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			Preface

			Euclides da Cunha

			What we know of Amazonia, even of its physical existence, remains fragmentary. After more than a century of dogged research, which has yielded an invaluable body of literature comprising numerous monographs, it has still only been parcelled out from countless different points of view. Confronted with the most problematic of physical geographies, the human mind has inevitably adopted an analytic approach in response. Indeed, this is the only method capable of yielding the requisite elements for a subsequent synthesis. Yet it renders any view of the whole impossible. Even within the narrow niches of the various specialisms, further distinctions continue to proliferate. In fact, this is unavoidable. Geologists, at first wrongfooted by the illusion of structural uniformity, have not yet had enough time to establish a unified palaeontological horizon for Amazonia. Similarly, the combined lifetimes of a great many botanists, from Martius1 to Jacques Huber,2 have not been enough to alight upon all the potential specimens to be found in the shade of its palms…. We read their works; we are educated; we are edified. We welcome their finely detailed teachings on the infinite, highly distinctive faces of this land and yet, as we become more capable of distinguishing them from one another, our view of its general physiognomy becomes increasingly hazy. We are left with a great many sharp and vivid outlines, but they are for the most part highly disjointed. This enormity which we can only measure and partition eludes us; it exists on such a scale that it must be broken down in order to be evaluated; its magnitude can only be perceived once it has been enlarged using microscopes; it is an infinity to be administered in tiny doses, gradually, slowly, indefinitely, tortuously.

			Yet it is worth reminding ourselves that this overly analytical, long-winded discourse was quite inevitable from the outset. For human intelligence cannot be expected to suddenly become capable of bearing the weight of such a portentous reality. It must grow alongside it and shape itself around it in order to master it. Take the example of Walter Bates:3 this great naturalist spent more than a decade in Amazonia, making momentous discoveries which lent support to the then nascent doctrine of evolutionism, but during this period of hard labour he never left the narrow coastal strip between Belém and Tefé. From there he astonished the institutes of Europe; he won the admiration of Darwin; he rewrote, or rearranged, many chapters of the natural sciences. Yet at the end of such a fruitful enterprise, he could still be quite certain that he had not exhausted even the limited patch of space in which he had taken up residence. He had not seen Amazonia. And because of that, he saw more of it than his predecessors had.

			This is only natural. This land is still mysterious. Its space is like Milton’s space: it hides within itself. It is cancelled out by its own vastness, extinguishing itself, collapsing on all sides, bound to the geometric destiny of the planet’s curvature, and fooling all enquiring eyes with the deceptive uniformity of its immutable aspects. To truly see it, one must renounce any intent to unveil it. One must reduce it, subdivide it, narrow it down and, by the same token, further specialise the various fields of study just as Bates did, as did Frederick Hartt4 after him—just as today there are the naturalists working at the Museum in Pará.5 Today they embark upon a project which no doubt will yield such a protracted series of partial conquests that it will make the last three centuries’ work seem like mere reconnaissance.

			This is a thousand-year campaign against the unknown. Victory will only be won in the far-distant future, on the back of untold labour, as the final veils are torn away from this marvellous place which today renders our eyes dazzled and vacant.

			But by then Nature will have given up all of its secrets. The definition of every last feature of Amazonia will mark the conclusion of Natural History as such….

			 

*

 

			Let us imagine, however, a heroic intellect, one who dares, recklessly, to contemplate this Sphinx all in one fell swoop. 

			In the face of this vertiginous, dazzling wonder, he is bound to falter. This book is proof of it. 

			Nervy and rebellious lines, scribbled out in defiance of all humdrum formulae, reveal to us in graphic detail manifold trails, twists and turns, crossroads that hurtle off in every direction, looping back from all sides, zig-zagging, happening upon detours, shortcuts and abrupt dead ends; sometimes in a rush of impetuous advances, sometimes in sudden impromptu retreats, here wrongfooted by the most alarming paradoxes, there following the straight and steady practical insights of a soul wandering among splendours, utterly intrepid and completely lost.

			Verdant Inferno, beginning with its title, could not have been anything other than what it is: startling, original, extravagant. It is sure to occasion the surprise, distaste, and instinctive antagonism of mainstream criticism, which is a criticism without any jagged edges, a sleek and audacious translation of the higher aspects of human culture into a banal conception of art.

