



































I do not mean to imply that this surprising representation of
women is the only one to be found in Brazilian letters, for to do
so would be patently absurd. I mean, simply, that for reasons that
are difficult to explain (though they are undoubtedly at least
partly cultural in nature) Brazil — a country whose oppressive
legal code and cultural mores would seem to preclude it — has
long generated images of women that defy or challenge the
orthodox, patriarchal standards of what they should be like.

I also believe, moreover, that this unusual literary treatment
of female characters has been cultivated not only by women (as
one would expect) but also by men (which one would not expect,
given Brazil’s sexist socio-economic structures). We have only to
look at such authors and works as Alencar’s Senhora, Oswald de
Andrade’s Serafim Ponte Grande, Rachel de Queiroz’s As trés
Marias, Clarice Lispector’s Perto do Coragdo Selvagem, Darcy
Ribeiro’s Matra and Nélida Pifion’s A Republica dos Sonhos to
see this powerfully subversive, decentering and gender-blurring
matriarchal tendency at work.

The same argument, however, can be made for Machado de
Assis, whose many works in prose, poetry and drama are
extensively populated with memorable and compelling female
characters. Outstanding among these, however, is the fascinating
and enigmatic figure of Capitu, who may have been, at least in
part, a product of Machado’s reading of the similarly potent
female protagonist in Alencar’s Senhora. If my theory of
Brazilian literature — that it has historically been characterized by
the vital and (in opposition to the rigid and exclusive norms of its
patriarchal social structures) destabilizing presence of what I
would call its ““female voice’ — has validity, we should be able to
see this unique quality in comparison to other national literatures,
especially those of the United States, Canada or Spanish
America, nations which present a cultural and historical
background not totally unlike that of Brazil.

In a recent doctoral dissertation, Judy Payne has looked into
this complex issue and, restricting her analysis to a comparison of
representative ‘“‘new novels’” from Spanish America and Brazil,
concludes that the Brazilian ‘“‘novo romance’’ is more profoundly
revolutionary than its better known Spanish American counterpart
and that this is so because while it is technically as avant-garde as
the ‘“‘nueva novela” it goes much further in obliterating the
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