. Throughout this experience, 

 
22 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam. “Modernist anthropophagy”. 39 
23 Mikhail Bakhtin. Rabelais and His World, trans. Helene Iswolsky.(Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1968).
 32. 
24  Christopher Dunn. Beatriz Azevedo and the Art of Anthropofagia.  



 
 

8 
 

her work and by extension herself, “have been challenged by varied, traditional, and 

narrowly defined set of Eurocentric binaries around culture.”25 Tarsila was never static in 

her work or identity, as a Brazilian “She wore Parisian couture but served her French 

guests the popular Brazilian spirit cachaça in order to “reinforce the bond”…”26. Tarsila 

herself became a site of inter-cultural exchange and hybridisation, something that is also 

excreted through her oeuvre where she often showed her desire and ability to shift her 

artistic identity, gender and social roles, never settling within a linear narrative or binary 

cultural structures. Tarsila describes the painting as “a monstrous solitary figure, enormous 

feet, sitting on a green plain, the hand 

supporting the featherweight 

minuscule head."27 ‘Abaporu’ inverts 

and carnivalizes the body politic by 

focusing on the corporeal through the 

figures enlarged body and shrunken 

head. An emphasis is clearly placed on 

body, specifically the foot, over the 

shrunken head resting on the arm 

mimicking Auguste Rodin’s ‘The 

Thinker’. Thus, Tarsila actively 

 
25 Stephanie D'Alessandro and Luis Pérez Oramas. Tarsila do Amaral: inventing modern art in Brazil.
 Chicago, Illinois. The Art Institute of Chicago, 2017. 18 
26 Stephanie D'Alessandro and Luis Pérez Oramas. Tarsila do Amaral. 18 

27  Aracy A Amaral. Tarsila: Sua Obra e Seu Tempo, São Paulo, Tenenge, 1986 p. 104. 

Figure 2: Amaral, Tarsila Do, “Abaporu”, Oil on canvas, 
1928, Private collection of Eduardo Costantini, in ‘Tarsila 
Do Amaral: Inventing Modern Art in Brazil’, by Stephanie 
D'Alessandro and Luis Pérez Oramas, Plate 54, Chicago: 

The Art Institute of Chicago, 2017. 
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engages with Eurocentric culture and chooses to portray an ambiguous undefinable body 

that exists in opposition to European binaries as such as man and women. It exists beyond 

these boundaries, in a hybridised, homogenous form. Tarsila absorbs the colonial projection 

of the body as ‘irrational’ and creates a 

playful image that is active in its devoration 

of European culture by acknowledging such 

cultural binaries. Absorbing this into the 

undefined and fluid body of ‘Abaporu’, Tarsila 

rejects the static boundaries of Eurocentric 

modernity by creating a hybridisation of 

cultural strengths that opposes the singular, 

linear progress of aesthetic modernity seen in 

Alfred H.Barr’s (fig 3) cover. 

  

Tarsila’s own narrative was one of 

complex cultural interactions that were 

internalised and expressed through her fluid identity and work. She moved between cultures 

of both colonised and coloniser, digesting these experiences which gave her unique position 

when developing Brazilian Modernism: 

One Wari’ man invented a sort of guerrilla theatre. As a youth, he had been shot, 
wounded, and kidnapped by Brazilians, who took him to live in a town to the 
north, where he learned to speak Portuguese. Several years later, SPI agents took 
him back to the Lage-Ribeirão area in hopes that he would help them contact the 
Wari’. Instead, the young man escaped and found his way back to his relatives. For 
years afterwards, he delighted in using his knowledge of Portuguese to taunt the 
Brazilian settlers and play of their fears of savagery, sex, and cannibalism. Decked 
out in bright red body paint and feathers, he would suddenly materialize at the 
edge of a clearing near a settler’s house. Shaking his penis in one hand and 
brandishing a bow and arrow in the other, this ‘wild’ Indian would unnerve the 
settlers by crying out in Portuguese, ‘Traz uma mulher bonita pra mim! Queri 

Figure 3, Barr, Alfred H. Cubism and Abstract Art. New 
York: The Museum of Modern Art, 1936. 

 



 
 

10 
 

comer! {Bring me a pretty woman! I want to eat!} (“Eating” is a euphemism for 
sexual intercourse in Brazil.)28 

This extract depicts the experience of a man within the Wari tribe. The Wari, much like 

the Tupi, are an Amazonian tribe who have practised cannibalism within their society. 

Cannibalism has been historically used by indigenous tribes as a way to performatively 

mediate boundaries with Brazilian settlers through terror, were as the artistic van guard 

have used such a performative act to disrupt their relationship with Europe and devour 

colonial constructed binaries29. The Wari man’s actions are explicitly performative and 

predatory due to his awareness that such actions would disturb and unsettle the colonisers. 

He purposefully acts ‘irrationally’ and ‘wild’ in an active engagement with the coloniser 

that challenges European cultural domination.  Through cross-cultural experiences, the Wari 

man becomes hybridised much like Tarsila. The man’s actions are dependent on the colonial 

Portuguese language of the settlers and the Eurocentric construction of the indigenous 

identity. Tarsila too initially depended on the binaries of post-colonial Eurocentric culture 

to feed on and devour. In order to achieve a national identity apart from post-colonial 

cultural domination of Eurocentric Modernity, Tarsila had to “temporarily adopt the 

language of the hegemon to conceive their own liberty”30 thus absorbing the cannibal 

identity and European vernacular culture in order to expand beyond it. Islam and Bhabha 

refer to a “third space” that exists “between autonomy and dependence” which “stands 

above the identities of colonial dominance or subordination and mediates these identities”31. 

