
 [Ferreira Gullar (b. 9/10/1930) is probably the most famous living poet in Brazil. Some Brazilians be-
lieve him to be the most important. Biographical information abounds in this essay, but there are a few 
facts that can be added here. He changed his name from José Ribamar Ferreira to distinguish himself 
from another poet in Maranhão with a very similar name. Goulart is his mother’s maiden name. “Gullar” 
reproduces Brazilian Portuguese pronunciation. 

Gullar’s book A luta corporal (published when he was 23 or 24) is much as he describes it. His destruc-
tion of traditional poetic discourse (in any language) is quite thorough. The end of the book contains 
pages which are completely “illegible”, yet readable, and comprehensible: in one poem, the fires of Hell 
are depicted by a burst of neologo-phonemic mayhem. 

The buried poem actually existed in the yard of the father of his great friend, the artist Hélio Oiticica: 
one climbed down into a pit in which were placed 3 open wooden boxes stacked one over the other like 
Russian dolls. Uner the innermost box, there was a block to be turned over in order to reveal the word 
Rejuvenate. Unfortunately, heavy rains flooded the poem, and it was never seen. 

Due to his literary and political militancy, Gullar was forced into clandestinity and then exile by the dic-
tatorship, who most certainly wanted him dead. He spent the years 1970-1977 in hiding, in Moscow, 
Santiago de Chile, and Buenos Aires. While in Buenos Aires, he wrote the extraordinary, book-length 
Poema sujo (Dirty poem), which was smuggled into Brazil as a cassette tape of Gullar’s reading of the 
poem. Many famous poets in Brazil reacted to the poem by militating for his return, which eventually 
led to his 1977 flight to Rio de Janeiro, where he continues to live, write, and translate. No longer a 
Marxist strictu sensu, but still a Leftist, he is both loved and reviled for his forthright outspokenness on 
all sorts of subjects. – Chris Daniels] 

 
 

Introduction 
 

I am a poet from the Brazilian Northeast, a poet from the state of Maranhão, from the 
city of São Luís do Maranhão.* I am a poet of Rua do Coqueiro, of Rua dos Afogados, of 
Quinta dos Medeiros, of Caga-Osso, of Rua do Sol and Praia do Caju. A poet from the 
house of the grocer Newton Ferreira and Dona Zizi, brother of Dodo, Adi, Newton, Nelson, 
Alzirinha, Concita, Leda, Norma, Consuelo, friend of Esmagado and Espírito da Garagem 
da Bosta. A fugitive and a survivor. Someone who managed to escape anonymous, minor 
suffering in the humdrum, muffled, obscure tragedy playing out under the roofs of our land; 
the tragedy of the nothing-life, the nobody-life. If what I write has any meaning at all, it is 
because I try to give a voice to a world without historiographers. 

But there’s no great merit in all that. In the first place, I ran away. I ran away from the 
grocery store, from my family, from a small, suffocating life. I ran away to poetry. I in-
vented a life of magic and ferocity. A brilliant suicide: I set fire to the word, my mortal 

                                                 
* NE Brazil is the poorest region of the country. Its population is overwhelmingly Afro-Brazilian. The 

region is dominated by big landowners with disproportionate political power. 



 

raiment, as if it were my own body. It was not. And I survived, I survived, I survived. I 
knocked poetry down, stepped on its face, pissed on it. I washed my hands of it, became a 
concretist, a neo-concretist. I buried the poem in a yard in Gávea. I buried metaphysics 
along with it. 

No, there is no universal poetics; poetry is universal, life itself is universal. Bizuza, 
whose voice went out when her throat dissolved in the ground so many years ago, Bizuza 
is universal. Far from Paris, London, Moscow, full of plants exploding their green in the 
Maranhão day, my old back yard is universal. The chickens that were born and died there 
behind stick fences are universal. The smell of the henhouse, the night pulling billions of 
stars over our short lives. They are universal because Bizuza, hulling black pepper in a 
kitchen in São Luis, belongs to the Milky Way. And human history does not unfold only 
in battlefields and the offices of presidents, it unfolds in back yards, among the plants and 
chickens; in streets in the outskirts, in gambling houses, bordellos; in high schools, in old 
ruins. When youngsters make out on the corner, that is history, too. I want to make my 
poetry out of this humble and humiliated raw material, this ignored and unjust life, for song 
must not be a betrayal of life, and it is fair for me to sing only when my songs bring along 
with me people and things that do not have, or have not been allowed a voice. 

