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Although Maria Auxiliadora was not privy to the major artistic debates 
of the 20th century, her work is “critical” in various senses. To begin, 
it is imbued with an extraordinary “mirror effect.” While supposedly 
revelatory of the “Other,” her work communicates pertinent observa-
tions about us and our culture, and about some interpretive tensions 
surrounding what we understand as art. 

We will approach the artist’s work by way of these crisscrossing 
perspectives. Our starting point will be a contextualization, however 
abbreviated, of the assimilation processes in works like hers, labeled 

“primitive” or “popular” in the intellectual context of the 20th century. 
(This concerns an understanding of the epistemological leap which 
came to consider “artistic” that which once had been in the “non-ar-
tistic” realm of creative production.) We will then move into the real, 
concrete cartography of themes and problems in Maria Auxiliadora’s 
painting, not only in terms of her critical assessment, but also in terms 
of the creative elements which were neglected in favor of her “life story” 
(modest social conditions, race, meager schooling, gender, etc.). This 
framing will enable us, ultimately, to consider certain curatorial chal-
lenges involved in the exhibition of her work, 43 years after her death, 
and particularly her critical “tenacity” in the institutional contexts of art 
history and public cultural programming. 

*

While it is difficult to establish a genealogy of so-called “primitive” and 
“popular” art (one gets lost in the variety of historical sources), it is 
generally accepted that the aesthetic and social legitimization of this 
production occurred with the advent of modern art, specifically at the 
turn of the 19th century into the 20th. 

This was an especially rich moment in terms of rupture with tradi-
tion. Academic protocols of representation and mimesis1 reached a crisis 
point, prompting various intellectuals and artists to seek new sources of 
inspiration outside their cultural milieus. Symptomatic of these transforma-
tions is the “outburst” of painter Paul Gauguin (1849–1903), expressed 
in a letter to his friend Daniel Monfreid (1866–1929), in which he states: 

Strange Adjective: 
Maria Auxiliadora MARTA MESTRE
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Have you ever noticed that when recopying a sketch, done in a moment 
of emotion, and with which you are content, only an inferior copy results 
[…]? Sometimes I hear people say: that arm is too long. Yes and no. No, 
principally, provided as you elongate, you discard verisimilitude to reach 
out for mystery […] But of course all the work must reflect the same style, 
the same will.2

Indeed, if the rules of the academy were definitively interred by the 
new “savage” art, pure and instinctive, discussed by Gauguin, a new 
epistemological context was also gaining strength through disciplines 
such as psychoanalysis (Sigmund Freud [1856–1939] published The In-
terpretation of Dreams in 1900). Amidst these and other factors, the 
path toward the liberation of expression in modern art was opened, 
authorizing the idea of art’s “autonomy”, both through abstraction 
disconnected from realism, as well as the incorporation of aesthetics 
formerly considered “dissident” or even “irrelevant,” such as “popular 
art,” “children’s art,” the “art of the mentally ill,” and the “art of primitive 
cultures,” among others. 

The idea of “the more primitive, the more modern” obtained vari-
ous meanings in light of the dialectic specific to artistic modernity, that 
is, between the constructive and positive potential of the “affirmative 
avant-gardes”—cubism, abstractionism, suprematism, orphism, etc.—
and the pulsional or anarchodadaist lyricism found in the “negative 
avant-gardes”—surrealism, Dadaism, etc. The first, from the standpoint 
of the popular arts or folklore, corresponded to the advance of indus-
trial capitalism in the West, and the dissemination of art in everyday 
life through the standardization of the formal prototypes of architecture 
and design created by artists and architects. On the other hand, the 

“negative” ones corresponded to a defense of the radical gesture, that 
of the origin, primitive and inorganic, of poetry, in opposition to the 
machine and the fetishism of merchandise. 