			For this is a barbarous book, barbarous in the classical sense of the word: it comes from elsewhere. For this very reason, although it is built up out of nothing but truths, what they yield is a collection of phantasies. A painful realism pulses through each and every page, yet it seems to be engineered by a particularly fiery brand of idealism. Alberto Rangel is apparently every inch the poet, albeit one too exuberant for the discipline of metre or rhyme, but at the same time he is an engineer, addicted to the coldest and most calculated of technical processes. The startling reality of Amazonia entered his eyes through the lens of a theodolite. Fantastic scenes played out for him inside perfectly triangulated grids. He staggered on like a daydreamer, but one guided by a compass at all times. His wild poems were scratched out in the back pages of his surveyor’s notebooks. 

			Rangel has unwittingly inverted certain extremely vulgar preconceptions surrounding artistic creation. What we have here instead is a temperament as seen through the lens of a new vision of Nature. He did not alter this. He copied it, traced it. Hence the surprise it is bound to occasion. The urban critic who does not understand this book will be its best critic. For what is fantastic and incomprehensible is not the author, but Amazonia itself….

			His receptive art attempts to encompass the whole of this land and to amaze us with its marvellous abundance of life. It will surely astonish us. A pantheism this extreme is something we cannot hope to comprehend.

			The writer alarms us with the simplest of natural descriptions. What is customarily known as ‘still life’ stirs powerfully beneath his pen; galvanic flows seem to irrigate these lines in which matter is no longer passive, and objective things seem to take on anomalous personalities. 

			Forests that wander slowly, travelling across the plains, cautiously scaling steep ravines, the stupendous, immobile clamour of a perpetual and formidable struggle in the disorder of their twisted branches. Lakes that are born, grow, join together and swell as their tumultuous existence unfolds, and then recede, wither, decay, perish, die out and rot away like extraordinary organisms subject to the laws of a monstrous physiology. Rivers that roam the waterlogged solitudes like cautious hikers, fearful of the inconsistent terrain, proceeding ‘with the cautious disposition of the antennae that form the furos’.6 These make up a reality hitherto unseen, emerging in the chiaroscuro of the unknown in the guise of an incorrigible idealism….

			A scholar would unveil all of this to us by leading us down the endless, cushioned steps of cautious analysis, taking care not to startle us. The artist achieves it in a single leap; he sees it; he contemplates it as if from above; he tears the veil away in a single gesture; he lays bare its majestic purity.

			In truth, the Amazon is the last page of Genesis, yet to be written.

			Its instability is the result of accelerated structural formation. A metaphysician might detect in it a singular carelessness on the part of nature, which, having carefully constructed the infinite modalities of natural phenomena everywhere, had started to rush at the last moment and completed its job haphazardly, hastily correcting a slip-up at a spot that it had passed over by mistake. Natural evolution caught in the act. 

			While elsewhere it is dwarfed by the vicissitudes of the evolutionary transformations of the earth, and must extend itself outward in time in order to relive, in retrospective prophecies, the thousand-year-extinct lives of fossils, here the panorama of human life embraces whole cycles of dramatic orogenic transmutation. The dynamics of geology cannot be deduced, they must be seen; and geological history is still being written every day before the delighted eyes of those who know how to read it. Hence the surprises. We are so keen to see the balance of natural forms everywhere that some have appealed to the confused hypothesis of catastrophism to explain subtle changes; in Amazonia, extraordinary visible transformations result from the simple play of the most common physical forces. This is a young land, a land still in its infancy, a land in the making, a land that is still growing…. 

			It quickens, vibrates, and gasps, tumultuous and wild. Its telluric energies hasten to obey the universal tendency toward equilibrium. Its physiognomy shifts before the very eyes of the stationary spectator. In such inconstant landscapes one imagines the whims of mysterious wills at work. 

			Even from a drily topographical point of view, there is no fixing it into definite lines. Every six months, the flood acts like a wet sponge on a half-finished sketch, erasing, modifying, or transforming even the most salient and apparently solid outlines—as if the restless brush of an irrepressible superhuman artist were sweeping across the canvas of its boundless plane…. 

			 

*

 

			Then, caught amid the magic of these vivid scenes, a tormented protagonist appears: the human. Rangel’s whole book is concerned with the contrast between the two. 

			And so the plot thickens. The writer’s attitude is brought out in sharp relief. The anomalous fantasist aspect of his character only becomes more prominent as, line by line, we see it forced to adjust itself to the terrifying appearances of reality.

			Yet we excuse him; we applaud him. In this beautiful, bold gesture, Alberto Rangel captured a critical, fleeting moment in time, one which history will never see repeated. 

			This joy serves as compensation for the rebarbative nature of the subjects he treats. 

			In the Amazon of today, this cruel antilogy is playing itself out: on this abundant land, which continues to grow in the joyous fullness of its existence, a dying society is in wretched turmoil…. 

