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Introduction

War is a continuation of politics by other means.

—CARL VON CLAUSEWITZ

 

Euclides da Cunha’s Os sertões, described by some as a national epic that is also “the bible of the Brazilian nation,” concludes with a minuscule—at least in contrast with most other sections in the book—chapter called “Two Lines,” although it really contains only one, a compound clause: “It is truly regrettable that in these times we do not have a Maudsley, who knew the difference between good sense and insanity, to prevent nations from committing acts of madness and crimes against humanity.”

Much has been read—and unread—into this enigmatic sentence and into the entire narrative. What was da Cunha’s ultimate message in his reportorial description of a popular upheaval at the end of the nineteenth century in the distant, unsophisticated northeastern region of Canudos, far away from the nation’s urbane metropolitan centers at the time? Do these lines blame Brazil, a country with a difficult path to independence, for its destructive response to a social upheaval that was portrayed as an internal threat to national stability? Are the indigents known as cangaceiros who engaged in the revolt, following their charismatic leader, Antônio Conselheiro (Portuguese for “the counselor”), solely to be blamed for the tragic outcome?

Before the last chapter, the focus was the analysis of Conselheiro’s cranium as a source of crime and lunacy. With his final observation, the author shifts from the individual as the cause of national unrest to a larger scope: the collective responsibility for the safe-keeping of the nation as a whole. Clearly, da Cunha meant these last words to push his message to new heights.

Henry Maudsley was a celebrated psychiatrist in Victorian England who, unlike Sigmund Freud and others, believed that mental illness was the result of cerebral deficiencies. The  Brazilian physician and author Moacyr Scliar, himself a member of a minority (he is Jewish), once explained the relevance of Maudsley’s name at the end of Os sertões. He was not a believer in psychological development. Instead, he considered internment in a psychiatric ward the optimal solution. In other words, da Cunha might be suggesting that Conselheiro was a menace to society in his incapacity to differentiate “between good sense and insanity.” Thus the responsibility, according to da Cunha, isn’t in the individual but in society. The only way to prevent nations from committing “acts of madness and crimes against humanity” like the one executed by the government during the Canudos campaign is to have a psychiatric system able to identify dangerous lunatics who, through personal charisma, might organize a sinister revolt and, in doing so, threaten an emerging republic.

 

Os sertões speaks forcefully to a number of issues of our time. It is, as the last chapter shows, a hidden treatise on psychiatry. But it is much more: a study of the environmental, social, and political conditions that allow for a leader like Conselheiro in a raw, rough habitat. And, last but not least, it is an extraordinary document about a reporter at war, and, as such, a meditation on journalism as eyewitness to history, in particular in an incipient democracy as Brazil was at the dusk of the nineteenth century.

It was da Cunha’s self-imposed responsibility to describe the principal events of the so-called Canudos War, which had enormous reverberations on the national stage. The foundation of Canudos as a town in the backlands of the state of Bahia is marred by myth. Race and religion were essential ingredients. After an itinerant life that started in the 1870s in scarcely populated areas of the region, Antônio Vicente Mendes Maciel, a.k.a. Antônio Conselheiro (described later on by the press as “a false messiah” and the building of his community as “a messianic act”), amassed a growing number of disenfranchised supporters. Soon Canudos was known in the vicinities as a bastion of discontent, which, in the eyes of urbanites in Bahia, translated into an endorsement of the monarchic system that Brazil had recently broken from.

It is important to remember that, unlike other Latin American  nations that had become independent from their European matrix at the beginning of the nineteenth century, Brazil, in 1822, simply shifted from the configuration of colonial dependency when the Portuguese king, João VI, running away from Napoléon’s troops, transplanted himself to the colony across the Atlantic. It was the king’s son who proclaimed Brazil’s independence, which de facto retained a monarchic structure. It would take decades for things to change: In 1888 slavery was abolished, and a year later the nation finally adopted a republican form of government. Still, political fragility remained. The emerging country looked for threats to its new life in all quarters. Indeed, the Canudos upheaval wasn’t the first to be seen as a menace to the establishment. Shortly after independence, there was a revolt of the marine and army forces (Revolta da Armada, 1893-94) that led to new presidential elections.

The trouble in Canudos entered public discourse in October 1896 with a telegram sent to the governor by Dr. Arlindo Leoni, magistrate of the Juazeiro district, asking for help as a horde of lawless jagunços, dwellers of the backlands, led by Conselheiro, was about to invade the town. In contrast to the type of life led in a metropolis like Bahia, and farther away São Paulo, hunger, illness, and dispossession were the sine qua non in Canudos. And unlike the city, the countryside was defined by more flexible codes of racial interaction. Clearly, the incipient agitation was caused by a ferment of popular unhappiness. Letting it continue, it was believed, undermined the future of the republic. Thus the army was sent in. But the response by the jagunços was forceful. Reinforcement was needed. It was only after three failed military expeditions that the rebel stronghold in Canudos was destroyed and, in October 1897, the followers of the religious leader were slaughtered. The number of deaths was enormous: Five thousand soldiers lost their lives, and the entire population of Canudos, estimated between ten thousand and twenty-five thousand people, was killed. Not surprisingly, the war became a media sensation in Brazil and all over the Americas.

As Walnice Nogueira Galvão has shown, da Cunha’s first writings on the Canudos situation were published long before he arrived in the region. In March 1897 he published the first of two articles in O Estado de São Paulo called “A nossa Vendéia.” The  second would appear in July of the same year. Vendéia is the Portuguese name for Vendée, the region in west central France, on the Atlantic Ocean, where, in 1793, a peasant revolt against the newly formed revolutionary government took place, hoping to reestablish the monarchy that was brought down a few years before. Da Cunha, like most enlightened intellectuals of his time, was enamored with the ideals of the American Revolution of 1776 and the French Revolution of 1789. In his view, the Canudos incidents were a Brazilian version of the Vendée episode: an attempt to undo the process of republicanism and, with it, democratization of the country. In those articles, da Cunha already uses the landscape and climate to explain the behavior of the jagunço, a term that in Portuguese is taken to mean “bodyguard” and is used as a synonym of cangaceiro. His approach at the time was that Conselheiro and his band were, in today’s terminology, terrorists. As his understanding of the circumstances evolved, he would transform that opinion, looking at the jagunços and the army as simultaneously victims and victimizers.