*

Traditionally understood as a cultural context of Western matrix, re-
cently various authors have undertaken a “deconstruction” of the he-
gemonic and Eurocentric narrative of modern art in general and of 
primitivism in particular, especially since the 1970s. Recent approaches 
of a postmodern or post-colonial tendency are attentive to the idea 
of “plural modernities” (or alternative histories of modernism), a per-
spective which is increasingly disseminated by a diverse set of critics, 
curators, and artists. From Susan Hiller to Hal Foster to Guy Brett, from 
Walter Mignolo to Richard Shusterman to Rashid Araeen, the power 
of the coloniality of art in the context of the modern project is widely 
agreed-upon. In contrast to the binary structures of alterity (“Us” ver-
sus “the Other”), the most current analyses of the modern “moment” 
have come to emphasize modes of constructing difference in relational 
terms,3 integrating various other disciplines: anthropology, psychoanal-
ysis, philosophy, cultural studies, etc. 

If for a long time “primitivism” was understood as a larger and un-
conscious reflux of the tide, an atemporal “impulse” which, according to 
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the historian Max Dvořák (1874–1921), “combines ‘problems peculiar to 
art’ with ‘momentous questions which confront every thinking person,’”4 
today various authors address the contexts of power and coloniality 
present in the concept, drawing attention to the connections of primitiv-
ism to the monopoly of Western capitalism. In relation to the coloniality 
of the modern project, the British curator and critic Guy Brett asserts that: 

In some of those expressions of early twentieth-century art in which the 
primitive and the modern are most closely entwined one feels the sharp-
est sense of the internal contradictions of Western society. Primitivism was 
linked in paradoxical ways with questioning the assumptions of capitalist 
and industrial society: questioning the ideology of progress while at the 
same time ardently wishing for a new world and the sweeping away of old 
privileges and prejudices.5 

The contradiction signaled by Brett in the broad context of Western 
art covers the majority of modern narratives. In Brazil, it is felt to be a 

“double-edged sword,” as the writer Oswald de Andrade (1890–1954) 
put it, associating primitivism with the advent of Nazism: “civilization 
was emerging from an experience that was disappointing at the very 
least and the foundations seemed to be coming apart.”6 Indeed, the tri-
umph of modernity is accompanied by a singular hesitation to integrate 
images and objects that might recall anything impure or pre-civiliza-
tional, the mirror of its own atrocities.

In this way, “primitivism”, which might be called a programmatic 
phase of modernity, is simultaneously praised and traversed with a feel-
ing of unease or of ending,7 since its value system imposes regulating 
forms of knowledge and power on all objects, regardless of their nature. 

*

Within this critical frame, which results from the deconstruction of some 
modern myths by recent social sciences of postcolonial tendency, it is 
pertinent to consider the artistic productions such as Maria Auxiliadora 
da Silva’s in relation to the historiography of art in Brazil. 

From the outset, one encounters a linguistic profusion, that is, an 
abundance of categories—naïf, popular, virgin, spontaneous, innate, 
visionary, outsider, brut, raw, folk, etc.—which involve this kind of work. 
Without a comfortable accommodation to the works they refer to, these 
categories support a reductive point of view and end up obscuring the 
expressive qualities of the objects and the works. To restrict all the “his-
tories” to a single History—that of “erudite” and “civilized” art—ends 
up erasing the “place of speech” of any given enunciator. This is part 
of an operation which some authors, such as Boaventura de Sousa 
Santos, call the epistemic totalitarianism of modernity or “epistemicide.” 

