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LITERATURE

The historical magic of the

of iCosme Velho
Study shows Machado de Assis,

novelist or civil servant, as

a critic of Brazilian truculence

t First sight, nothing could be less pro-
patieus for Hterary flights that the dosy
atmosphere of a governiment depart-
ment. Ckddly enough, all that boredom
worked miracles for some of our wri-
ters, amongst them Drommond, Gra-
ciliano, Guimardes Rosa and, now we
discover, the wizard of Cosme Velho,
This is the theme of the recently Linnched Madhade de
Assts hrstortadior | Maghado de Assis the historian] (Com-
panhiz das Letras, 345 pages. RS 41.00), by Sidney Cha-
[haatiby, i was abide to count on the support of FAPESP
in his pestdoctoral studies at the University of Michi-
g, USA, where he concluded his rescarch into how the
years as head of the snail-paced second section of the
Dhirectorate for Agriculture, of the Ministry of Agricul-
ture (hetween 1870 and 1830), contributed to the ma-
king of masterpicoes lke Menndrias postuntas de Rrds
Caibrs [ Posthrmonus sernodrs of Bras Culvas], “Mochado
the novelist and Machado the civil servant shaned the
same idenlogy: both leamt o expect nothing of any
good from the Brazilian slave-owning scigniorial
class of the 19th century”, says Chalhoub,

The period in which he was af the head of the
department coincides with the whobe social and peo-
Titical debate waged by the politicians of the Empine,
which ended up colminating in the Liw of Seplem-
ber 28, 1871, afterwards called the Law of the Free
Womb. Both the ®Machados™ were involved in the
polemics. “The novelist ook pride in showing in his
writings that the polish and apparcot civility of mas-
ters and property owners was seated on vielenee and
arbitrariness, and also that it suggested the capacity of
its dependents for penetrating this ideology and twis-
ting it in pursuit of their own objectives”, he explains.

“The civil servant was working to submit the private
pirwer of the masters o the dominion of the Liw. He be-
lieved in the importance of the public authority to dis-
cipline seigniorial barbarity.” After all, the policy of this
etite was hased precisely on the invislabakity of the will of
the niasters that, slongside the ideology of its dependents
{for whom it was better 1o agree and 1o fight on the sly
than to face the wrath of the master), gave the new Bra-
wilian social relationships a natural and niak sense,

“I try to show in the book that one of Machado's
objectives is o analyee the ways of day 1o day political
activity of the dependents, men and women, free or
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enslaved”, says the rescarcher, In this
cantext, Chalhoub observes, “Machado
was capable of “translating” the comple-
xity of his historical time, of interpre-
ting the connection between things, and
of showing the indetermination inhe-
rent in the historical experience’. Here
1 is that literature manzges to make his.
tory, in particular by means of the fa-
mioes~ Machadian dialogs™ " The dialogs
are an important part of this analytic
exercise, since they show dependents
secking to attain their own objectives
within the ssigniorial ideology, in such
a way as not to expose themselves fo the
characteristically uncivilized retaliation
of which property owners and muasters
of slaves were capable”

o this end, one does
mot even have Lo await
the great works of his
maturity. “A novel like
Helena i far more com-
plex than one may sus-
pect at first sight. She,
for example, when she
witnils to get something
from Estdcio, works the
situation in swch a way
s 1o buerm it inko a desi-
re of him, Esticio, to do precisely what
she, Helena, hopes o be done, n short,
evervthing very subtle, indirect, feig-
ned, like Machadian literature jtself”
the researcher notes. A literature for at-
tentive eyes, since as Chalhoub says,
“perceiving it calls for the reader to de-
eode for himsell the greater part of the
grimaces and jests that make up the
wenchs art of resistance, and any rea-
der of the 19% century would know
how to observe this appearance going
against the grain, and the wizard cer-
tainly counted on this chservation.”
In a way, the historian was the father
of the novelist. "The story of Estdcio
and Helena, pather than a tearful drama
of an impossible love, is the description
of the period of uncontested hegemony
of the seigniorial-slave-owning clas,
whose deep crisis the novelist had ex-
pertenced between 1866 and 1871, and
whose breaking up he observed with an
investigative eye in the 187057 says the
author, for whom Machado de Assis, in
writing Helena, no longer had any illu-
sions about the continuity of the status
quo of power. For Chalhoub, the writer

