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professionals; Lina was a practicing architect and journalist before leaving Italy and Pietro Maria 

was a recognized art critic.
71

 In 1951, only five years after immigrating, they were already 

naturalized citizens.
72

 Lina would later say, ―When we are born, we choose nothing, it is all 

accident. I was not born in this place, I chose to live here. For this reason Brazil is twice my 

country, it is my ‗Chosen Nation,‘ and I feel myself a citizen of all of its cities.‖
73

 Her enthusiasm 

for Brazil is easy to understand: upon landing in Rio de Janiero, Lina and Pietro Maria were 

immediately thronged by members of the Brazilian cultural aristocracy. Architects Lúcio Costa and 

Oscar Neimeyer, landscape architect Roberto Burle Marx, and the politician/publisher/jack-of-all-

trades Assis Chateaubriand quickly accepted the Bardis into their circles. Chateaubriand invited 

Pietro Maria to co-found and direct the MASP. 

 Brill and the Bardis‘ shared immigrant experience made them similar in some respects, but 

fundamentally different in others. Both were progressive, but Brill seems to have felt a direct 

connection with marginalized classes, the empathy of shared experience, while the Bardis‘s 

compassion was more intellectual and generalized. Bardi‘s writings outline his intertwining social 
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her work is annexed into a dialogue centered in construction and urban planning, regardless of the 

photograph‘s intent. Brill had socialist leanings, so she likely would have endorsed the message of 

the article, however, the photographs loose some of their humanity in the generalizations of the 

accompanying copy. 

 In its July-August 1955 issue, Habitat again used one of Brill‘s images to fly the banner of 

proper and affordable housing, this time for the sake of the children (fig. 30). In her article, author 

Betty Katzenstein advocates that psychological and physical necessities be taken into consideration 

during the construction of a family home.
102

 Although Katzenstein‘s article spends far more time on 

individual case studies of how people interact with architecture, it once again erroneously pairs 

image and text. Katzenstein is primarily concerned with small, peripheral construction projects 

taken on by couples unable to afford housing in the city center. However, the images chosen to 

accompany her treatise are an anonymous photograph of a colonial mansion and Brill‘s image of 

children taken downtown. Far from exemplifying the parental concern Katzenstein supposes in her 

writing, these street urchins seem orphaned among skyscrapers. The real situation of these 

children is unknown, but they might seem more at home in one of the previous articles on urban 

decay than Katzenstein‘s essay geared toward suburban comfort. 

 Two final examples (fig. 31 and 32) of the appropriation of Brill‘s photographs come from 

articles published in January 1956 and January 1957. Both use the same signature image of an old 

woman in a São Paulo favela and combat the problem of unrestrained urban growth without 

accommodations for affordable middle and lower class housing.
103

 The later article, a transcript of a 

presentation entitled ―Planejamento, arquitectura, engenharia: Contrastes e confrontos‖ (Planning, 

architecture, engineering: Contrasts and confrontations) given by Luiz de Anhaia Melo, contrasts 
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Brill‘s image of life on the periphery with one of her views of the Rua Direita at the Praça do 

Patriarcha, in the heart of downtown São Paulo. At this point in his text Melo is criticizing the 

bigger-is-better mentality of many São Paulo politicians and much of the populous. His dialogue 

appealed to intellectuals like the Bardis, it reflected neither majority opinion nor Brill‘s particular 

social vision. 

 As with the previous examples, Brill‘s photographs are paired with a text that belies their 

original purpose. While it was not uncommon for photographers to have their images 

appropriated out of context, the implications of this disjuncture are worth noting. In the case of 

Brill‘s photographs the effect is a greater sense of removal from the realities of life in São Paulo. 

Her was not diametrically opposed to the Bardi‘s but it was subtly more personal. Instead of 

representing individual Brazilians, the subjects in the photographs published in Habitat become 

symbols of global oversights and deficiencies. Brill‘s uniqueness is lost in the universality of the 

message. This is problematic because one of the most fascinating aspects of her work is the way in 

which she drew attention to often ignored groups. Because of her vagrant lifestyle, she was 

fascinated by the specific details of São Paulo, especially by its people in all of their racially and 

socio-economically varied forms. 

São Paulo circa 1950 

 The Brazil into which the Bardis arrived and Brill returned in the late 1940s was roughly 

half way through an era (1930-1954) dominated politically by President Getúlio Vargas. The 

Presidency played an important role in determining the state‘s social climate. Although the seat of 

the presidency was in Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo was the economic capital and its powerful families 

were accustomed to having nearly oligarchical clout. More than any other Brazilian state, São 

Paulo had a stratified social system controlled by a small group of quasi-aristocratic coffee growers. 

This group struggled with the European immigration, urban migration (especially of black 
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farmhands), industrialization, and increased international trade which was crafting a new social 

order in the country‘s most populous state. In 1917 the population of São Paulo hovered around 

500,000 persons. By 1933 that numbered doubled to one million, and by 1950 it doubled again.
104

 

 As the anniversary of the state capital approached, the oldest São Paulo families redoubled 

their interest in tracing their family trees back to the city‘s founders in the 1550s. Calling 

themselves quatrocentões, ―paulistas of 400 years‖ or ―four-hundred-ers,‖ these members of the 

cultural elite saw themselves as true Brazilians.
105

 They also hated Vargas, as much for not being a 

paulistano as for his anti-aristocratic policies. He became known as ―the Father of the Poor‖—the 

poor being comprised mostly of black and immigrant workers—more because of his rejection by 

the quatrocentões than any charity he may have shown to the disadvantaged.
106

 Recognizing a need 

to appease the captains of industry, ―Vargas spilt more ink over São Paulo than over any other unit 

in the Brazilian federation during this period.‖
107

 In spite of his efforts, a deepening rift between the 

gaúcho and his upper-class constituency grew resulting in myriad acts of civil disobedience and 

even open rebellion on the part of the paulistas. 