 
28 Beth A. Conklin. Consuming Grief: Compassionate Cannibalism in an Amazonian Society. Austin, Tex: 
University of Texas Press, 2001. 49 
29 Gazi Islam. “Can the Subaltern Eat? Anthropophagic Culture as a Brazilian Lens on Post-Colonial
 Theory.” Organization 19, no. 2 (March 2012): 163 
30 Gazi Islam. “Can the Subaltern Eat? Anthropophagic Culture as a Brazilian Lens on Post-Colonial
 Theory.” Organization 19, no. 2 (March 2012): 166  
31 Gazi Islam. “Can the Subaltern Eat? Anthropophagic Culture as a Brazilian Lens on Post-Colonial
 Theory.” Organization 19, no. 2 (March 2012): 164  
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Through the ingestion of European post-colonial culture by the colonised, both come to 

exist separately but within one contradictory body. Anthropophagia places the Brazilian 

culture in a hybridised, carnival body that ingests another culture into itself. The body 

therefore becomes central to both the importation and exportation of cultural material, 

digesting and excreting through the body. The Brazilian cultural model becomes fluid, like 

the carnival body, deconstructing the European mind as nutrients to consume and aid in 

Anthropophagys own growth beyond the binaries to which it had been confined.   

Tarsila also exists in this ‘Third space’; on the cultural periphery of colonised and 

coloniser. When presented with ‘Abaporu’, ‘A 

Negra’ (Fig. 4), and ‘Antropofagia’	 (Fig.	 5), 

the apparent devoration of her own work is 

clear. Figures like that of A Negra and 

Abaporu are seen sat together within 

Antropofagia, “physically transformed and 

united”32. The bodies appear faceless, flanked 

by the lemon slice sun of ‘Abaporu’ and the 

banana leaf of ‘A Negra’. “Abaporu is the 

cannibal, and her painting Anthropophagy is 

what results from the digestion of A Negra. 

Anthropophagy digests – condenses and 

metabolises…”33 . Two different images which 

come together and excrete the new. Yet, the 

 
32 D'Alessandro, Stephanie, and Luis Pérez Oramas. 2017. Tarsila do Amaral. 51 
33 D'Alessandro, Stephanie, and Luis Pérez Oramas. 2017. Tarsila do Amaral. 89	

Figure 4: Amaral, Tarsila Do, “A Negra”, Oil on 
canvas, 1923, Museu de Arte Contemporânea da 
Unversidade de São Paulo (MAC-USP, Tarsila Do 
Amaral: Inventing Modern Art in Brazil’, by 

Stephanie D'Alessandro and Luis Pérez Oramas, 
Plate 13, Chicago: The Art Institute of Chicago, 

2017.)	
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digested works “do not die; they transform themselves, leaving traces and reminiscences”.34 

Through this ‘condensing’, A Negra loses her face, but the re-consumed paintings “carry 

with them the time-connoted memory of their previous existence.”35 Which are then 

absorbed and ingested into Brazilian Modernism as a homogenous, multi-directional model. 

Tarsila’s Anthropophagic devoration of the colonial construction of the ‘cannibal’ as ‘Other’, 

is digested into the Brazilian identity and Tarsila’s work, becoming hybridised as part of a 

homogenous cultural model. 

Within ‘Antropofagia’ Tarsila 

expands to consume herself by 

using her own work as material 

to create new, multifaceted, 

hybridised works. This 

“deconstructs not only the 

canon, but also the generating 

matrix that makes canons and 

grammaticality”.36 Disrupting 

the linear, Eurocentric path to 

aesthetic innovation through re-

consuming the Brazilian body.  

Through Anthropophagy “culture is embodied directly, coded through the body itself.” 

Therefore, the carnival body becomes integral to Brazilian cultural identity, fluid and 

undefined, it feeds on the colonial boundaries in which it is placed, ingesting its form and 

 
34 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 45	
35 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 29	
36 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 36 

Figure 5: 
Amaral, Tarsila Do, “Antropofagia”, Oil on canvas,1929, Coleção 
Gilberto Chateaubriand, Museu de Arte Moderna, Rio de Janeiro, 
Tarsila Do Amaral: Inventing Modern Art in Brazil’, by Stephanie 
D'Alessandro and Luis Pérez Oramas, Plate 13, Chicago: The Art 

Institute of Chicago, 2017. 
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then excreting it as new material to feed on. “The self-contradictory, self-consuming figure 

of the cannibal, confounding the distinction between self and other, stood for all the 

uncertainties in the Enlightenment conception of the world.”37 Unlike European Modernity, 

Tarsila acknowledges that cultural progress is not a linear, individualistic narrative. 

Anthropophagy rejects the ‘rational’ linearity of aesthetic progress constructed by 

Eurocentric Modernity in favour of a fluid cultural model38. Anthropophagy expands 

outwardly in all directions, consuming the material it encounters, creating a homogenous 

culture that consumes the constructed boundaries of Eurocentric Modernity. 

  

 
37 Gazi Islam. “Can the Subaltern Eat? Anthropophagic Culture as a Brazilian Lens on Post-Colonial
 Theory.” Organization 19, no. 2 (March 2012): 164 
38 Ella Shohat and Robert Stam. Narrativising Visual Culture. 45 
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