The privation of the forms of subjectivity intrinsic to so-called “prim-
itive” works is patent in various episodes commonly considered uni-
versalists or revisionists. For example, in André Malraux’s (1901–1976) 
Imaginary Museum,8 works by Aloïse Corbaz (1886–1964) and Guil-
laume Pujolle (1893–1971) remained in “purgatory” under the anony-
mous and dishonorable label of “drawings by madmen.” When, during 
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Documenta 5 in Kassel in 1975, Harald Szeemann (1933–2005) auda-
ciously introduced works by Adolf Wölfli (1864–1930) and Heinrich-An-
ton Müller (1896–1930), he isolated them in a section designated 

“psychopathological.”9

In Brazil, the power of the coloniality of the modern project not only 
secured the hegemony of abstract, constructive, and geometric forms, it 
also hampered the recognition of “other” arts, affirming their subaltern 
status relative to erudite art. Nevertheless, some authors sought to work 
around the Eurocentric connotations of “primitivism” via efforts to reno-
vate the lexicon. Between 1949 and 1954, Mário Pedrosa (1900–1981) 
applied the term “virgin art”10 to work made by the mentally ill. In 
1975, Lélia Coelho Frota (1938–2010) referred to “liminal artists,”11 and 
in 1981, the 16th São Paulo Biennial presented a module dedicated to 
“uncommon art,” while maintaining in isolation, however, the nucleus 
of the “mentally ill”12 and the works of Antônio Poteiro (1925–2010), 
Geraldo Telles de Oliveira (G.T.O.) (1913–1990), Jakim Volanuk (1900–
1990), and Gabriel dos Santos (1892–1985). Although still figuring “in 
the compendium of visual arts developed by Frederico Morais, the term 
‘uncommon art’ fell into disuse”13 at the end of the 1980s. In a cir-
cumscribed but indicative manner, the Bienal Naïf de Piracicaba (Sesc 
São Paulo) served, from the beginning of the 1990s, to generalize the 
French term art naïf, which continues to be inoperative for addressing 
any kind of art. 

*

Confronting the impasses related to the monopolies and the barriers 
between art and non-art, the American philosopher Richard Shus-
terman proposes a critical and incisive alternative in defense of the 
aesthetic legitimacy of popular culture and seeks to apprehend a con-
tinuity between aesthetic experience and the normal processes of life 
in postmodern society. This approach, we will see, resonates in Brazil, 
especially in the cultural policy carried out by Pietro Bardi at MASP.

Distancing himself from the idea of “modernity,” whether as a result 
of the gradual softening of the boundary between “erudite art” and the 

“other arts,” or the aestheticization of the real (the fusion of art and life), 
Shusterman argues that appropriations of signs from mass culture are a 
form of “democratic populism of erudite art.”14 He maintains that these 
appropriations do not facilitate public access to the “higher arts,” as 
might be expected, but to the contrary, have implicated and continue 
to implicate the submission of popular art to the vertiginous logic of 
the “new.” The unintended impact of this unilateral appropriation is the 
increasing sociocultural fragmentation of art throughout the 20th and 
21st centuries.

According to the philosopher, the aestheticization of the real ought 
to be considered in terms of consumer society, that is, starting with 
mass media. It is “popular culture” which can challenge “aesthetic au-
tonomy,” a “fundamental artistic convention of modernity.”15 Assuming 
an eminently political character, popular cultures violate “the ideas of 
purity and integrity” which characterize the autonomous work of art, 
and unsettle the hierarchies with which “erudite art” insists on oper-
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ating. For Shusterman, popular culture has the capacity to disseminate 
itself in everyday life and operate as an “impetus for constructive reform” 
of man instead of remaining an “imported adornment” or as an “imagi-
nary alternative to the real.”16 

MARIA, BARDI, AND COMPANY 
Richard Shusterman’s reflections are inspired by the pragmatic philoso-
phy of John Dewey (1859–1952) and the aesthetic analysis of Herbert 
Read (1893–1968). These authors were of interest to Pietro Maria Bardi 
(1900–1999) and influenced his conception of the museum as a didactic 
space for unifying the different cultural substrates of art, especially at 
MASP.17 