Fortunately, da Cunha didn’t see himself as a passive observer. He believed in the impartiality of reporters but not in sheepishly championing the government’s approach without a dose of analysis. It was that analysis that ultimately defined his style. Da Cunha trusted that what readers wanted was not only a firsthand account but an attempt to contextualize, from myriad perspectives, what he witnessed. To this day, the reasons that the Brazilian government took on the ragged band of have-nots moved by religious fervor are widely debated. The response might be reduced to four interrelated conclusions. The first two need to be seen against the backdrop of nineteenth-century ideas concerning the development of recently independent nations in Latin America. The first is strictly religious: The clash of the jagunços  in Canudos was against a Catholic establishment that perceived them as pagan idol worshippers and thus barbaric. The battle, in this sense, had biblical undertones: It was the civilized urban dwellers, self-portrayed as favored by the Christian God, fighting the forces of primitivism. The second conclusion is about class and geographical location: In the nineteenth century the countryside was perceived as backward and the city as the source of progress.

In this sense, Os sertões might be seen as a companion to Domingo Faustino Sarmiento’s Facundo: Civilization and Barbarism (1845). The Argentine thinker, journalist, political commentator, and, ultimately, his country’s president, argued in his magnum opus—another canonical text in the region’s search for a collective identity—that since the gauchos, who as discomfited people are a product of their environment, were an obstacle to the consolidation of the nation as a modern state, there needed to be a strategic way to either eliminate them altogether or else integrate them in a way that didn’t interrupt the Europeanization of Argentina. And he perceived cities like Buenos Aires as agents of change and the pampas as bastions of primordial weakness. Da Cunha’s reportage is equally shaped by the Darwinist argument of his day: He portrays a struggle between Brazil’s past and future, between Catholicism, a Portuguese import, and an unruly indigenous society.

The third conclusion that might explain the government response to the Canudos revolt is strictly economic: The migration of followers to the village aggravated a shortage of manpower in the local farms and was seen as a threat to the region. And the fourth conclusion is ideological. Conselheiro was accused of taking sides in a political battle between the ex-governor and the incumbent governor in the state of Bahia, the heart of the backlands of northeastern Brazil. This is relevant because in 1898 there was a political battle going on in the country’s capital, Rio de Janeiro, between the civilista and Jacobino factions. The groups were split on the matter of presidential succession between the incumbent president, Prudente de Morais, and a military candidate.

A good journalist is always in the right place at the right time, but an influential journalist has the vision to see the long-lasting impact of those coordinates. In a stroke of luck, da Cunha became a reporter of the debacle and, in the process, wrote the ultimate chronicle of the Brazilian psyche. His engaging reportorial talents along with his erudition as a polymath have left us with a precious document that juxtaposes anthropology, sociology, religious and political analysis, and ecological disquisitions. Da Cunha himself claimed that this multiplicity was the major achievement of his book: “a full synthesis [consórcio] of science  and art, more than any single aspect, is the highest expression of human thought.” After a stint in the army, he decided to pursue a career in journalism as a cultural commentator, publishing newspaper columns on current topics of the day. He had worked as a military engineer until returning to civilian life in 1896. After the government launched the Canudos campaign, da Cunha was assigned by O Estado de São Paulo to cover the campaign. It surely would not be the only newspaper covering the story (there was coverage in periodicals like Gazeta de Notícias, O Paíz, and República in Rio de Janeiro and Diario de Notícias and Jornal de Notícias in Bahia, the consensus being that the best reportage was produced by Manoel Benício of the  Jornal do Comércio), but, in the long run, it would be the most influential.

Astonishingly, da Cunha did not leave Bahia to be embedded with the São Paulo Battalion until August 4, 1897. He stayed until the end of the campaign, witnessing the death of the last four defenders of Canudos on October 5, a day before the corpse of Conselheiro, who apparently had died of dysentery, was exhumed. In other words, while da Cunha, in Os sertões, pretended to cover the entire Canudos campaign, in truth he witnessed less than a month of the military operation. Later on, as his narrative took shape, he would attempt to cover up this deficiency in a number of ways. Among them was the research he did back in São Paulo for five years after the incidents, reading other reporters’ accounts, analyzing the connection between the Canudos dwellers and their psychological traits, and so on. His overcompensation is evident in the unbalanced structure of the book: Almost two-thirds is about everything but the campaign.

All modern nations are born from sacrificial blood. The atrocities da Cunha witnessed as reporter were beyond belief. Like the use of napalm in Vietnam by the U.S. Army, the Brazilian military spread kerosene on villages, then threw dynamite bombs on them, creating hellish scenes in which the Canudos population was burnt alive. The destruction of the villages and slaughter of the jagunços was proof that those in government, while supposedly in charge of safeguarding the population, will stop at nothing in order to perpetuate their power. He was among the  first modern journalists to be a spectator to the excesses of the political machinery and to use eloquent words to describe what he saw. He was savvy enough to recognize that the citizenry isn’t easily gullible when it comes to state propaganda and that, as the radical American reporter I. F. Stone once said, “Every government is run by liars.” The journalist is an autonomous entity who, ideally, allows the citizenry to think critically. In that sense, da Cunha was a champion of an independent voice for the media in democracy. In Latin America the independent journalistic voice is an endangered species. The state pretends to tolerate it but will secretly seek to silence it at all costs, including death.

To build the narrative of Os sertões, he used book field notes he had kept as a journalist, which were eventually published as  Diario de uma expedição. He worked while building a bridge in São José do Rio Pardo, São Paulo, where nowadays the wood hut in which he wrote is considered a national shrine. Although it was difficult to find a publisher for the finished manuscript, when the book was finally released, in 1902, it became an instant best seller. Educated Brazilians were eager to use the Canudos campaign to reflect on the limits of power. Conselheiro had become a satanic figure in the popular imagination. Was he a lunatic? Where did his motivations to create an autonomous state come from? What kinds of political partnerships had he established? Or was he just a hoodlum, and not the visionary some portrayed him as? Such was the success that da Cunha was asked to join the Brazilian Academy of Letters as well as the national Historical and Geographical Institute. A second edition was published in 1903. Since then there have been over fifty Brazilian editions, along with thousands of publications, in scores of disciplines, expanding on the work’s relevance.