therefore lets the gird speak for him, Bu
the times were not yet showing a light
ot the end of the mnnel. "If he no lon-
ger has any illusions, Machado suffers
with the impasse and sees no alterna-
tive, and, accordingly, the protagonist’s
ambiguity translated the historical ex-
perience of a countless number of de-
pendents of those times: seduced by
the seigniorial ideology, Helena and
her peers could show themselves 1o be
grateful to the masters and resisted sha-
king the vraditional structures.”
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Nothing more napural: how could
one fight against centuries of domina-
tion and against a class whose pater-
nalism was configured in a world ide-
alized by the masters, an “imaginary
society that they dreamed of making
real in daily life”, in which everything
happened as a function of their desine.
Against this, the only thing possible
wits the “cunning” of the dependents in
twisting round the scigniorial will in
favor of their own survival. Hence, in
the rescarcher’s words, "the challenge of
Helena, Luis Garcia, Capitu, José Dias
and s0 many others of asserting their
difference in the very center of the ni-
tuals of the seigniorial domination” A
dangerous theater in which one had to
know the limit for living in the midst of
viokence only by the power of wonds,

Slavery and freedom - Accordingly,
Machadian Brazil was far more than
just the masters-slaves dichotomy, The-
re were intermediary condittons bet-

ween slavery and freadom that, at the
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Machado and

Rig de Janeire stamped
on a note: bo get what
they wanted, dependents
felgned thelr discourse

samee fime that they tinge the traditio-
nal view of a socety split between
masters and slaves, suggest the precari-
ousness inherent to the condition of
these dependents” The wizard's great
“ploy” arose precisely in the wake of
the discussions that he witnessed [and
in which he took part) as a civil ser-
vant, “The crisis of the scigniorial sla-
ve-owning society had its origing basi-
cally in the historical process of the
emancipation of the slaves”. The sorce-
rer's magic was pregisely 1o go beyond
the dichotomy and to perceive the in-
terstices, using this knowledge as raw
material for his novels. Hence the no-
vels keep on changing subtly in tone,
each one of them, says Chalhoub, “with
a social logie of its own; it is important
tosee the manner they arise in the his-
tory of their time, and the manner they
Fise wp against i, trying to understand
it and to transfiorm it”,

Accordingly, after Helena, in Jaid
Garcia, from 1878, the narrative now
reflects the decisive erisis of palerna-

lism, "The novelty 1s that the depen-
dents pit themselves against a seignio-
rial will that is more conscious of -
self, aware of the resistance to its
dnigju. and decided 1o make 12 au-
thority prevail by means of astuteness
and even frawd, not hesitating to coer-
ce the subordinates”, the author notes.
Everything is consolidated in Adermrd-
rids podstumas de Brds Cubas, *There 15
the common ground of the criticism
of the seigniorial world, now in an al-
meost brutal way, inits exposure of the
masters arbitrariness and violence,
but also in its suggestion that there
were situations in which the depen-
dents ran rings around the all-power-
ful Bris Cubas. In Memdrias, Machado
rewrote Helerna and, if the boy is the
father of the man, Bris is the son of
Estdcic” Little by linle, the struggle 1o
corrode the elite became miore intense,
almost open, and the rotlen powers
show themselves in their entirety. Bris
decides the destiny of the black but-
terfly like he decides the life of his so-
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cial subalterns, and intrigant Mrs. Pld-
cida had only come into existence be-
cause there was a need for her to come.
Making ill use of the freedom of death,
Cubas is a hlabbering master, whose
revelations of arrogance astonish us
for therr sincerity,

After the rawness of Memdrias, Ma-
chado does the “cerebral craticiam of
[xown Casmnrro, a novel that is as sere-
ne as it is surgical in relating the seigni-
orial horears, Perhaps an autopsy of the
world of the slave masters, since this
had vanished, in great measure, at the
mament the book was written”, the re-
searcher observes, The "politcal chess
game of the dependents” is now bothe-
r'i:lg the masters, who see treachery and
dissimulation in all corners and eyes.
“Capitu knew the art of the political di-
abog. In Do Casmwrro, the gird & the
moather of the woman, Whenever they
are subjects of the story, the depen-
dents betray the masters. If this is the
only posible clef, we can breath with
relich: Capitu betrayed Bentinho”
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