Critic, art dealer, journalist, and prominent figure on the São Paulo 
scene in the second half of the 20th century, Bardi understood the poten-
tial of modern art differently from the intellectuals of his period. For him, 
modern art was not a matter of aestheticization or “autonomy,” but was 
instead constituted at the level of consumer society and publicity, which 
were at that time becoming ever more complex worldwide and in Brazil. 
To guarantee the dissemination of modern art was, for Bardi, a gesture 
of commitment towards a new society and a new viewer/consumer, and 
the museum should accompany this dynamic by enabling the compari-
son of different aesthetic conceptions of material culture. Moreover, he 
understood that artistic expression ought to be read in light of the so-
cial function of art, that is, the Marxist dialectic inherent in historical 
processes, which goes beyond mere “educated” taste or the fetishism 
of the collector (although Bardi had also worked to valorize artists in a 
commercial sense). 

Pietro Maria Bardi’s vision of art, which converged entirely with that 
of the architect Lina Bo Bardi (1914–1992), resulted in the construction 
of a new type of museum for Brazil and Latin America18 without taking 
the colonizing European model as its basis. Essential to both of them 
was the dissemination of “primitive” and “popular” Brazilian art and its 
dignified entry into the museum. 

The defense of popular and/or primitive works by the Bardis deserves 
to be briefly contextualized. In the midst of disputes over abstraction and 
figuration, pop art and conceptual art, particularly stimulated by the 
press and by the context of the São Paulo Biennial, the Bardis asserted 
their “sympathy” for figuration, seeing it as a form of resistance to the 
depoliticizing effects of abstract art. From Cândido Portinari (1903–196) 
to Mestre Vitalino (1909–1963), from European medieval painting to the 
street canvases of Agostinho Batista de Freitas (1927–1997), MASP’s pro-
gramming throughout the 45 years in which Pietro Bardi was director 
maintained, to varying extents, this commitment to figuration. 

In parallel to the programmatic vision of the Bardis, the context of 
the brutal transformation of the rural and urban worlds of Brazil from 
the 1950s to the 1970s would equally determine cultural shifts and new 
interests in “popular” art on the part of Brazilian curators, critics, and 
art dealers. Indeed, between 1960 and the end of the 1980s, it is esti-
mated that nearly 43 million people left rural areas for the city, taking 
into account the so-called “indirect migration effect,” that is, the children 
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born to rural migrants in the cities. Considering this massive dislocation 
of people in a short span of time, the process attests to the immensity 
of the transformations Brazilian society experienced.19 Social changes 
contributed to “new networks of signification,” that is, as the process of 
modernization and urbanization under capitalist and industrial society 
advanced, new elements came to be considered “popular,” came to be 
seen as traditions, as materials and forms of expression from the past. 
In this context of metamorphosis, singular figures and groups stood out 
(for example, Mestre Vitalino and the ceramics of Caruaru, in Recife, 
Pernambuco), expressing the capacity for “individuation” analyzed by 
the Brazilian sociologist Gilberto Velho (1945–2012).20 

For Bardi, the art made by individuals from the popular class-
es—“made by black people, indigenous people, female immigrants 
from the Brazilian Northeast, figures placed on the margins of Brazil-
ian society”21—was the expression of a “situation of poverty and isola-
tion,” but without there being a tone of “denunciation or critique of the 
historical process which brought it about, but rather, on the contrary, 
ascribing value to a particular knowledge, a point of departure for 
creation.”22 These, in Bardi’s designation, were “true artists:” Agostinho 
Batista Freitas, Cássio M’Boy (1903–1986), Francisco da Silva (1910–
1985), or Maria Auxiliadora.

The stories of families such as Maria Auxiliadora da Silva’s repre-
sent the mobility between the rural world and the urban world, which 
is especially significant among the Brazilian popular classes. In the 
artist’s case, her family came from Africa as slaves in Brazil’s colonial 
period, and her ancestors worked for mill proprietors in Bahia. Later, 
some of them migrated to rural Minas Gerais and then on to São Paulo, 
where they maintained a strong kinship bond through the art practiced 
by several family members. 