The antecedents of Os sertões might reach as far as Flavius Josephus’s Jewish War, his chronicle of the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70, in particular the massacre in Masada. In our time, those who have felt its influence range from Stephen Crane to Winston Churchill, from Edward R. Murrow to Ryszard Kapuściński. In Brazil, da Cunha’s reportage has had lasting power. In 1994 Veja, Brazil’s leading weekly magazine, conducted a poll that indicated that a majority of intellectuals in the country continued to view it as Brazil’s single most important  book. Anthropologist Gilberto Freyre once suggested that da Cunha was “a social engineer animated by a political ideal.”

 

Euclides da Cunha was a man of contradictions, one whose public persona was the subject of adulation but whose personal life was marred by tragedy. He was born in Santa Rita do Rio Negro, then in the province of Rio de Janeiro, on January 20, 1866, into a family of Portuguese and Bahian extraction. The family had moved to Rio de Janeiro in the mid-nineteenth century, attracted by the economic opportunities of the coffee boom in the Paraíba Valley, but never attained the riches of the coffee barons, earning its livelihood as hardworking small farmers. His father, Manuel Rodrigues Pimenta da Cunha, a Bahian from the area near Canudos, was a cultured man and fostered a love of reading in his son. Eudóxia Moreira da Cunha, his mother, died when he was three. Da Cunha was raised by relatives and in boarding schools in Rio and Bahia. He attended the Colégio Aquino in Rio, where one of his teachers was the republican ideologist Benjamin Constant Botelho de Magalhães, a follower of Auguste Comte and one of the leaders of the movement to depose the emperor and install the First Republic in 1889. It was at the school that da Cunha started his political writing in a youth publication titled the Democrat. He is portrayed by his biographers as a solitary man, somewhat morose and irascible, who spent most of his time alone, reading and studying.

Da Cunha chose to pursue a career as a military engineer while exercising other professional occupations, including, aside from journalism, that of surveyor and, for a brief time, teacher in the prestigious Pedro II Institute in Rio. He finished his education at the military school in Praia Vermelha, Rio de Janeiro, in 1892, with a university degree in mathematics, physical and natural sciences, and engineering and the rank of first lieutenant. In the early 1890s, he allied himself with the supporters of Floriano Peixoto. His first army assignment, from 1894 to 1895, was in Campanha, Minas Gerais, where he was engaged in public works, renovating a Catholic church facility for use by the army cavalry. At this time, he pursued his interest in natural sciences by reading and geological explorations that he conducted on his own. In 1895 he moved to São Paulo to work as a civil engineer  in the Department of Public Works. He struggled with doubts about his military career and aspired to a position as chair of mineralogy and geology at the Escola Politécnica in São Paulo, but wasn’t successful. He left the military in 1896 and worked as a civil engineer for the state of São Paulo.

He was careless about his physical appearance. Some thought he looked like a Carirí Indian because of his long hair and pronounced cheekbones. Trained in the military school of Praia Vermelha, in the state of Rio de Janeiro, he was schooled in the precepts of republicanism, positivism, and social Darwinism. His idea of synthesizing “science and art” came from his readings of several European writers. Herbert Spencer’s influence on his scientific education is acknowledged by da Cunha, his work  First Principles of a New System of Philosophy cited as a key reference for Brazilian intellectuals involved in the nineteenth-century debate on culture, race, and nature. Hippolyte Taine’s concept of “the honest narrators of history” was referenced in the preliminary note of Os sertões. Henry Thomas Buckle’s  History of Civilization in England strongly shaped the environmental determinism that imbues Os sertões and that is translated in the division of the book into two parts: “The Land” and “The Battle.” Da Cunha was influenced by a host of other European and American thinkers, including Bryce, Renan, Ratzel, Gumplowicz, Gobineau, and the American geologist Orville A. Derby.

These readings reinforced da Cunha’s fatalistic sense regarding biological determinism, which in turn was counterbalanced by a romantic belief in the purity and strength of indigenous peoples. He was, at the same time, “poetic and scientific.” Still, although da Cunha was a product of the military, for all practical purposes he remained a pacifist, as the last third of his narrative attests. His virulent republicanism provoked him to insult the imperial minister of war while still a student, by throwing down his sword in front of him during a formal ceremony. The last third of Os sertões is in fact an impassioned panegyric against war. While he ranted against the new republican government, he was a nationalist with a belief in humankind and its interdependence on our planet. He claimed that a Brazilian race didn’t exist and that mixed races are inferior. Yet da Cunha celebrated  the strength of the sertanejo, calling him the “core of our nationality, the bedrock of our race.”

In other words, da Cunha is living proof of Walt Whitman’s legendary statement in Leaves of Grass: “Do I contradict myself? Very well then I contradict myself.” As such, he exemplifies the modern thinker who wanders and wonders at the same time. Os sertões, because of how the publishing industry in Brazil worked at the beginning of the twentieth century, didn’t have an in-house editor. What the reader sees on the page—chaotic, rowdy, moving in different directions, at times giving the impression of erupting like a stream of consciousness—is unadulterated, as the author placed it, and, in subsequent editions, somewhat reshaped it. Indeed, this is a book about Brazil’s emergence as a contemporary country. It expresses the author’s postcolonialist angst about the relationship of the former colony, Brazil, with the “civilized” world and, in turn, that of the new republic with the “barbaric” peoples that populate the remote backlands. Da Cunha pointedly denounces the Canudos campaign as a crime. He breaks the sharers of responsibility into four: the Catholic Church, the Brazilian republican government, the government of the state of Bahia, and the Brazilian Army.