 
 
 

Poetry: A Light 
From the Ground 

 
My father was a grocer and there were no books in my house. I found out about poetry 

from school anthologies: some poems and sonnets, from Camões to the Symbolists and 
Parnassians, but nothing beyond. When I began to write — I was about 13 — I assumed 
that all the poets had already died, yet I surrendered enthusiastically to that work of the 
dead. I went to the Municipal Library and read only poets from Maranhão. I had no interest 
in any other poets, not even Brazilian poets from places other than my state, my city. One 
day, I don’t really know when, I discovered the existence of the rest of the world, the great 
distant cities. That was when I began to feel that I lived on the margin of history. 

São Luís do Maranhão, my city, with its blue days full of light, held me caught between 
fascination and despair: life was beautiful and devoid of purpose. Literature, which had 
promised me an answer to the riddle of life, reminded me only of death in its world of black 
letters printed on yellowing paper. I recognized that poetry ought to capture the force and 
vibration of life — otherwise, there would be no sense in writing. Or living. I plunged into 
an adventure with unforeseeable consequences. 

In the late 40s and early 50s, the poets coming up were hermetic and cold, but they were 
the poets of the metropolis and that gave them prestige in my eyes. I still hadn’t come to 
any judgment about them and followed the rhythm of my own investigations, my own 



 

perplexities. Later, I came to think that this generation was a product of the post-war era, 
on the one had, and on the other hand, a product of the level to which Carlos Drummond 
de Andrade, Murilo Mendes and Jorge de Lima had raised poetic practice in Brazil. The 
end of the war was the end of a nightmare which had saturated the world in drama and 
drove poets into engagement, into expressions of revolt and solidarity. After the war, many 
of them retreated to their inner lives, where they scrutinized the silent, hidden part of life. 
And what’s more, the Cold War divided yesterday’s comrades and re-ignited ideological 
conflict. The persecution of Communists started again. Everything and everyone advised 
poets to withdraw from events in the world. They started searching for pure poetry again 
— that sort of poetry which does not feed on daily life, but on magical words and highly-
wrought verbal forms. Of course, a deep interest in form was already very present in the 
maturing of poetic language among the the Modernists of 1922, but it occurred spontane-
ously — and irreverently! 

In this period, the tendency to subjectivism and formalism manifested in other artistic 
fields, like the novel and painting. This tendency was seized upon by the Concrete artists 
from the Ulm School of Design, whose works of unornamented, almost colorless art in-
spired a group of poets in São Paulo to inaugurate the Concrete Poetry Movement in 1956–
1957. That movement raised to new heights the formalist tendency of Brazilian poetry of 
the time. My encounter with Concretismo and my participation in the movement amounted 
to a momentary convergence arising out of the broader crisis of poetic language (as a mem-
ber of my generation, I’d helped to aggravate that crisis). But I’m getting ahead of myself. 

My need for poetry to capture the complex vibration of life had made me withdraw from 
formalism and had driven me deep into the body of language; I began to dismantle the 
structure of discourse. At the same time, I felt a need to grasp experience without contam-
ination from the past, and therefore it was necessary to reject all mannerism, any ready-
made style, as if it were possible to recreate language in each new poem. My attempt — to 
discover an unmanipulated, non-conceptual, less abstract language as close as possible to 
sensory experience in the world — ended up completely destroying discourse and reducing 
poetic language to an obscure agglomeration of phonemic grunts and howls. In the end, it 
was impossible to keep going; I’d reached a definitive impasse. In 1953, I thought I’d 
reached the end of poetry.*  

Concretismo seemed to offer the chance to take a few steps back and try again. While I 
did join the group, I accepted neither their analyses of poetic phenomena nor their theoret-
ical proposals: for me, the solution to the problem had nothing to do with creating formulas 
and methods for the production of poems: I was reminded uncomfortably of market re-
searchers trying to find a new way to sell a product.† I went in another direction. I created 

                                                 
* Gullar was born in 1930. 
† At least one of the minor Concretistas worked in advertising, and one of the central poets went on to 

design billboards and magazine ads. 