 The Vargas period was defined by the struggle between the traditional upper classes and a 

tidal wave of new citizenry that threatened their hegemony. Brill‘s São Paulo photographs 

represent one of the most interesting documentary studies of this social phenomenon. According 

to Brazilian historian James P. Woodward, the old guard‘s ―anti-varguismo, regionalist identity, 
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and various other forms of chauvinism (ranging from aristocratic snobbery to out-and-out racism)‖ 

influenced ―the ways they understood, wrote of, and talked about history, society, and politics.‖
108

  

The magnet city for migrants and immigrants, São Paulo ―was undergoing tremendous changes as 

it was increasingly peopled by men and women who had little stake in the paulista reading of 

Brazilian history and no place in quatrocentão institutions.‖
109

 

 As the population was transforming, city infrastructure was also being renewed. 

Quatrocentões were proud of rising skyscrapers and new urban spaces, but their feelings toward 

the racially mixed people who labored to construct them were lukewarm at best. As Woodward 

points out, ―It is impossible that ordinary folks living in São Paulo—working women and working 

men who had been born in São Paulo and considered themselves to be paulistanos of a sort, 

immigrants and those of sufficiently recent immigrant stock to still identify with the old country, 

migrants from the interior of Brazil, and the interior of northeastern Brazil in particular—did not 

sense this condescension and did not resent it.‖
110

 Vargas recognized that questions of who was 

Brazilian and how one came to be were socially and politically important and placed special 

emphasis on creating a national model to describe Brazilianity. 

Insider/Outsider 

 More than just a quest for identity, the struggle to define who and what was Brazilian 

became a culture war. At stake ―was not just the definition of good and bad art, but rather the 

consecration of good and bad Brazilian art and the enthronement of dominant cultural brokers 

willing to protect and defend their cultural positions in the name of protecting national culture.‖
111

  

According to Lesser, ―Throughout the twentieth century, members of a growing immigrant elite . . 

. engaged actively in public discourse about what it meant to be Brazilian—via newspapers, books, 
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the political arena, and frequently in mass action—with influential state and federal politicians, 

intellectuals and business leaders.‖
112

 Because Brill did not qualify as a true Brazilian ethnically or 

nationally, evidenced by the persecutions she suffered in childhood, she seems to have sought out 

aspects of São Paulo which defied traditional definitions of Brazilianity. As a result, Brill was 

among those who discovered that the apparently static definition of Brazilian was actually 

multivalent and ambiguous.
113

  

 Brill‘s body of work investigated her local community of São Paulo but did so through the 

lens of her experience as a national and ethnic outsider. Reflecting on the artistic production of 

Brazilian-Jews like Brill scholar Nelson Vieira writes, ―The aesthetics as well as the themes and 

ideas generating from Brazilian-Jewish narratives [photo-narratives, in Brill‘s case] reflect 

expressions of alterity because they affirm cultural difference that resist Brazilian national 

synthesis.‖
114

 While the Brazilian government and intelligentsia were attempting to delineate the 

racial and cultural characteristics of the Brazilian people, Brill was creating a counter-chronicle of 

Brazilian diversity. The city was a microcosm of the nation as a whole, ―the background of the 

country‘s national ethos.‖
115

 Against this as a backdrop she constructed a ―vision that challenge[d], 

through [its] discourse of alterity and difference, the idea of a fixed nationalist character or 

consciousness.‖
116

 

 Brill did not work entirely independently. Like all artists, she relied upon powerful 

establishments which bestowed economic means and social legitimacy. As critic Daryl Williams 

points out the ―charismatic model of cultural production,‖ one that identifies individual geniuses as 

the chief arbiters of cultural production, is an inadequate methodology for explaining how culture 
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Fig. 23. Mário de Moraes, spread from O Cruzeiro created under the direction of Jean Manzon, 

published 22 October 1955.
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Fig. 24. Alice Brill, a page from Habitat featuring the photo-essay ―Crônicas: gente,‖ published in 

Habitat, no. 14, January/February 1954, 62.
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Fig. 25. Alice Brill, Banca de Jornal no Centro de São Paulo, c. 1953. (Alice Brill/Acervo Instituto 

Moreira Salles)
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Fig. 26. Alice Brill, Banca de journal sob o viaduto Santa Efigênia, 1950s. (Alice Brill/Acervo 

Instituto Moreira Salles)
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Fig. 27. Left, Alice Brill, Domingo from ―Álbum de fotografias‖ by Alencastro, published in 

Habitat, no. 4, July/August 1951, 81. 

 

Fig. 28. Right, Alice Brill, Janela no Bairro Popular from ―Álbum de fotografias‖ by Alencastro, 

published in Habitat, no. 4, July/August 1951, 82.
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Fig. 29. Alice Brill, Lavandeiras e crianças em um cortiço from ―Casas, êles também precisam,‖ 

published in Habitat, no. 14, January/February 1954, 28.
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Fig. 31. Left, Alice Brill, Mulher na frente de barraco and Homem com sanfona na porta de 
barraco from ―Habitação para o homen de nosso tempo,‖ published in Habitat, no. 30, January 

1956, 6. 

 

Fig. 32. Right, Alice Brill, Mulher na frente de barraco and Pedestres na Rua Direita from 

―Planejamento, arquitectura, engenharia: Contrastes e confrontos,‖ published in Habitat, no. 38, 

January 1957, 6.