			We need not describe it here. We have this book, which encapsulates and commemorates the signs of this suffering. Better than anything we could achieve using grandiose concepts, it poignantly captures the scenes of a deplorable collective agony, across eleven chapters which are like eleven Rembrandt miniatures, redolent with terrifying symbolism.

			Looking at them, you will see ebb and flow, among the wandering folk of this land which denies them their very physical stability, slipping away from them into ‘fallen land’ and flood, the yearnings and prodigiously high hopes that they labour for and keep alive through their sacrifice.

			‘Maibi’ presents us with the image of an Amazon mutilated by the myriad blows of the rubber tappers’ homicidal hatchets. In ‘Hospitality’, a fallen man returns to humanity for a few seconds by some miracle of atavism, before plunging once and for all into the shadows, thicker by the day, of his irremediable moral decrepitude.

			In ‘The Tenacity of Life’ we are shown a monstrous community—its organs not yet fully developed, at once newborn and dying, suspended in a vegetative state by some miracle of nature whose gifts it has monopolised to the detriment of more robust races—a community which in other territories would succumb, weakened, crushed by natural antagonisms. 

			In the other tales we find the same pessimistic and grim quality. This is quite understandable. 

			At times upon this extraordinary land, the simplest of physical elements and the most serious of moral systems come together to express the same fateful event. Take ‘Obstinacy’, for example. 

			The tragedy unfolds without a moment’s hesitation, and with an immediate, fulminating outcome. A potentate covets the land of an unprotected caboclo.7 He takes it from him, with the collusion of a corrupt judicial system. Yet the caboclo is stubborn and seeks to overcome this tremendous injustice with a mad gesture: in order to remain on his land for all time, he buries himself alive, and dies there. It is simple, it is far-fetched; but it illustrates a certain feature of the social structure of the Amazon. In his frenzy, the savage grey reproduces the unconscious struggle for life he has seen in the lower biological orders. 

			Man kills man just as the parasite annihilates the tree. Humboldt’s enchanting Hylaea8 has this terrifying lesson to impart:

			The apuizeiro is an octopus in plant form. It wraps itself around its sacrifice, extending thousands of tentacles over it. Gilliat’s octopus had eight arms and four hundred suckers; those of the apuizeiro are uncountable. In the structure of its tissue, every one of its microscopic cells takes the form of a thirsty mouth. And the whole struggle takes place silently, without a whisper. It begins by curling around the branch, which is attacked by woody threads, coming from who knows where. Then these threads swell, and, once swollen, begin to proliferate into others still. Finally, the weft thickens and advances slowly, in order to mesh together with its prey, which it completely replaces. The apuizeiro is like a shroud enwrapping a corpse: the corpse rots but the shroud lives on, immortal. 

			   The abiu tree would have only a short time left to live. A desperate effort could be sensed in the miserable creature, determined as it was to break free from the noose in which it was held. Yet its captor seemed to become stronger, gripping this unfortunate organism that was being strangled by the gradual, unexpected pressure with each and every one of its constricting fibres. The process was irreversible. With a machete, the tentacles could be torn to shreds and ripped out. But it would be enough if just a small piece of capillary filament was left stuck to the tree. This would allow the executioner to reattach itself to its victim, who would have no chance of survival. The polyp is part of a colony of polyps. Generations live in a single body, in a single part, in a single fragment. Every part, no matter how small, is alive. It cannot be reduced to an individual. It is the solidarity of the infinitesimal, essential, elemental, inseparable and indivisible in the republic of synergetic embryos. What remains is always enough to bring it back to life. It reproduces easily, in its latent but irrepressible haste to procreate more and more.

			   The abiu tree’s canopy of small leathery and glabrous leaves had almost disappeared into the broad foliage of the monstrous parasite. 

			   In fact, this duel between forms of plant life represented a perfectly human spectacle. Roberto, the potentate, was himself a social apuizeiro. 

			A botanist would certainly describe the malignant Moraceae in greater detail, beginning with a serious enquiry as to its genus (ficus fagifolia?… ficus pertusa?…) but could never hope to paint its striking features so vividly. On the other hand, a sociologist would struggle to find any concept to equal the synthetic eloquence of that final admirable image. 

	
			 

*

 

			The above extract is typical of the style of Rangel’s book. 

			It is easy enough to recognise: choppy, agitated, restless and impatient. It is not relaxed, stretched out across the amplitude of the sound waves of the word, allowing quiet thoughts to expand as they will. It constricts itself between the staves, fading into unexpected punctuations, pausing in moments of sudden reticence….