Social mobility and the conquest of recognition and public prestige 
can be detected in Maria Auxiliadora’s paintings. From bucolic land-
scapes of everyday life in the fields to self-representations expressing 
the condition of being an “artist” with a certain prestige, Maria Auxilia-
dora charted an itinerary for overcoming all kinds of disadvantages. 
This mobility, however, certainly did not come without expectations and 
difficulties. Just as in the work of Bezerra da Silva (1927–2005)—a 
Brazilian musician who at a certain point experienced suffering as “an 
expression of the impossibility of encountering social prestige consis-
tent with culturally-elaborated expectations,”23—the works Autorretrato 
com anjos [Self-Portrait with Angels] (1972) [img. 47] and Ateliê da ar-
tista e família [Artist’s Studio and Family] [img. 48], both by the painter, 
reflect the impasses of her own ambitions as an artist. 

It was in 1970, during a solo exhibition of “primitivist painting”24 
by Maria Auxiliadora at the Mini-Galeria USIS (on Rua Padre João 
Manuel in São Paulo), promoted by the American consul Alan Fischer 
and with a presentation text by the critic Mário Schenberg (1914–1990), 
that Bardi became aware of the artist’s work. Eight years later, he 
would refer to Auxiliadora’s paintings in the following manner: 

“[her paintings are] dignified with descriptive felicity and her vibrations of 
eye-catching color […] depict themes tied strictly to the Afro-Brazilian mi-

MARIA AUXILIADORA
47. Autorretrato com anjos
[Self-Portrait with Angels], 1972
Oil on canvas, 63.5 × 45 cm
Collection of Silvia and Mario Gorski,
São Paulo, Brazil
IMAGE 65

47
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lieu […], [and are conceived] with the care of a housewife who, expecting 
visitors, wants everything to be in order.”25 

The sincerity of Maria Auxiliadora’s singular mode of expression en-
chanted Bardi, who saw in her works a testimony to the resistance of 
Afro-descendent populations in Brazil.26 

In the early 1970s, Bardi had already shown ample evidence of 
his curiosity about the “other arts” since, “beginning in Italy, he had 
demonstrated an interest in so-called Art Naïf, promoting painters 
of the genre in his articles and activities.”27 In his capacity as the 
director of MASP, where his programming integrated the “popular” 
and “erudite” collections, as well as in his private role as art dealer, 
journalist, and art consultant, he extended his activities beyond the 
financial support of these artists by writing texts and incentivizing their 
internationalization.28 

Together with the Recife-based artist Crisaldo Morais (1931–1997), 
Pietro Maria Bardi organized the exhibition Festa de cores [Festival 
of Colors] (1975) at MASP, in which twelve artists participated, Maria 
Auxiliadora and several of her family members among them. More-
over, three years after the artist’s death, he published a prestigious 
quadrilingual monograph29 with the Giulio Bolaffi publishing house 
in Italy—a joint venture with Bardi, Max Fourny (1904–1991), then the 
director of the Musée d’Art Naïf de l’Île de France, and Emanuel Mas-
sari, then the Brazilian cultural attaché in Switzerland. 

Bardi was conscious of the need to promote artists among new 
viewers/consumers, not only in Brazil but also in Europe (where Ma-
ria Auxiliadora’s work was beginning to be appreciated), and he 
was attentive to the forms of discrimination found in bourgeois taste. 
His principle contribution was his ability to keep aflame the aesthetic 

MARIA AUXILIADORA
48. Ateliê da artista e família
[The Artist’s Studio and Family], 1973
Gouache with reliefs, 25 × 33 cm
Collection of Silvia and Mario Gorski,
São Paulo, Brazil
IMAGE 69
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clash, defending singular, primitive, and popular productions in the 
midst of growing indications of Brazilian art’s engagement with glob-
al art and with conceptual tendencies. This was an “orthodox” ges-
ture for some, who saw an instinct of preservation of a mythic idea of 
art, and an “inspiring” one for others, who exalted the diversification 
and the circularity of artistic expressions distinctive to the context of 
Brazilian miscegenation. 

