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Foreword

ElseR. P. Vieiraand Bernard McGuirk

This anthology brings together some of the countless songs and poems
of the emerging militant culture of the MST - the Movement of the
Landless Rural Workers of Brazil - officially set up in 1984, precisely
at that moment when the socia tragedy which still bedevils some four
million families in Brazil was escalating. Landlessness festers in
unhealed wounds of the nation’s body politic. Five hundred years of
landlessness can be traced back to successive papal bulls in the 15th
and 16th centuries whereby territory yet to be discovered (but already
inhabited by others) was donated to Portugal and Spain, ostensibly for
the propagation of the Chrigtian faith yet, no less, for exploitation by
indissociable sovereign powers. The legacies of empire and the
subsequent development policies adopted by successive regimes,
notably, the military dictatorship of 1964 to 1985, encouraged
multinational agribusiness, thereby aggravating the colonial condition
of dispossession inherited through vast estates, Brazil’s notorious
latifundia. Two-thirds of the country’s arable land is owned by fewer
than three per cent of the population and by international
conglomerates, resulting in an economy in which innumerable rural
workers have been laid off, with very few, if any, compensatory social
benefits.

Music, art and literature have long been sensitive to the vagaries
and violence of the land problem in Brazil. Instance Glauber Rocha's
Cinema Novo and Portinari’s Retirantes portrait series. Important
literary voices have adso been heard speaking for the destitute, for
example, Jorge Amado, Graciliano Ramos and Jodo Cabral de Melo
Neto. Music of the 1960s had a particularly important role in
mobilizing the attention to the problem of populations national and
international. Most recently, the world’s gaze has been focussed on the
plight of Brazil's dispossessed by Walter Salles and Fernando
Meirelles through the blockbuster success of international cinema in
films such as Central Sation and City of God. But what of the
expressions of the landless themselves? What do their own voices and
sounds, poems and songs, tell us of the plight of those who go through
the travails of landlessness and yet have had little or no access to any
hearers at al?
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Those dispossessed of land have also remained deprived of voice
and of images. This anthology offers a public space, however minimal,
for the expression of their anguish, their hopes and their commitment.
Rosane de Souza, 14, and Francisco Macilom Nunes Aquino, 17, are
also young voices who grew up with the MST and give us an insder’s
view. The militant poets who saw or assisted the Movement’s being
born and who give expression to this emerging culture are Ademar
Bogo from Bahia, Ana Claudia from Pernambuco, Aracy Cachoeira
from Minas Gerais, Charles Trocate from Pard, Pedro Tierra from the
centreewest of Brazil, and Zé Pinto from Minas Gerais and then
Rondonia. Composers included in the anthology follow suit. The
anthology also incorporates the expressions of today’s intellectuals and
artists who speak not quite for but with the landless people: Frei Betto,
Chico Buarque, Haroldo de Canmpos, Paulo Freire, Antonio Candido
and Oscar Niemeyer. The drawing of a tenyear old sem-terra from
Pernambuco, Fabio Junior de Lima — a map of Brazil inside an open
eye shedding three tears for those most wounded by its history: the
native, the black and the female Brazilians — is but one of the
illustrations in this book that render the sem-terra’s world visible to the
reader.

The introductory statements in this first anthology, in book-form, of
poems and songs produced by the sem-terra themselves, highlight
different aspects of their expressions. Bernard McGuirk contextualizes
some of the challenges faced by the tranglator, linguistic and cultural,
in the context of poetry and song of commitment and solidarity. Else
R. P. Vieira provides the background to the research; her essay
analyses the mgjor aesthetic and thematic tendencies of the music and
poetry produced by this militant culture, whose first archive she
compiled and organized according to categories elicited from their own
voices, during her two-year fidd-work in Brazil (2001-2). She further
explores the connections between these tendencies, the history of the
Movement and the Brazilian cultural traditions, as well as the dialogue
between the sem-terra and other dispossessed, or with those who
express solidarity with them. Her claim is that a culture of opposition
is not an island entire of itself — voices resonate, images are mirrored
by others, elsewhere.
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Committing Trandation
or the
Task of the Trans(at)l(antic)ator

Bernard McGuirk

The trandator of the poems and songs of the Movimento dos Sem
Terra soon confronts commitment. The last few decades have
witnessed the revitalizing of popular music as a vehicle for political
activisms in Brazil. One obvious source has been the misica sertangja
of land-deprived migrant workers, driven towards the cities and taking
with them their country music, be it traditional or, more recently,
influenced by the commercial brands of the southern cultures of the
United States.

No less influential has been the pagode movement’s samba-esque
registering of the violent tensions of poverty in its hardly couched
critigues of repressive regimes, military or otherwise. The
performances echo, consciously or subliminally, the prosodies — high
and low — of Brazilian Portuguese and the broadsheet and cordel
strains of popular imaginaries from across and beyond the nation.
Brazil never ceases to explore and express its sendtivity to the
ideological power of the protest song.