			In acoustic interference, points of silence are explained by the interaction of sounds which cancel each other out. And there is a kind of mental interference in these brief, often inconclusive, fleeting moments, under the constant blows of an overabundance of ideas. One feels that the writer is among men and things, some of them dubious, barely emerging into view, appearing for the first time, shrouded in mystery. His thoughts are either volatile or incomplete, suddenly diffusing into the vagueness of hesitation so as not to deviate too much from the positive truths that are being revealed to him. Descriptions give way to images. Indeed, it would be impossible to subordinate to fixed rules—which result from long-term cultural processes—the impressions aroused in us by a land and a people which has barely arrived at its own distinguishable identity, one which is only just visible through the initial glimmers of civilisation. And besides, Rangel himself was astonished at these scenes and settings and, in an outpouring of sincerity, refused to repress his astonishment or to rectify, with the mechanical coldness of the professional writer, his vertigo and the mutiny of his exasperated sorrow. 

			He was quite right to do so; it made for a great book.

			Within its pages you will find certain flaws. However, one must distinguish between those of the writer and those of the subject. 

			For who, having penetrated so deeply into the darkest core of our primitive and coarse nature, could resurface without being covered in the muck of the abyss? 

			Moreover, our critical faculty is itself unstable, its current verdicts transitory. Before exercising it upon works of this kind, whose anomalous appearance derives from their profound originality, we should remind ourselves of the false and inauthentic aspects of the mental structure of we Brazilians, in which reactants alien to the genius of our people have come to predominate. We think too much in French, in German, or even in Portuguese. Almost a century after political autonomy was won, we still live in a spiritual colony. From the construction of sentences to the sequencing of ideas, we pay excessive respect to the precepts of exotic cultures which dazzle us, and we bow to peculiar received, a priori states of consciousness, blind to the real conditions of our life, so that our own personality disappears, besieged by new attributes that truncate or soften it, or blunt its original edges.

			Here, what we see as a writer is not a spirit that draws strength from the stimulating suggestions of the objective materials that surround it, but an intelligence that denatures itself through a systematic dissimulation. A sort of physical mimicry is established by way of this cowardice which leads us to align ourselves, through external resemblance, to those peoples that intimidate and enchant us. So that, even when it comes to our own things, we cannot resist obeying the prejudice that we should be as un-Brazilian as possible. We translate our texts with great erudition into European Portuguese, forgetting that we ought to take the greatest pride in the fact that the Portuguese would find it difficult to translate or even to read our language.

			In any case, it is time to emancipate ourselves from all this. 

			It is quite right that, in the case of the sciences, whose superior philosophical reflections seek to establish the universal solidarity and harmony of the human spirit, we should bow to all foreign influences. 

			But no master from beyond our borders shall guide our artistic impressions, or even pretend to interpret them. The impeccable phrasing of Renan,9 who sculpted the convulsive face of the Gnostic, could not depict the cauchero10 for us; the lapidary concision of Herculano11 would seem inexpressive in the majestic disorder of the Amazon. 

			For the new scenes and the new dramas before us, then, a new style, although, for all its inevitable daring, we do not consider it flawless. 

			That style is what this book uncovers. 

			Besides which, it is ennobled by a splendid sincerity. 

			Here is a great voice, hovering, impassioned and avenging, over the florescent hell of the rubber trees, which the opulent jungles garland and insidiously tint with the illusory colours of hope. 

			Euclides da Cunha

			

			

Translator’s Notes (see also the Glossary at the end of this volume)

				
					1. Carl Friedrich Philipp von Martius (1794–1868), German plant biologist and explorer.

				

				
					2. Jacques Huber (1867–1914), Swiss-Brazilian botanist, one of the first to systematically study the plant life of the Amazon.

				

				
					3. Walter Bates (1825–1892), English naturalist and explorer who accompanied Alfred Wallace on his great expedition to the Amazon in 1848.

				

				
					4. Charles Frederick Hartt (1840–1878), Canadian-American geologist, palaeontologist and naturalist who accompanied Louis Agassiz on the Thayer Expedition to Brazil in 1865, and thereafter specialised in the geology, flora and fauna of Brazil.

				

				
					5. The Museu Paraense Emílio Goeldi in Belém in the state of Pará, a research institute and museum founded in 1866.

				

				
					6. Networks of channels which pass through undergrowth, connecting together major rivers, igarapés (smaller watercourses) and bodies of water. Notably, they can be traversed by canoe.

				

				
					7. Caboclo: a person of mixed indigenous Brazilian and European ancestry.

				

				
					8. ‘Hylaea’ is the term Alexander von Humboldt used to describe the South American rainforest. It is from the Greek for ‘wooded area’, Ὑλαίη, and derives from Herodotus. See A. von Humboldt, Views of Nature, tr. M.W. Person, eds. S.T. Jackson and L.D. Walls (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 47.