Da Cunha tried to combine foreign and autochthonous elements in his work. He celebrated European culture. He was equally fascinated with the flora and fauna of Brazil, its folklore, its religious practices, etc. On one occasion he referred to himself as a Tapuia—a member of the Tapuia Indian nation—with Greek and Celtic elements. Yet Os sertões is undoubtedly a racist, xenophobic book, in which da Cunha describes the sertanejos  , the dwellers of the backlands, in derogatory terms. In the second chapter of the book, “Man,” he depicts them thus: “The backlander is above all a strong person. He does not have the rickets-riddled feebleness of the chronically fatigued mestizos of the coast. At first glance he appears to be just the contrary. He does not have the good looks, the bearing, and the perfect build of an athlete. Instead he is unsightly, awkward, and hunched.” Da Cunha continues:A Hercules-Quasimodo, he expresses in his posture the typical ugliness of the weak. His shaky, indecisive, swaying and slightly  weaving gait makes him look loose jointed. His poor posture is aggravated by a dogged look that gives the impression of a depressing humility. When standing, he is usually found leaning against the first doorframe or wall that he finds; when on horseback, if he meets up with an acquaintance and wants to stop to chat, he will brace himself on one stirrup and lean against the saddle. When he is walking, even if at a brisk pace, he does not move forward in a straight line. He advances in a characteristic reeling, meandering way, as if following the twisted trails of the backlands. And if along the way he stops for the most trivial reason, to roll a cigarette or to strike a light, or to exchange a few words with a friend, he immediately drops—drops is the word—into a squat. He will stay for a long time in this unstable position, in which the entire weight of his body is suspended on his toes, while he sits there on his heels with a lack of self-consciousness that is both ridiculous and charming.





Such rhetorical tools, to contemporary readers, are decidedly passé. They belong to a period in history in which, regardless of how sympathetic an author was to the underclass, the language he used was nothing short of dehumanizing. However, they not only need to be seen in the context of the time but their approach must be understood in relation to the way da Cunha’s understanding of the jagunços changes. They might be unwieldy, graceless, and outright delinquent, but they are an essential component of the Brazilian nation.

Human affairs, in da Cunha’s view, are all “sound and fury, signifying nothing.” Reframing the debates on the intimate relationship between Brazil’s physical landscape, its people, and culture, Os sertões is a handsome example of da Cunha’s encyclopedic knowledge. He makes numerous references to travel literature and the work of geologists, botanists, ethnologists, and social scientists in Brazil at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth centuries. His training as a military engineer and his personal ties with the scientific establishment provide him with the intellectual framework he needs. Still, he argues that a social melting pot is the foundation of a nation’s strength and creativity. And he reasons that good stewardship of the land is essential to human survival.

The title Os sertões, plural of the term o sertão, refers to the drought-plagued scrublands of the Northeast, particularly the interior of the state of Bahia. The backlands are much more than the stage on which the epic drama of Canudos plays itself out. The land is a character in the book, and it is passionately portrayed as savage and abundant, treacherous and protective, deadly and life giving. In Brazil, da Cunha’s book is the precursor to a whole genre of writing on the sertão with a broad influence, from the regionalist literature by the modernists to the work of Gilberto Freyre and the intellectual Darcy Ribeiro to the masterful post-modernist novel Grande sertão: Veredas (1956), by João Guimarães Rosa, known in English (in J. L. Taylor and Harriet de Onís’s translation) as The Devil to Pay in the Backlands, through which da Cunha’s ghost invisibly roams.

Da Cunha’s baroque style, as contradictory as the author himself, mimics the rough topography of the backlands, as well as its palette. His imagery is colored with the earth tones of the desert, the blood reds of its sunsets, the blacks of the mudholes, and the grays of its rock formations. His terminology comes from a wide spectrum of fields, including geology, geography, botany, biology, ethnology, anthropology, meteorology, and climatology. He might be said to have been an ecologist and environmentalist before his time, and one who gave a symphonic voice to the land. In fact, the figure of Conselheiro is described in a geological metaphor: He is an “anticline” that has been “cast up” by “deep-lying layers of ethnic stratification.”

All of which makes da Cunha’s writing sensuous. Alfredo Bosi, in his introduction to a didactic edition of the book that appeared in 1973, remarks how the narrative diction is structured according to the classical precepts of rhetoric: intensification and antinomy. Da Cunha abuses superlatives and antitheses. Alongside passages of intense poetic quality sit rugged, unsentimental segments by a war correspondent whose mission is to impress his reader with the immediacy of the conflict, which he perceives to be an unprecedented travesty. Like the works of Machado de Assis, with whom da Cunha has been compared, Os sertões often addresses the reader in the first person, offering asides, personal opinion, and sarcastic commentary on the events and personalities.

Not surprisingly, the book has, at times, been described as a novel. This is an offense to a war correspondent whose passion for truth was undeterred. But it might also be understood as a celebration of fiction—especially in Latin America—in its capacity to change reality. Os sertões has itself inspired a number of novels, among them, my favorite, La guerra del fin del mundo  (The War of the End of the World, 1981), by Mario Vargas Llosa, thanks to which a new generation of readers rediscovered da Cunha’s masterwork at the end of the twentieth century; A casca da serpente (The Serpent’s Skin, 1989), by José J. Veiga;  As meninas do Belo Monte (The Meninas of Belo Monte, 1992), by Júlio José Chiavenato; and Canudos (1997), by Ayrton Marcondes.

Plus, there is a cinematic quality to the entire thing. Like a moving camera’s eye, the narrative point of view shifts from wide-angle panoramic shots of the landscape to intense, almost unbearable close-ups of the human suffering wrought by the war. The structure of the book exhibits features of good screen writing, from the setup to the breakpoint and then the slow, agonizing denouement. In fact, the pace and length of the book, with its retelling of the same story from different perspectives and time frames, with its replay of key events and the agonizingly lengthy description of the last days of the campaign, forces the reader to suffer through the battle along with the protagonists. A rather mediocre 1997 movie version, produced by Mariza Leão, was one of the biggest productions in the history of Brazilian film.

But while Os sertões can be read as a novel, and many readers describe its gripping effect on them, it is surely not a novel. The portrait da Cunha offers us of Conselheiro is, arguably, the most daring aspect of Os sertões. The leader’s brilliance and criminality are juxtaposed. He and his habitat are seen as one. Da Cunha portrayed him as a bandit as well as a martyr, a giant and a dwarf. In psychiatric terms, Conselheiro is seen as having “tara hereditária” (hereditary retardation) and “degenerescência” (degenerative disorder). Obviously, da Cunha can’t make up his mind whether to love the jagunço leader or to hate him—and neither can the reader. We view Conselheiro as a retrograde monarchic conspirator attempting to reinstate a feudal system of  government that stopped, once and for all, the progress achieved after independence. But we also feel attracted to him as a multifaceted character, one no novelist would have been able to create of his own accord.