 

the book-poem, in which I tried to incorporate the gesture of the reader — the turning of 
pages — into the poem; spatial poems and the buried poem, where the whole body of the 
reader penetrated physically into the whole body of the poem. Such attempts ritualized the 
poem-reader relationship, and they became more and more tenuously linked to poetic ex-
pression in the concrete world, which I had never wanted to leave behind. Thus, at another 
impasse in 1960/1961, when Brazilian politics came along and knocked me on the head, I 
abandoned my avant-garde experiments and became engaged in the struggle as a worker-
intellectual in the Centers for Popular Culture (CPC). 

That turn was perhaps less radical than it may seem at first sight: my search for a non-
conceptual language included a rejection of the ideological contents of the cultural universe 
I inherited. When I regained contact with social reality, I already had a critical vision of its 
foundations, and, as a poet, I had to go back and start all over. I turned to the rudimentary 
forms of the singers in the open markets and literatura de cordel,* which had fascinated me 
when I was a boy in the Northeast. The Popular Culture Movement wanted to raise mass 
political consciousness in the cities and the country. During the last two years of the João 
Goulart† government, we spread all over the country. Of course, by giving priority to politics, 
we were resented for our reductive notions of culture and aesthetics. But we also helped to 
make an opening in Brazilian culture: poetry, theater, cinema and pop music were deeply 
affected by the CPC and its program. The military coup of 1964 closed the Centers and its 
leaders were arrested and tried. Some were tortured. Some were murdered. But it was the 
Popular Culture Movement which gave me a way out of my impasse. As always, I found a 
solution not in the false progress of refinement of formal elements, but in the complex, dirty 
raw matter of life. 

It wasn’t easy for me to give up on literary sophistication and express myself in the raw 
and clumsy language of the open market singers. But it was never my intention to keep at 
it forever. It was a way for me to start over. It allowed me to break the silent isolation I 
entered the last time I wrote myself into a corner. The mistakes I made when I tried to bring 
art and political consciousness to the masses, with an attendant lowering of aesthetic qual-
ity; the successive defeats of the Latin American Left; the terrible long years of military 
dictatorship in Brazil; my life underground; my exile in Chile, the Soviet Union and Ar-
gentina; all these factors contributed daily to correct my ingenuous attitudes toward social 
and aesthetic problems. During those years, never giving up on my repudiation of meta-
physics, I tried to make my poetry express those changes, that deepening of my vision of 
reality. The simple language at the beginning of this phase gradually deepened and allowed 
me to assimilate more fully the complexity of experience. In the end, I started using the 
                                                 

* Literatura de cordel usually refers to popular poetry, originally orally transmitted, printed as cheap 
pamphlets and traditionally hung on lines in market stalls.  

† João Belchior Marques Goulart, affectionately known as “Jango,” 1919–1976; 24th president of Brazil. 
Deposed by military coup on 4/1/64. The last left-wing President of the country until Luíz Inácio Lula da 
Silva took office in 2003. 



 

techniques I’d learned and mastered earlier in my life. Poema Sujo (Dirty Poem) (1975), 
which I wrote during my exile in Buenos Aires, probably represents my most complete, 
best effort in that long and difficult struggle to express the tremendous complexity of life 
in accessible language. 

I am very well aware that there are no simple and easy solutions for the impasse we are 
in as artists and as human beings. But I can’t help it: I aspire to a poetry that amid suffering 
and helplessness has the power to generate light, any light neither given us nor come down 
to us from the heavens, but a light born of the hands and spirit of humankind. 