				

				
					9. Ernst Renan (1823–1892), French orientalist and polymath.

				

				
					10. Cauchero: a worker on a rubber plantation.

				

				
					11. Alexandre Herculano (1810–1877), historian, novelist, and poet, a figure of considerable national prestige in Portugal; one of the first romantic authors in Portuguese.

				

			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
		


		
			1. The Tapará 

			…and the lands of the Amazon are full of such lakes… 

			Father João Daniel, Treasure Discovered in the Upper Reaches of the Amazon River

			This remote shore of the Tapará, seen from the other side of the river, is a dark braided cord that borders a wider band of lighter cloth. This cord is woven of wispy, sad willows like eyelashes surrounding an immense dilated but blind pupil. Behind this frontline of riverside vegetation, as if wary of being overwhelmed by the water of the Amazon, are the more cheerful embaúbas,1 tall with silver-backed leaves and white trunks which give the impression of having been enfeebled by parasitic aphids, fungi and lichens.

			After them comes the forest, which looks like it has come to a halt because they were blocking its path. It appears as a mass of mountain-green, a colour that remains constant all the way up into the heights where it curdles into shapeless and sparse canopies. All of it is the same: a packed, disorderly clutter of branches and foliage, twisted fronds, tangled up with balls of liana vine that cling to the boughs. It seems to be struggling against itself, at once conflicted and at peace. 

			The sun takes advantage of a fork in the branches or a retracted twig to shine its fiery light through the interstices of the mass of greenery. Sometimes it passes through in fine threads, sometimes in daggers. These daggers embed themselves in the trunks, while the threads are made of the most tenuous, volatile gold filaments, making the leaves into pieces of jewellery studded with enamel baubles. There are sections where you might think candelabras had been lit for an elven feast. The light, however, never manages to flood into the forest, but can only sneak through the gaps, spilling out and spreading. It is soon contained, because in the end everything has the impenetrable consistency of a vast conglomerate of porphyry.

			The bank these willows adorn is a beautiful and harmonious curve of the lip, but every track ends in a muddy embankment. There, the caboclo’s canoe bobs and steadies itself in time with the banzeiro, the series of waves sent out by the passing transatlantic liner.

			From this beach on rotting land, soft as a sagging mattress, it is difficult for the fisherman to enter the forest by going over the ridge, which passes through where the igarapé2 was during the floods. Just days ago, they were still paddling through that forest. It was a more straightforward affair then: just sink the laurel paddle into the water and float along gently. No load on the shoulders, no sloping ground strewn with crags and depressions.

			When it has been submerged by a flood, the forest suits the native better. In the Amazon floodplains, humans would do well to exchange their lungs for gills. Everything is accessible to those in the water. The remote interior harbours no secrets when the gangliform network of lakes connects up with the arterial network of streams. The caboclo is free to wander, as safe as someone travelling on well-mapped roads, and goes wherever his quiet intuition tells him the easy catch is to be found. For him alone there is no mystery to this hinterland. 

			But then, when the flood comes to an end, man is stranded, or, even worse, trapped. As the water recedes, so does his ability to wander. He can no longer float along, and is like one of those logs that floats up to the surface only finally to be weighed down by the water, sinking to the bottom of the river to rot. Although this is not always the case: sometimes it may form the first stake in a structure which will come to be decorated by utricularias, pístias, and pontederias and mortared in by mud, and will later become an island, altering previously charted maps and changing the known routes. 

			The trail through the forest is hard to make out. Even if it lasts until the end of the flood, there is no time for it to become well-defined. What can still be seen here and there amid the tangle of branches, where the heaviest flood marks the trunks, are branches that have been severed by blows from an oar after getting tangled in the bow of a canoe and then pushed aside. Besides, there would be no point in tracing the route any further; it would always be like a line made in chalk, rubbed away by the flood acting like a kind of sponge.

			It is a long way. A mere two and a half kilometres, but it seems endless. The use of the canoe, of course, which confines one’s feet, leads to irrepressible fatigue and impatience. The ground is regular in level and of an unchanging alluvial nature, but littered with fallen trees, tangled with stalks and branches, dead or in the lethargy of drought, awaiting their inevitable revival with the flood. Hanging here and there in dry clumps of vegetable matter, hard and dark pendants, the cauixi,3 a flower with the texture of a burlap sack, blooms, shedding an imperceptible pollen. It is this pollen that invisibly causes a caustic burning sensation on the nape of the passer-by’s neck; unless it is the poisonous bullet ant or tapiú wasp with its red-hot sting…. 