Finally, as someone connected with the printed media of his times, 
Bardi was sensitive to the fact that popular art needed the same qual-
ity of dissemination and publicity as “erudite art.” In the end, it is the 
way of seeing the works that should change, not the works themselves. 
It was necessary that this production cease to be “looked down on”—
badly described, labelled, photographed, or exhibited—and that it be 
guaranteed ample dissemination in the press. As he himself pointed 
out: “art, by professionals and those who aim to become such, includ-
ing the courageous primitives and the petulant amateurs, depends on 
bombardment by newspaper, radio, and TV.”30 The same position is 
shared by the anthropologist and historian Luís da Câmara Cascudo 
(1898–1986) when he asserts that, “the popular artist is lacking printed 
and oral publicity, intelligently balanced and tenacious in the way that 
certain commercials are.”31 

MODES OF SEEING, MODES OF NARRATING 
The 1970s in Brazil were particularly prolix in the attention critics devot-
ed to “primitive” or “popular” art, and the press at the time guaranteed 
its dissemination to a broad public. Besides the already-mentioned 
catalogue published by Bolaffi, two other books especially pertinent 
to Maria Auxiliadora’s work were published during the period: Mi-
topoética de 9 artistas brasileiros [Mythopoetics of 9 Brazilian Art-
ists] (1975), by Lélia Coelho Frota, and Aspectos da pintura primitiva 
brasileira [Aspects of Primitive Brazilian Painting] (1978), by Flávio de 
Aquino (1919–1987). Both of these, yet today, constitute reference bib-
liography for the study of “primitive” art in Brazil. 

Although distinct, the two publications were part of an effort of the 
Brazilian cultural milieu to renovate art criticism, granting it instruments 
capable of addressing the particularities and challenges of popular 
production. If Flávio de Aquino’s publication, with its linear and histor-
icist bias, contextualizes certain aesthetic challenges of the period32 
and refers to the work of Maria Auxiliadora as “one of the most ex-
ceptional artistic manifestations of primitive painting, not only in Brazil 
but in the world,”33 it is in Mitopoética de 9 artistas brasileiros that we 
find an innovative approach to the “arts of the people.” In bringing 
together anthropology and aesthetics, Coelho Frota privileges the art-
ist’s “place of enunciation” in a sort of simultaneous listening to both 
the objects and their authors.34 Denouncing, years later, the parasitism 
of the art market which attributed a market value to popular artists via 
an emphasis on formal qualities to the detriment of information about 
the authors, Coelho Frota stated that “even the creators who attain 
the most recognition in the market receive only a small percentage of 
sales, the vast majority living modestly.”35 
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Mitopoética de 9 artistas brasileiros takes as a starting point the 
diagnosis that it is necessary to document the originality of popular 
culture. As a working process, this demands instruments from other 
approaches, particularly anthropology, and the inclusion of forms of 

“immaterial patrimony,” such as music, orality, and traditions. With-
out sidestepping criticism of the expressive qualities of the artists she 
documents, but without dwelling on the quarrels between abstraction 
and figuration, and pop and minimalism, which occupied the era’s 
critics, Coelho Frota from the outset proposes an epistemological dis-
placement in the art field rooted in the absence of the designation 

“primitive art” still in vogue at the time. She comprehends art “as art” 
regardless of its provenance and refers to popular creations as part 
of a “circularity” (Gilberto Velho) characteristic of all Brazilian cul-
tural expressions. She does not forgo an understanding of collective 
artistic thought, especially in relation to masters and apprentices, and 
clearly understands the rise and development of techniques, motifs, 
and styles, passing from one to the next, as well as the singularities of 
particular authors.36 

In a surprising way, Coelho Frota’s publication is resonant with 
the idea of the end of art history as a model of our historical cul-
ture, especially from the 1970s onward. It bears similarities in this 
sense to the “individual mythologies”37 of the Swiss curator Harald 
Szeemann, who constitutes a means of giving attention to the unique, 
“obsessional” world of creators and escaping the question of styles 
and artistic movements. 