Samuel Putnam’s translation of Os sertões, Rebellion in the Backlands, was published by the University of Chicago Press in 1944. Putnam was a left-leaning intellectual (he wrote a column for the Daily Worker) who died in 1950, at the age of fifty-eight. He also rendered into English Cervantes’s Exemplary Novels and  Don Quixote de La Mancha, and he injected a love for the Cervantean paradox in da Cunha’s narrative. But Putnam’s version, in spite of its colloquialisms, feels somewhat archaic. The task of re-translating the Portuguese original is burdensome. The translator needs to make it relevant to a contemporary audience while preserving its barbarous artistry and tropical exuberance. Joaquim Nabuco, the Brazilian abolitionist thinker, offered what is considered to be one of the greatest tributes to da Cunha, in saying that he wrote “com cipó,” or with a liana stalk. Da Cunha himself described his writing as the issue of the “crude pen of the caboclo,” the Brazilian Indian.

The strategic approaches of Putnam and Elizabeth Lowe, responsible for this rendition, are philosophically different. Herein a sample from the chapter called “Last Days,” in which da Cunha comes to a dead stop in his quest to describe the atrocities. Putnam:We shall spare ourselves the task of describing the last moments. We could not describe them. This tale we are telling remained a deeply stirring and a tragic one to the very end, but we must close it falteringly and with no display of brilliancy. We are like one who has ascended a very high mountain. On the summit, new and wide perspectives unfold before him, but along with them comes dizziness.

Shall we defy the incredulity of future generations by telling in detail how women hurl themselves on their burning homes, their young ones in their arms?

And, words being what they are, what comment should we make on the fact that, from the morning of the third on, nothing  more was to be seen of the able-bodied prisoners who had been rounded up the day before, among them the same “Pious Anthony” who had surrendered to us so trustingly—and to whom we owe so much valuable information concerning this obscure phase of our history?





Lowe:We will forgo describing the last moments. They are impossible to describe. The story we are telling was a deeply moving and tragic one to the very end. We must finish it hesitantly and with humility. We feel like someone who has climbed a very high mountain. On the summit, new vistas unfold before us, and with that greater perspective comes vertigo.

Should we test the incredulity of future generations by going into detail about the women who flung themselves on their burning homes, with their children in their arms?

What words are there to express that from the morning of the third nothing more was seen of the able-bodied prisoners who had been taken the day before? Among them was Pious Anthony who had surrendered to us in trust and who had given us so much valuable information on this obscure event in our history.





Putnam is more formal in his delivery. He has a tendency to slightly alter, maybe even embellish, da Cunha’s style, as he didn’t quite trust the Brazilian author’s command of the action. Lowe is more direct, less artificial. Her lexicon is decidedly modern. She doesn’t want to use language to alienate the reader from the narrative. On the contrary, her objective is to make us feel, as if the Canudos campaign was unfolding before our eyes. She seeks to capture the multifaceted contradictions in da Cunha’s style, while Putnam tries to turn him into a polished man of letters.

At the end of his life, da Cunha had misgivings about Os sertões, referring to it as “this barbarous book of my youth, this monstrous poem of brutality and force.” Yet the narrative had consolidated his reputation as a public figure. His opinions were sought on a number of different matters. Still in his early forties, he was looked to as a model intellectual. Da Cunha accepted an  invitation to travel to the Amazon, to the region of Alto Purus, to prepare a report for the Ministry of the Exterior. It came out in 1906 under the title of The Amazon: Land without History. It was followed by two more books. The first was Contrastes e confrontos, a collection of essays on an assortment of topics, such as Germany under the kaiser, the devastation of the Amazon forest by rubber planters, the ideas of the American Revolution, and the future of civilization. The second book was Peru versus Bolivia, about the territorial limits between these two nations, done at the request of the Bolivian plenipotentiary Eliodoro Villazón.

In contrast with his success at the literary level, da Cunha’s personal life was a mess. And it was that mess that colored his end, tainting it with melodrama of the type that Brazilian telenovelas traffic in and which, unfortunately, has followed his reputation to this day. He himself referred to his life as a “romance mal arranjado,” a badly structured novel. The tragic incidents are an outgrowth of his marriage. In 1890 da Cunha wedded Ana Sólon Ribeiro, the daughter of General Frederico Sólon Ribeiro, one of the founders of the Brazilian Republic, who in 1889 was assigned the task of issuing the monarch Pedro II his exile orders. The fact that he was an army man and his wife came from a distinguished army family is essential, because it was the concept of military honor that drove the different players into action.

The couple had two children, one called Solon, the other being the author’s namesake, Euclides da Cunha. While da Cunha was away in the Amazon, between December 1904 and January 1906, his wife was with her lover, Dilermando de Assis. Some months later, she gave birth to a son, Mauro, who died seven days later. Da Cunha recognized the child as part of the family. Ana gave birth to another child, who again was accepted by da Cunha. But the marriage quickly deteriorated, and by mid-1909 Ana had taken the kids to Dilermando’s house.

Sometime later, on the morning of August 15, an armed da Cunha entered Dilermando’s house and started shooting. His wife and the children took refuge in one of the rooms. Dilermando and his brother Dinorah confronted the angry husband. Da Cunha injured Dinorah in the spine, leaving him incapacitated  forever. An injured Dilermando, who would become a champion gun shooter, killed da Cunha in self-defense. Dilermando would eventually commit suicide.

While da Cunha was being honored with a public funeral at the Brazilian Academy of Letters, a legal trial, surrounded by media frenzy, took place against Dilermando. In the end, the accused was exonerated. Seven years later, in 1916, another tragic incident would occur when da Cunha’s son and namesake, by then training for a military career, shot Dilermando in public. And Dilermando, in self-defense, killed the second da Cunha. The survivor would tell the press that he carried in his body throughout life four bullets: two from the father and two more from the son.