			In the dry October the first rains have not yet fallen, which means that the beginning of this Amazonian deluge, which will last longer than the one in the Bible, is a month away. The forest burns. There are no crackling flames, nor the wavering blur of fires; it burns without any light at all. The fire is something one feels, a type of spontaneous combustion. It comes above all from the astounding fermentation process that the vegetation undergoes in the moisture trapped beneath the taller branches. And all of this takes place in an agonising, oppressive silence. 

			At midday, the forest is eerily silent; at night, it is astir in a Wagnerian chorus composed of voices ranging from the insane clamour of souls wandering in a fit of despair and pain to the faint whisper of a single rabeca4 in the most delicate smorzando. 

			The heatwave anaesthetises the monstrous organism; the nocturnal dews cause it to suffer bad dreams and night terrors. One would think that the moon, regulator of the planet’s oceans, was stirring the equatorial forest into terrible high tides, like a sea of foliage, even more conducive to shipwrecks….

			There is a moment when a certain brightness breaks through the gloom of the forest. A skylight opens up amid the breus5 and sparse lacres,6 and a trail of light makes its way along the ridge of the ravine, precisely following the scarp, made steeper still by the to-ing and fro-ing of pacas7 and agoutis.8 

			The forest too, as it were, stands on the edge of an enormous narrow valley cradling a wild rice field which has the soft colour and fullness of new alfalfa. And in this pale green blanket, to the right, there shines a round plate of polished steel. This lowland is the lake, the Front Lake, the name of which announces the existence of the Tapará further along the valley. The shining steel plate is made up of the remainder of the water that did not manage to escape, forced by the difference in level to remain there as a watering hole and a refuge for herons, ananís, carões, arapapás and wild ducks. Imprisoned water. Enraged at this situation, a hate-filled gaze, as of a basilisk, seems to seep through the sclera of the lake. The pool takes its revenge, breeding a surfeit of low life: algae and poisonous microbes. Whoever drinks from it will later have to settle accounts with their spleen and liver. A hydrographic curiosity, this dry lake is an alchemical laboratory of malarial microfauna and microflora. And it is so quiet down in the pit that no one would ever know. Only mercury at the bottom of a vat could be so tranquil and mirror-like. 

			To reach the Tapará, you must cross the lowland where that immobile retina, embedded in the orbit of the ravines, stares at the sun with a spasmodic and unnerving persistence. 

			Still bogged down in the soft mud of the headland, there is another ravine to cross, which raises up to form the outer slope of a fortified parapet on the opposite side. You must climb over it, first guessing where the interrupted path re-joins the long basin of the empty lake. The search is not easy. The sprawling branches of the identical trees and the lacework of the araçaranas9 conceal its location. You just have to guess! At last the trail emerges, with the distinctive appearance of a very faded line on an old route to a mysterious mine. Well-accentuated at first, it is then lost, just like the other one, in coils and squiggles through the forest. It is a fantastical route: one that has been borrowed and run along by a watercourse. The markers had already been set up; it was just a matter of picking them out of those that had been laid out and collimating them, keeping an eye on the rays of sun on the canopies….10 

			The poorly marked path continues across the spine of an imperceptibly higher sandbank. Perrault’s Hop-o’-My-Thumb11 would need to drop pebbles along such a path to mark the way.

			Suddenly, once the curtain of abiuranas12 and acapuranas13 has been drawn back, a new border of araçápixunas14 dominates the landscape, in a broader, deeper and more water-filled lowland: the Tapará. The immense lake twists to one side and the other, as though a giant were pushing the undergrowth aside and digging deep into the earth with its fingernails until hitting water. This valley comes as a surprise. When traversing the forest, it seems so dense that you’ll never be able to get rid of its thick, rough, green gum. There are no clearings. The heavy vegetation, on level ground, with no cliffs or terraces, will continue like this all the way south to the vague plains bordering Mato Grosso and Bolivia, creating the disheartening impression that there are no gaps in this density whatsoever. The lake therefore stands out—a clearing, a respite. In the infinite continuity of the tunnel, this vent through which the light enters is significant; it offers relief from the feeling of having been buried alive. It reminds us that, up above the constant view of vaulted walls and shadows, the sky is still there. 

			There are large puddles along the shallow channel, sifted clean by the gentle tapestry of grasses. With the light bursting into the hollow of the trench, the lively fauna resemble an engraving representing a piece of land in the last part of the first chapter of Genesis, scratched out by the naive burin of an old engraver.

			Around these pools assemble innumerable wading birds and waterfowl. Their young are still barely feathered. And in the slimy, soggy lair a whole bustle of flapping wings and various calls can be heard.