In Mitopoética de 9 artistas brasileiros, the nine artists encom-
passed express their art and their world view through personal testi-
monies, rather than through the use of exogenous art criticism. A short 
testimony given by Maria Auxiliadora da Silva to Lélia Coelho Frota 
in 1972, included in the publication, allows us to draw close, at last, to 
the discourse of the artist in the first person: 

My first oil paintings, from 1968, were flat, without reliefs. In the beginning 
of 1968 there were no reliefs, but by the end of 1968 I started to make 
reliefs with hair. At first, I used the oil paint itself to affix it, because at the 
time I still wasn’t familiar with Wanda putty. I would get some thick oil 
paint and implant the hair directly in the paint. I would use natural hair, 
oftentimes my own, since I often paint creoles. […] I was painting a large 
canvas of a candomblé scene.38

At first glance anodyne or irrelevant, the words spoken by the artist 
about her work and the themes and problems of her painting are 
capable of taking us in directions still barely traversed in her critical 
reception. This is the case particularly in regard to her inventive artistic 
solutions and the singular relationships between technique and rep-
resentation, which reveal direct, horizontal ties with “erudite” culture, 
never subsidiary ones. 

In Maria Auxiliadora da Silva’s testimony, it is worth emphasizing 
her complete identification with the themes she chose to paint, to the 
point of using her own hair in the composition of the image (“I had this 
idea when I was painting a large canvas of a candomblé scene […]”).
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As an element of the identity of African-rooted cultures and a symbol 
of power and resistance for many civil rights movements, the expressive 
use of this element assumes the role of negotiating a space of exclusiv-
ity for the artist. In another sense, she enters into an almost atemporal 
and anachronic continuity which goes from wax funerary sculpture and 
mortuary masks to the portrait—in other words, the search for verism in 
representation. On this aspect, one might consider the animist hypothe-
sis of Julius von Schlosser (1866–1938), a historian of the Vienna School 
who at the beginning of the 20th century referred to the magical prop-
erties of the image, pointing to the distinction between representation 
and the represented. In the use of natural elements, such as those found 
in the royal and funerary sculptures of the 18th century, he observed 
the expression of a common denominator of all Western art until the 
19th century: the fixation on similitude in the image, an aspect which 
was also present in Maria Auxiliadora da Silva’s painting. 

The painter’s technical and symbolic exercises in representation 
(modelling and the use of natural hair), along with the diary-like nar-
ratives, echo the common spirit of “vernacular art” as explored by 
Guy Brett in Through Our Own Eyes.39 In this seminal essay for the 
study of individual and collective popular expression, the author pres-
ents five “vernacular” forms: the arpilleras or patchworks of Chilean 
women, which testify to their suffering and their struggle against the 
Pinochet dictatorship (1973–90); the representations of community life 
done by members of the Huxian community in the People’s Republic of 
China; the historical-mythological paintings from the Shaba Province, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo; the drawings and paintings which 
testify to the preoccupations of survivors in Hiroshima; and the collag-
es, drawings, and antinuclear peace happenings done by women at 
the Greenham Common camp in England. In a passage which we 
can relate to Maria Auxiliadora’s painting, Guy Brett maintains that 

“the popular expressions are the embryonic image of a movement by 
groups of people all over the world to make themselves visible in their 
own terms, to represent themselves.”40

Indeed, in a moment of growing homogenization of cultural iden-
tities in the major metropolises, Maria Auxiliadora’s paintings capture 
social changes in São Paulo, impregnating her canvases with an ur-
ban ethos that is both her own and at the same time collective. Like the 
embroideries made by Chilean women, Maria Auxiliadora’s paintings 
(and those of some of her colleagues from the Praça da República) are 
a personal diary of what is the history of Brazil for many people: the 
physical and symbolic exile of the Afro-descendent population and 
the reduced quantity and importance of the spaces of Afro-religious 
worship, at the height of Brazil’s military dictatorship. 