 
 



 

Poetry and Reality 
 
No poet, however pretentious, can make generalized rules and regulations for poetry.* 

There remains no doubt that poetry, like any social phenomenon, is subject to determina-
tions of historical space and time,† but it is impossible to predict how these determinations 
will act upon poetry.‡ The study of literary schools and styles clearly indicates the presence 
of common attributes in certain periods: the occurrence of these attributes cannot be fully 
explained without relating them to the historical periods in which they appear. Their un-
predictability derives not only from very complex cultural-historical mediations, but also 
from a more individual factor, the personalities of the writers. If it is true that these person-
alities are also conditioned to a greater or lesser extent by all the exigencies of a given 
historical moment, it is no less true that the more creative a writer’s personality, the less 
passively he or she will act in the face of that conditioning. I’ll stick my neck out and say 
that, all historical and cultural conditioning taken into account, the decisive factor in artistic 
creation is the personality of the creator. The possibility of a work of art resides in the 
inexhaustible richness of any given personality’s interaction with the universe of social, 
affective and cultural meanings. Therefore, while true literary creation can never be abso-
lutely original, neither can it occur according to dictates imposed upon the creator. In this 
sense, freedom is the primary condition for the work of art. Unless artists are overwhelmed 
by the demands of their practice, they are the sole arbiters of any aesthetical choice. 

Obviously, I do not pretend to suggest the omnipotence of the poet, but, rather, on the 
one hand, I am asserting the poet’s personal and social responsibility to the work and, on 
the other hand, I am certainly staking out one area of poetic expression. A poet speaks to 
other people only insofar as the poet speaks of his or her own life, only insofar as the poet’s 
life has entered into surrounding lives. The character of a poet’s work depends on the de-
gree to which a poet’s personality is able to remain open to the times, to the life, the lives 
lived all around, on the degree to which the poet relates his or her own feelings and prob-
lems to the feelings and problems of other people. This is not to say that poetry more fully 
engaged with the real world of things and people is necessarily a better sort of poetry. For 
me, it is essential that the world not be an abstraction, a simple reference, but the big, real, 
concrete world I live in. And, of course, a poet whose work is utterly subjective can speak 
for many. It is the very nature of this most solitary art to break the limits of solitude, to 
transcend solitude from deep within solitude itself. 

My experience as a poet is one among many. My life as a poet is in no way exemplary. 
Poetry is all mixed together with the rest of my life. My life is inseparable from the lives 

                                                 
* This does not prevent a great many poets and critics from following and/or insisting upon generalized 

rules and regulations set down by others. 
† This does not prevent a great many poets and critics from carrying on as if things were otherwise. 
‡ And so on. 



 

of many other people and, to some extent, the lives of my city and my country and the 
times I live in. My work is unavoidably a tiny part of these vertiginous and all-too-often 
cruel times we live in. That must be why my poetry is not kind, not smooth and sweet, but 
hard and dirty; and if this is why my poetry accepts no illusions, it is also why, despite all 
the darkness, all the madness, clawing up from underneath all the viciousness, my poetry 
does not renounce hope, as small as that hope may sometimes be. 

When I say that my poetry is all mixed together with the rest of my life, I’m saying 
something any poet would say. I say it to underline the fact that in my experience, poetic 
work has always been compromised by preceding — and transcending — investigations. 
For me, making a poem has always been an attempt, not to provide answers, but to respond 
in some way to the questions and perplexities life sets in front of me. I never wanted — or 
I was unable — to use poetry to scale the serene peak far above human drama. I wanted to 
make poetry into an expression of that drama, the point of ignition out of which some light 
can possibly shine: a light from the earth, a light from the ground — our light. 

All this may have all started on a hot afternoon in São Luís do Maranhão, in a small room 
at 9 Rua Celso de Magalhães, the house of Newton the grocer and his wife Alzira. In an old, 
decaying book, I read one of Hoffman’s famous Tales. The room was shady, but I knew that 
outside the afternoon sun was blinding. I stopped reading, suddenly interrupted by an un-
comfortable thought: “Hoffman wrote these Tales and they came to ground in a used book 
store in São Luís do Maranhão and they have nothing to do with my life.” I looked again at 
those yellowing pages covered with black letters which once were the living voice of a hu-
man being. I asked myself, “what meaning does literature have?” and it felt like a knife in 
me. And then, after quite a while, I answered, “When a poem is written, something should 
change, if only the poet who wrote it. If a poet is just the same after writing a poem, then 
that poem means nothing.”  