			Flights attempted or made, the thrashing and squawking of the Tapará’s feathered population does its best to impart an unexpected liveliness to this forgotten site of industrial exploitation, despised by geographers and not exactly overrun by surveyors.

			Under the crushing tendrils of the branches, what this magnificent lake offers, even with the squawking and the fluttering of the birds, is a deadly desert environment. Everything is bare stone, and even reptiles would flee from the heat reflected from those slabs. This lake resembles the Dead Sea, despite the greenery of the banks and the exposed bed, carpeted with grass and populated with a paradisiacal fauna. The classical image of Charon also comes to mind, as if, to cross such stagnant water, that funereal skipper had to wield the jacumã15 of his igarité16 of Death. This is what the Acheron must have been like, encircling the depths of Hell—just like this furrow of dead and infected water bordering a dark, ecstatic jungle. Perhaps it even recalls that lake where Heine placed his languishing countess17 to drift among the spectral faces of the amorous and drowned.

			Although the banks of the Tapará are enlivened by the soaring pomp of white and brightly-coloured feathers and the cawing of birds, life is certainly more intense at its watery core—a life of skins, scales, and shells. Alligators sleep placidly on the mudflats, alongside crafty fish and timid chelonians.18 

			When the river withdrew, sucked up by the summer, it left behind it a slime composed of thallophytes.19 It also left behind a whole ichthyological catalogue drowned between the shores. And because the liquid diminishes further each day in November, these fish continue to pile up. Then something hideous takes place: the lake starts to rot. 

			The reptiles seem to prefer the swampland. They snooze with their snouts in the mud, looking for all the world like black rocks rolled from the fringes of some ravine to the quagmire of the plain. The shells of turtles intermingle with the dark, raised backs of muddy fish….

			All the horror of that lake is then manifest. There is no more staring at the golden light, nor at the greenery of the vegetation that frames it; there is no distraction. The lake seems to stifle the joy out of all creation. Slimey, putrid, and mephitic, it can send the observer’s consciousness into a state of madness. To believe that someone could live in this place and harbour hopes of gaining fortune or comfort from this rottenness is to launch one’s reason into a vertigo of insanity.

			No, this rotten quagmire can only be a just punishment for the curiosity of ambitious explorers. Perhaps some cruel deity safeguarding the virtue of the Amazonian hinterland offers this prize to violators of the land: to come across the most repulsive and profound manifestation of the corruption of life, spread over the surface of just a few hectares.

			The promised Valley of Josaphat is to be a place of resurrection, yet it will certainly be less moving than this ghastly pit, full of mud, pus and the palpitations of life, all mixed together.

			Here, in one place, it would appear that the essential struggle, which Bichat20 understood in his incomplete notion of life as the reaction against death, is present in large proportions, but death is overwhelmingly victorious. Even the broncos alligators that bask luxuriantly on the sprawling marshland end up victims of this lethal bed, lending their bulk to the general decay. What enters into the dark recesses of their throats is a broth of bacterial cultures, which is like honeycomb to them. Yet its ferment makes them burst at the seams, in spite of their monstrous armour. Their banqueting table is the coffin in which they are laid to rest….

			In this narrow basin there is an abundance of unfortunate creatures that did not make it into the shoals which, returning to the waters of the Amazon, managed to avoid the prison that now incarcerates those who were late or too careless. They are happily left to their fate of being putrefied, either individually or in groups. It takes one or grabs the whole pack. Then the heat and humidity combine in the tragic interplay of merciless forces that constitute this dreadful  process of decomposition. 

			But on the edge of this abyss of decay, high above the plain, are two miriti21 huts. 

			Old Palheta and his son do their salting there. In September they moved from the terra firma to the straw salting houses on the lake, bringing their wives and dogs. These poor creatures stay for four eternal months, perched on the edge of that pit….

			However, they are unimpressed by the catafalque set up in the waterhole; this lake has been familiar and friendly to them since they were children. They even want to get the legal title for the land they occupy. A stamped seal of paper guarantees you six feet under….22 It grieves them to know, vaguely, that Chico Mendes, as part of a comprehensive campaign involving the use of powerful weapons, intends to take over the miserable huts in which they have settled. 

			Next to the two ramshackle dwellings, valuable pirarucu hides are stretched out on the horizontal poles of a tent, testifying to the fact that some prudent activity is taking place in the midst of this graveyard.

			While it is still at the entrance to the lake, right next to the upper mouth of the Autaz the water flows in an abundant stream. Leaving this funereal basin, they use a humble cedar or laurel montaria23 which delivers them to the world, just as, in the opposite direction, it delivers them to solitude and labour.