At the time of his death, Euclides da Cunha, author of Os sertões, apparently was writing another book on the sertões  called Paraíso perdido. The title translates into English as Paradise Lost. It is a fitting image to memorialize an author who sought to understand the rivers of blood on which modern Brazil was built.

ILAN STAVANS




Translator’s Preface

A project of this magnitude forges its own travessia, a word commonly used in novels about the backlands to indicate a crossing that has a spiritual as well as a physical dimension. I worked in a variety of settings, from Gainesville, Florida, to Salvador, Bahia, at the Center for Translation Studies at the University of Vienna, and then at the University of Illinois Center for Translation Studies in Urbana-Champaign. Each stage of the journey contributed to the translation in some way.

I wish to thank my husband, Terry McCoy, for his support and patience, freeing me to work on this project during every available hour. His recollection that his first reading of Os sertões as an undergraduate at DePauw University in Indiana was a gripping experience and made him want to learn more about Brazil convinced me that a retranslation of this book was a worthy project, especially if it could change lives and perspectives the way the book had for my husband. I thank my sister, Margaret E. Jaret, for accompanying me on the journey to Bahia and for finding the perfect place to work on the translation, at the Convento do Carmo across the street from the Euclides da Cunha Foundation, with its sweeping view of the great port of São Salvador. And thanks to my son, Alan Lowe, for patiently explaining the difference between strategy and tactics, for sharing with me his interest in military science and history, and for his help with the translation of military terminology.

Gregory Rabassa, mestre and mentor, taught me to read carefully and translate as if the author were writing the book in English. My appreciation goes to Ralph Della Cava for igniting my interest in the history of the Brazilian Northeast and its messianic movements. And Rainer Schulte convinced me of the importance  of retranslation and how each new translation enriches the source text, the receiving language, and a new audience.

Throughout the process I’ve kept our late colleague Robert M. Levine in my heart and mind. It was his book Vale of Tears: Revisiting the Canudos Massacre in Northeastern Brazil, 1893- 1897 that led me to a fuller understanding of both the historical events around the Canudos campaign and the Alfredo Bosi edition of Os sertões, which was the source text for this project.

I cannot think of a more gifted translator-scholar to pilot an undertaking like this than Ilan Stavans. I’ve appreciated the opportunity to work with him.

Paul Losch, librarian of the Latin American Collection at the University of Florida Libraries, offered enthusiastic help in locating source materials and patiently renewed, multiple times, the copy of the Alfredo Bosi edition I used as my source.

Finally, I’m gratified that my students at the Center for Translation Studies at the University of Illinois have shown me that while it’s impossible to teach translation, it’s indeed possible to transmit a passion for the art and craft of literary translation.

ELIZABETH LOWE




Chronology

1866 Euclides Rodrigues Pimenta da Cunha is born in Santa Rita do Rio Negro, then in the province of Rio de Janeiro, on January 20, into a family of Portuguese and Bahian extraction. The family moved to Rio de Janeiro in the mid-nineteenth century, attracted by the economic opportunities of the coffee boom in the Paraíba Valley. They never attained the riches of the coffee barons but earned a livelihood as hardworking small farmers. His father, Manuel Rodrigues Pimenta da Cunha, a Bahian from the area near Canudos, is a cultured man who fostered a love of reading in his son.

 

1869 His mother, Eudóxia Moreira da Cunha, dies when he is three. Da Cunha is raised by relatives and in boarding schools in Rio and Bahia.

 

1878 Lives in Rio with his uncle, Antônio Pimenta da Cunha.

 

1879 Attends the Colégio Anglo-Americano. Da Cunha will switch schools a number of times, attending Vitório da Costa and Meneses Vieira among others.

 

1883 Enrolls at the Colégio Aquino in Rio, where one of his teachers is the republican ideologist Benjamin Constant Botelho de Magalhães, a follower of Auguste Comte and one of the leaders of the movement to depose the emperor and install the First Republic in 1889. Writes political commentary for the youth publication the Democrat.

 

1885 Enters the Escola Politécnica.

 

1886 Enters the military school of Praia Vermelha.

 

1888 Expelled from the school because of the famous incident on November 4, when during a military parade, he threw down his sword  in front of the imperial minister of war. He goes to São Paulo and participates in the highly politicized café society of the day.

 

1889 Resumes studies at the Escola Politécnica in Rio, deciding on a career as a military engineer. When the republic is declared on November 15, he is reinstated in the army.

 

1890 Enrolls in the War College and completes a graduate course in Artillery and Engineering. Marries Ana Sólon Ribeiro, the daughter of General Frederico Sólon Ribeiro, one of the founders of the Brazilian Republic, who in 1889 was assigned the task of issuing Pedro II his exile orders. The marriage is unhappy.

 

1892 Finishes his education at the War College in Rio, with university degrees in mathematics, physical and natural sciences, and engineering, and the rank of first lieutenant. He starts his engineering career with an assignment on the Brazilian Central Railway, working on a stretch between São Paulo and Caçapava.

 

1894-95 First army assignment in Campanha, Minas Gerais, where he is engaged in public works, renovating a Catholic church facility for use by the army cavalry. Pursues interest in natural sciences. Moves to São Paulo to work as a civil engineer in the Department of Public Works, struggles with doubts about his military career, and aspires to a position as chair of mineralogy and geology at the Escola Politécnica in São Paulo but doesn’t succeed.

 

1896 Leaves the military to work as a civil engineer for the state of São Paulo. October: First news of an assault led by Antônio Conselheiro in the town of Canudos, in the state of Bahia, is made public.

 

1897 March: Publishes the first of two newspaper articles on the Canudos uprising called “A nossa Vendéia.” The second article appears in July. Accepts the invitation of O Estado de São Paulo to accompany the fourth expedition of the Canudos campaign as a war journalist embedded with the São Paulo Battalion. Leaves for Bahia on August 4. His field notes, published posthumously as Diary of an Expedition, become the basis for his book Os sertões. Stays in Canudos until theend of the Campaign. Da Cunha witnesses less than a month of the war.