At the time of writing, it was the centenary of the birth of the great
Chilean poet Pablo Neruda. Inspiration of politically committed poetry
and song for not a continent but aworld, he was described by Federico
Garcia Lorca as being closer to blood than to ink. It was on such a note
— often indissociable from tears or from wine — that the anguish and
euphoria, the despair and hope that suffuse the texts | translated were
approached and embraced. My locus of trandation is, unavoidably and
unapologetically, Anglophone; it is aso, though tempered, European.
As a critic and trandator of, primarily, literatures in Portuguese,
Spanish, French and Italian, | have exploited the availability of
trandation alternatives from those traditions as well as from any
Brazil- specific contexts that have informed the choices made. Umberto
Eco has written in his Mouse or Rat? Translation as Negotiation:

| frequently feel irritated when | read essays on the theory
of trandation that, even though brilliant and perceptive, do
not provide enough examples. | think trandation scholars
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should have had at least one of the following experiences
during their life: trandating, checking and editing
trandations, or being transated and working in close co-
operation with their trandators [....] Between the purely
theoretical argument that, since languages are differently
structured, trandation is impossible, and the common
sensical  acknowledgement that people, after al, do
trangd ate and understand each other, it seems to me that the
idea of trandation as a process of negotiation (between
author and text, between author and readers, as well as
between the structure of two languages and the
encyclopaedias of two cultures) is the only one that
matches experience. (36)

Let his words speak for me and the texts of the MST speak for
themselves, to all.

The trandations offered here do not demand any knowledge of
national local lyrical forms or their echoes. However, it would be naive
to conceal or play down the impact of prominent Brazilian song
writers on the artistic production of the MST. For this reason, and
reflecting the importance of such as Caetano Veloso, Gilberto Gil,
Milton Nascimento and many others, the inclusion in this volume of
my trandation of songs by perhaps the most celebrated of them all,
Chico Buarque de Hollanda, provides a telling counterpoint to the
respective creations of the MST adherents themselves. My task
therefore also involved not abandoning but suspending certain
spontaneous choices of trandation in favour of inter- and trans-action.
The challenges were: differ, defer, never with indifference, aways
without deferance; address not only issues dear to the MST, primordial
in this volume, but also the transactions, with and in the Movement, of
Chico Buarque, Frel Betto and Haroldo de Campos and, thus, re-
address previous tasks of the other — culturd inseparably from
linguistic — tranglator(s).

These intra-cultural trandators alow for the inter-action of
Brazilians speaking and listening to Brazilians being listened and
spoken to; in turn, they inspire that other, the trans(at)l(antic)ator
whose sign/ature shuttles to and fro, ever seeking to perform intra:, but
never faithful, ever faith-less, illusorily face-less, scornfully masking
source, mourn-fully eschewing target, settling (lawlessly), for an ever
extra- trans- mission of occupations, pre-occupations, needs, urgencies.
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The Latin American protest-song explosions of the late 1950s and
1960s, of which Robert Pring-Mill reminds us in 1990, in ‘Gracias a
la vida’: The Power and Poetry of Song, have hardly left Brazil
unaffected by the echoes, influences, hybridities and inter-texts of
contemporary transculturations. He lists civil rights, the peace
movement and the anti- Vietnam war demonstrations in the US; Italian
Cantocronache; the Greece of Theodorakis; the Catalan Nova Canco;
the Portuguese Nova Cancao; Irish songs of ‘the troubles’; and Asian
and African instances from the Philipines, East Timor and Mongolia,
to Mozambique and Angola. Not least of the inter-texts of Brazilian
protest song and poetry are the Cuban, Argentine and Chilean
expressions which sprinkle the MST artists with inspirations taken
from the archives of the Fidel Castro, Che Guevara and the nueva
cancion traditions.

If any one element of Pring-Mill’s seminal analysis can be said to
inform the texts of the MST, it is this evocation: * Asked about his own
songs (in 1973), the Uruguayan Daniel Vigliette said firmly that they
were as much de propuesta as de protesta: designed not merely to
protest but to propose — in other words not merely to “tear down
fences” (quite literally so in Viglietti's own anti-latifundista “A
desalambrar!™) but also “to build bridges’ and to be constructive’ (10).
Pring-Mill identifies three functions of such texts: to act in ‘response to
an immediate environment’; to be an ‘instrument of political and social
change’; to communicate a ‘horizon of expectations and
‘presuppositions (12). Yet he is quick to add a vital rider on cultural
difference; ‘the whole rhetoric of such poems and songs is very
different from ours, partly because Spanish [here read Portuguese]
handles issues more violently — more dramatically and emotionally —
than English (sometimes in ways which we may find indecorous)’
(14). He continues.

The messages of individual Latin American songs function
within the framework of belief they foster and reinforce, in
that extremely different social context. In countries where
illiteracy is as high as it isin most of Latin America, where
censorship and repression are so often at work, and where
the official media are so rarely to be trusted, the message-
bearing function of poesia de compromiso — sung or
unsung — has an importance which it is not easy for a more
literate academic audience to appreciate. Its messages
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perform a varied series of useful social functions [...] all of
which are doubly important in the context of
predominantly oral cultures. Thus they serve both to report
and to record events (interpreting them, naturaly enough,
from specific points of view, which will strike al those
who disagree with them as pregudiced); they praise or
lament heroes and denounce tyrants; they protest against
abuses and propound solutions (whether these are viable or
not); and they teach many kinds of practical lessons, which
their listeners are encouraged to put into practice. (77)

Robert Pring-Mill would hardly have been surprised not to be granted
the last word. He might also have smiled at the risky certainty, in
respect not only of rhetoric but also of politics, of Perry Anderson: ‘the
symbolism of a former shoe-shine boy and street vendor achieving
supreme power in the most unequal major society on earth speaks for
itself [....] A climate of popular expectation surrounds Lula that no
President of the New Republic has ever enjoyed at the outset of his
mandate. Hope of relief from the misery of the last years will not
vanish overnight’ (21). Nor — a mandate on — would the translated
voices of the Movimento dos Sem Terra.
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