It was decisive, but I have to make it clear that the step was not taken by the poet Ferreira 
Gullar, but by the reader José de Ribamar Ferreira. Of course, the reader in this case shared 
(still to a small extent) the same experiences and aspirations as the poet. Nonetheless, it 
was in the act of reading, not in the act of writing, that my vision of literature was shaped 
so suddenly. After that moment, I could no longer be the same person. 

I’ve always tried to understand what happened that afternoon. A twenty-year-old kid sat 
with a musty old book in his hands. Outside of his house, everywhere, life went on in all its 
tumult, from the mangroves of the Baixinha district to the shops and bars of João Lisboa 
Square. A young man, abandoned by childhood, now sought in books the meaning of that 
world of sun and water, wind and trees, a world no longer his innocent domain. But Hoff-
man’s book didn’t give me the smell of sapodilla or the deep, dark, secret smell of the sea. 
Yet, at the same time, somehow, in the printed words, in the yellowing pages of the book, I 
sensed a fire that needed me, the reader, to light it. And it was absolutely necessary to light 
it: if someone managed to hold life in words, writing would mean something. The act of 
reading begins the truth of literature. The page is flat and the word is nothing more than a 



 

scrawl pressed into it. Only another human being offers a body wherein what the poet says 
can be made life. 

Obviously, when I said that poetry would have meaning only if the act of writing were 
capable of transforming the poet, I still hadn’t seen the possibility of changing society. On the 
other hand, I definitely needed poetry to be something other than an inconsequential literary 
activity. 

What does it mean when I say that the act of writing should transform the writer? To 
me, it means that the writer identifies with language so totally, that to work language is to 
work the writer. In this way, the poem becomes a new body in which the writer is con-
structed (hopefully for the better). This is why the book I wrote in that period (1950–1953) 
is called The Bodily Struggle.* Struggle, because total identification with language was an 
aspiration, not an existing reality. A struggle to transform language into a living body, alive 
just like my own body, dense as a being in nature, as an organism. This attempt led me to 
violate syntax and vocabulary to such a point that some of the poems were basically illeg-
ible. I admitted my failure and stopped writing poetry forever (so I thought at the time). 

The poem as a living body is a legitimate aspiration for every poet, as long as we realize 
that after a certain point, language begins to disintegrate. That’s what happened during my 
experiment, but what disintegrated was not everybody’s language, it was my own that fell 
to pieces, my own language committed to a vision of the world I later rejected; and that 
rejection was a major part of my experiment. Thus, my failure was at the same time a 
victory, because it opened me up to new and radical investigations. My individualist vision, 
which led me into nihilism, was replaced by social vision; I re-encountered objective real-
ity, the world of everybody and everything. 

Now, my attachment to the real was always a necessity in my poetry. If, at some point, 
this attachment seemed about to break, it was because I was trying to grasp the real in 
supposed essence. The threat of breakage was expressed as a laceration, a rending, a shred-
ding of my attachment to the real. 

My re-encounter with reality set me new and complex problems. I had to re-examine 
all the concepts and preconceptions I’d accumulated. Most essentially, it was no longer 
enough for me to re-order the world according to a new philosophical vision; I had to live 
the world according to this new vision; it had to be embedded in my flesh, my bones, my 
glands. I had to learn to live and to write all over again; to go all wrong, differently. 

My challenge is to elaborate a poetic language capable of expressing the complexity of 
the real without plunging into atemporality, into ahistoricity, into the old metaphysics. In 
other words: I want my poetry to reveal the universal inherent in our daily lives, in our 
lives lived on the margin of history, just as other poets have always done in their own times 
and their own ways. Precisely because of the raw material I work, my poetry always has 
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been and always will be Brazilian, which is also to say, Latin American. I want the poetry 
I write to help us all become who we are. 