 

1898 Begins writing Os sertões. Becomes an engineer of public works in São Paulo.

 

1899 Moves to São José do Rio Pardo in the state of São Paulo.

 

1900 Finishes Os sertões while supervising the reconstruction of a bridge in São José do Rio Pardo.

 

1902 Os sertões is published, becoming an instant success. The volume joins a series of books already released about the Canudos campaign that constitute “a national atonement of sorts” for the atrocities by the army in subduing the uprising.

 

1903 Elected to Brazil’s Historical and Geographical Institute as well as the Brazilian Academy of Letters.

 

1904 Works for the Health Department of the city of Santos. He publishes a pamphlet denouncing the exploitation of the working class. Leaves for the Amazon at the invitation of the Ministry of the Exterior.

 

1905 Spends a year in the Amazon. The third edition of Os sertões is published.

 

1906 Returns to Rio. Writes a report for the Ministry of the Exterior titled The Amazon: Land without History. Works for the Brazilian government. Out-of-wedlock child called Mauro is born to Ana. The baby lives only seven days.

 

1907 Publishes two books: Contrastes e confrontos and Peru versus Bolivia. Second out-of-wedlock child is born.

 

1909 Successfully competes for the chair of logic at the Pedro II Institute and begins to teach at the prestigious school. À margem da história, an important book on Brazilian studies, is published posthumously in Portugal. Later that year, Euclides da Cunha dies from a gunshot wound inflicted by his wife’s lover, who later on claims to have shot him in self-defense. Da Cunha is said to have been writing another book on the backlands called Paraíso perdido.




Timetable: The Canudos Campaign




1896 

October: Arlindo Leoni, judge of the Juazeiro district, requests guarantees from the governor of Bahia for the safety of his city, which he claims is about to be attacked by Antônio Conselheiro and his  jagunços.

 

November 4: General Sólon Ribeiro, commander of the Third Military District, responds to the request of the governor of Bahia for military assistance. He deploys a force of one hundred men and a surgeon under the command of Lieutenant Manoel da Silva Pires Ferreira.

 

November 7: Troops leave for Juazeiro, arrive on the morning of the same day, and are stationed there until November 12.

 

November 12: Troops leave for Uauá and arrive on November 19.

 

November 21: Troops are attacked by jagunços at dawn. The insurgents lose 150 men and the army losses total 10 killed and 16 wounded. The surgeon goes insane. Troops retreat to Juazeiro.

 

November 25: A contingent of eleven officers and two hundred men leave Bahia for Queimadas, under the command of Major Febrônio de Brito.

 

December: With one hundred reinforcements from Bahia, troops leave for Monte Santo.

 

December 29: Troops arrive in Monte Santo with 547 men, 14 officers, and 3 surgeons.




1897 

January 12: Army troops leave for Canudos.

 

January 14: Troops arrive at Lagem de Dentro. They resume the march and set up camp at a farm called Ipueiras.

 

January 15: Troops move on to Penedo and camp at Mulungú.

 

January 17: Troops set up camp at Vicar’s Farm. They run out of supplies.

 

January 18: Crossing of Mount Cambaio. First battle: 4 dead, 20 wounded on the military side; 115 jagunços killed. Camp on the Little Tablelands.

 

January 19: Troops push into Canudos. Second battle: four killed, thirty wounded on military side; more than three hundred jagunços  killed. Troops retreat and the jagunços jeer at them. Third battle at Bendegó de Baixo: twenty jagunços killed.

 

January 20: Retreat to Monte Santo.

 

February 3: Antônio Moreira César leaves Rio for Bahia to command the first regular expedition.

 

February 8: First expedition arrives at Queimadas with thirteen hundred men.

 

February 20: Troops arrive at Monte Santo.

 

February 21: Expedition moves on to Canudos with 1,281 men.

 

March 2: Arrival at Angico at 11:00 A.M. and Mount Favela at 1:00 P.M. Troops attack the settlement. Moreira César receives a fatal wound.

 

March 3: Moreira César dies. Retreat. More jeers and catcalls. Captain Salomão da Rocha and Colonel Tamarindo are killed in action.

 

April 5: General Arthur Oscar de Andrade Guimarães writes the plan of the day and organizes the fourth expedition: six brigades in two columns under Generals João da Silva Barbosa and Cláudio do Amaral Savaget.

 

June 16: The Savaget column (2,350 men) leaves Jeremoabo.

 

June 19: General Oscar Guimarães leaves Monte Santo with the First and Third brigades (1,933 men).

 

June 22: The brigades of the first column assemble in Juá at night.

 

June 23: First column proceeds to Aracati.

 

June 24: First column moves on to Juetê.

 

June 25: The Savaget column arrives at Cocorobó. First battle: 178 casualties, 27 killed. General Savaget is wounded.

 

June 26: Troops move from Cocorobó to Macambira. Second battle: 148 casualties, 40 dead.

 

June 27: First column arrives at Mount Favela with General Oscar Guimarães: seventy-five casualties. The Savaget column arrives in Canudos.

 

June 28: Battle and cannon fire: 524 casualties.

 

July 1: Jagunços attack the camp.

 

July 13: Provisions arrive.

 

July 18: Troops assault the settlement: 947 casualties.

 

July 31: Girard Brigade assembles in Queimadas with 1,042 men and 68 officers.

 

August 3: Girard Brigade leaves Queimadas, under the command of a colonel.

 

August 10: Troops leave Monte Santo for Canudos, led by Major Henrique José de Magalhães.

 

August 14: Arrival at Juetê.

 

August 15: Attack on Vicar’s Farm: ninety-one cattle killed. Two more brigades arrive in Bahia in a division under the command of Brigadier General Carlos Eugenio de Andrade Guimarães.

 

August 24: Bombardment of the churches of Canudos by the Whitworth 32. Church bell falls.

 

September 6: Towers of the new church fall.

 

September 7: Old Ranch House is captured. Trench marking gain named for this date. Calumbi road is taken.

 

September 15: Battle of Coxomongó. Two trenches and thirteen pack animals are captured from the jagunços.

 

September 22: Antônio Conselheiro dies.

 

September 24: The siege line around Canudos is completed to Mount Cambaio. First prisoners.

 

September 26: Four violent night attacks by the jagunços.

 

September 27: Eighteen night attacks by the jagunços.