The cheerful colors and emotive visuality of her lost eden veil sym-
bols of personal and collective resistance, of a black, poor, semi-liter-
ate woman in Brazil in the 1960s and 1970s. As Guy Brett asserts in 
relation to the Chilean patchworks, but which could be written about 
Maria Auxiliadora’s work, “some of the pictures could be taken as 
merely charming or naive if one did not understand the subject. One 
finds it hard to reconcile this [the political theme] with the obvious care 
and enjoyment in the use of materials.”41
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*

In the context of current curatorial practice at museums with collections 
of different categories and provenances, as is the case with MASP, to 
exhibit erudite art alongside popular art without distinctions made ac-
cording to aesthetic category continues to foment heated and pertinent 
debates. Pointing to these challenges, Coelho Frota cites the American 
anthropologist Sally Price’s analysis of the celebrated 1984 MoMA ex-
hibition Primitivism in the XX Century: 

It is fundamental to avoid becoming liable to the ethnocentrism of asserting 
the precedence of high cultural artifacts in the presentation of inventive 
displays, or likewise inducing the receptor into thinking that works from 
popular sources can surprisingly assimilate to the works of a cultured elite, 
as if they were stumbled upon at random and without thought, as Sally 
Field points out. When an African sculpture and a Picasso are placed side-
by-side, the “similarity of juxtaposed images can mean nothing other than 
comparable value. And if one of the two objects depends for its status on 
being practically ‘as good as’ the other, it is certainly not the Picasso, for 
Picasso is sufficiently established in the public’s mind in his own right to 
render an ‘as-good-as’ status unthinkable. Thus, it is the African mask that 
is marvelous by being ‘as good as’ the Picasso.” 42

While it continues to be pertinent, especially in the context of MASP’s 
current practices, Sally Price’s reflection is less and less “problematic.” 
A growing number of museums and biennials around the world have 
come to “programmatically” exhibit distinct forms of cultural creation. 
This critical transformation is the fruit of the evolution of art history over 
the course of the last decades. Having overcome the phase in which 
popular production and “primitive” artefacts constitute the “new” mod-
ern, these works are now the “other new”,43 which characterizes the 
specificity of contemporary artistic works. 

This phase presents challenges. One of these, which all museums 
and art institutions are attentive to, pertains to the capacity for cultural 
incorporation and critical reflection on the works, whether in their sin-
gularity or their interrelations. In this sense, there is a need for curatori-
al gestures that overflow the “exhibition” moment, increasingly a space 
of immediate consumption. 

Cognizant of the necessity to “translate” and “publish” critical 
points of view on popular art—leveraged in ethnology, anthropology, 
architecture, and cinema—for a broad public, Lina Bo Bardi and Piet-
ro Maria Bardi’s “curatorial” thinking avoided the risk of freezing the 

“popular arts” as pertaining only to the past, as opposed to an “erudite” 
art projected into the future. Moreover, both they and the artists and 
groups they selected understood that it does not behoove a Brazilian 
museum to “address” the Western construction of popular or primitive 
art, but rather to understand the idiosyncrasies of its own construction, 
preferably separate from “modern” historicity in its colonial matrix. 

To conclude, it can be said that today, thankfully, there is no consen-
sus on the modes of presenting cultural paradigms separate from art 
history, a discipline with Eurocentric origins. It is necessary to continually 
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renovate our practices and ways of seeing so as to permit distinct narra-
tives within the museum. A persistent trait latent in many exhibitions and 
collections, however, is the application of an obviously pedagogical par-
adigm to popular art, which reconstitutes indefinitely the inequality which 
it purports to overcome—as though equality existed as the objective, and 
a social, aesthetic, and symbolic “fracture” as something to be eliminated.
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