 

September 28: No response from the jagunços to morning and afternoon cannon fire. Insurgent fire from 6:00 P.M. until 5:00 A.M. of September 29.

 

October 1: Final assault. Ninety dynamite bombs are set off in Canudos. Lieutenant Colonel Antônio Tupy Ferreira Caldas is killed. Military casualties number 567.

 

October 2: Three hundred prisoners surrender: women, children, and elders.

 

October 5: Last four defenders of Canudos die.

 

October 6: Exhumation of Antônio Conselheiro.




A Note on the Text

This English translation of Euclides da Cunha’s Os sertões is based on the Brazilian didactic edition by Alfredo Bosi (São Paulo: Editora Cultrix, 1973).

Aside from modernizing spelling and punctuation, Bosi makes few changes. He incorporates edits made by the author to the 1905 edition of the book and offers a detailed list of features of his edition in the categories of phonetics, morphology, and syntax. Many of these have to do with the historical evolution of Brazilian Portuguese (such as the conjugation of verbs ending in -ear or -iar, variations in word forms, and spelling) and are of no relevance to the English translation.

In contrast, the preservation of the author’s propensity for heavily latinized vocabulary is crucial, as is the conscious preservation of certain features of syntax and punctuation. Bosi comments on how da Cunha’s work relies heavily on the comma, which he employs somewhat idiosyncratically. For example, he sometimes separates the verb from its subject by a comma: “But this train, did not exist.” Indeed, Bosi believes that da Cunha’s oratorical style demands this kind of pause between subject and predicate, as they are “two sentence fragments, two force fields.” This translation seeks to preserve the unique and sometimes abrupt syntactical cadence of the original while striving for readability and relevance. In fact, the syntax marks the wide emotional range of the text, which encompasses honesty, anguish, sarcasm, anger, compassion, and love. The flow and rhythm of the text capture the lifeblood of the backlands and its people.

Prior to this, the only English version available of Os sertões  was by Samuel Putnam. In his translator’s introduction, Putnam observes that “in making the acquaintance of Euclides da Cunha,  the North American has an experience awaiting him which is comparable in quality to that of the European of the last century listening for the first time to Walt Whitman’s ‘barbaric yawp.’” He hoped that his translation would contribute to the cause of hemispheric understanding and bring readers an essential Brazilian work. Afrânio Peixoto, in his own introduction to the Putnam translation, opined that the narrative was deserving of “appearing in a language that is broader, more universal in its appeal (than Portuguese).”

Anthony Burgess once claimed that “translation is not a matter of words only: it is a matter of making intelligible a whole culture.” While it is daunting to follow in Putnam’s footsteps, the hope is that this rendition injects new life into Os sertões,  bringing it to a new generation of English readers interested in how Brazil became a modern nation and curious about the role of journalism during times of war.

The timetable for the Canudos campaign comes from the contemporary edition that is the most complete in terms of critical apparatus, Os sertões: Campanha de Canudos (São Paulo: Editora Martin Claret, 2007), pages 607-609, and is based on the sixteenth corrected edition (Rio de Janerio: Editora Francisco Alves, 1942). Putnam based his translation on the same Brazilian edition and used the same list of principal military events.




Suggested Further Reading

The following list includes primary sources, among them the various Brazilian editions of Euclides da Cunha’s Os sertões. It also contains secondary sources about Brazil’s flora and fauna, the historical context, academic studies related to the book, and literary works that use it as inspiration.
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A Preliminary Note

First written during those rare moments of leisure that an active and fatiguing life has to offer, this book was meant to be the story of the Canudos campaign. It has lost some of its timeliness because, for reasons I shall not go into here, its publication was delayed. We have put it together, therefore, in a different form. The theme that had been the main one at the start and was to give the work its inspiration is now but one of the many dealt with here.

Our intent was to sketch out even in some pale sort of way and for the eyes of future historians the most expressive characteristics of the subraces that inhabit Brazil’s backlands today. This we do because of the unstable combination of factors that have come together with the vicissitudes of history and the deplorable mental state in which these people are found. This situation could well lead to their disappearance in the face of the growing demands of civilization as well as the strong material influence of the waves of immigration that have begun to invade our land.

The jagunço, bold gunman, the tabareo, ingenuous greenhorn, and the caipira, simple rustic, will soon be vanished types from extinct traditions.1

The first effects of various ethnic crossings were perhaps needed for the formation of the seeds of a great race. Absent this, there was a stagnant period, a balance impossible later on because of the swift advance of people entering in this century. The laggards of today will be completely gone tomorrow.

Civilization will advance across the backlands, driven by that implacable “motive force of history” that Gumplowicz, much  wiser than Hobbes, foretold in a flash of genius: the inevitable crushing of the weak races by the strong.

With the Canudos campaign, therefore, we catch the undeniable feeling of the first attack in what could be a long engagement. Nor is this assertion diminished in any way by the fact that it has been put forth by those of us who inhabit this same soil, because undefined as to ethnicity, with no uniform national traditions, we live as parasites on this Atlantic shore of the civilizing principles drawn up in Europe and armed by German industry. Our part in this action is the singular role of unconscious mercenaries, connected also in a vague sort of way to those outstanding founders, in a land that is only partially known.2 Time, a coordinate of history, has separated us from them completely.

The campaign looked at here was a regression to the past.

And, in the most basic meaning of the word, it was a crime.

Let us therefore call it to account.

And as far as our strength of spirit will permit us, let us do justice to Taine’s admirable concept of the sincere narrator, who must face up to the story in the manner it deserves:. . . il s’irrite contre les demi-vérités qui sont des demi-faussetés, contre les auteurs qui n’altèrent ni une date, ni une généaologie, mais dénaturent les sentiments et les moeurs, qui gardent le dessin des événements et en changent la couleur, qui copient les faits et défigurent l’âme: il veut sentir en barbare, parmi les barbares, et, parmi les anciens, en ancien.

. . . he is irritated by half-truths that are half-falsehoods, by authors who alter neither date nor genealogy, but who denature feelings and customs, which maintain the design of events and change their color, who copy facts and disfigure their soul; he must feel barbarian among barbarians and among the ancients ancient.





São Paulo, 1901 
Euclides da Cunha
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