			Soon, however, this mode of transport is exhausted until the next flood; the mouth is a mere tear duct and the men are stuck at the shore of the lake. But they do not rely on it. There is neither discouragement nor despair. They come voluntarily to the wilderness to repeat this struggle year upon year—the same edition, the very same print run of a book. They stay one step ahead of death, but only just, by travelling to the necropolis and snatching from it whatever they also want to kill.

			All of their business, which they manage together and which is largely limited to parsimonious exchanges in the taverns on the coast, is based on and guaranteed by the work of salting on the lake.

			Providence is at work here: without the amazing accident of these hydrographic formations, so finely tuned and so regular, the caboclo would not be able to survive half as long. And in this incredible collection of congenial tendencies, the lake is the best feature. Whether during drought with the jatica,24 or in the flood with the arrow or harpoon, although by no means abundant, it is a truly precious resource. 

			Faced with the invasion of the battalions (of cosmological and moral forces) that weigh down upon him, the Amazonian takes refuge in the lake. It satisfies the stomach and the imagination; in the first case, because it is his ‘larder’, as he likes to call it; and in the second, because the lake is a beloved site of legends, a secluded theatre of mysterious dangers…. Here it pleases the Mother of the Waters25 to emerge, and here the Cobra Grande26 also makes its home, making terrifying noises, along with packs of caatinga-scented jananaíras,27 rabid and ready to attack…. In the forest that engulfs him, curupiras,28 caiporas,29 matitaperês,30 and boitatás31 pass by in a sarabande of panic and terror. 

			The rubber catastrophe has yet to descend upon Lake Tapará and many other places. In countless areas, barriguda and seringaranas trees32 serve as a reminder that industrial exploitation is impossible. Since they are not suitable for firewood, nor is their milk elastic, yet they look just like a legitimate rubber tree, they are seen as a mockery of the real thing—a vegetal parody. A simple incision in the cortex of their huge trunks causes apparently priceless sap to flow out in an abundant stream, but this white blood does not coagulate upon being smoked: the liquid is merely sticky or brittle, but not elastic. Instead of being priceless, it is a disappointment.

			The caboclo will reflect that it is better this way, perhaps. For otherwise, the wave of immigrants, the Cearense,33 as he would put it, lumping them all in together under a generic term that carries a vague hint of spite and contempt, would rain down like a plague, invading the forest…. They would exterminate all the game and fish, ambitiously and unscrupulously taking over the land in which he had been born. That people who arrived yesterday are already taking such delight in a victory that the old native still aspires to and cannot achieve!

			Little does the caboclo suspect that, in the enthusiasm of the new society encamped in the Amazon, he, with his reserved character, with a certain sadness at being exiled within his own homeland, comes to serve as a happy and unshakable moderator. 

			For when the tapuio34 or mameluco35 people, fishermen, become embroiled in the battle of a lifetime, their resistance will not be a brake on the rubber tapping mania, but it will limit the conflict; a conflict that is quite natural given the tremendous interplay of the ambitions of the outsiders, which with their little axes, their little bowls, their buckets and boiãos,36 have turned the whole land over, shaking it down for electricity and steam, the evils of those societies that see themselves as powerful and sophisticated.

			These tendencies, one passive and almost indifferent, the other often destructive and immoral, are located in the Lower Amazon, whose inertia restrains the Upper Amazon. In the Lower Amazon, restricting the thirst for force, is this lake which dampens the fever of the rivers, the fever that makes the pulse of Commerce beat harder, but in the end damages and corrupts one of the most defamed and bountiful corners of the planet. 

			The lake is therefore worthy of a chapter by Michelet.37 It also deserves the cool eye of a sociologist; both a hymn and an analysis…. 

			The lake itself is a sanctuary. It does not matter that beyond its shores there might be some nobody who does not want the needy to get their due, whether because the fish are scarce in the rivers, or because they have been swindled out of their money.

			So enormous is his struggle that, in this lake amphitheatre of the Amazon, the caboclo is the Orestes of Greek tragedy, pursued by furies. Yet the wretched man makes his strongholds in these hidden lakes where the surplus water, coming down from the tributaries or falling from the sky, is swallowed up by the Lower Amazon; a place where he could only be extirpated by a lengthy siege (and perhaps not even then). 

			This ‘extirpation’, however, is just a manner of speaking. Nothing is lost…. The blood that will one day flow through the veins of the average ethnic Brazilian, the blood of the pariah tapuio, will have the plasma of so many peoples as part of its molecular composition, mortared into a single body, fired in a single crucible, cast in a single mould. Crucible, mould, body: apparatus and residue of a consummate transformation in which, what with the mameluco, the carafuz,38 the mulatto and the predominant Indo-European immigrant, the Brazilian will have become the definitive type of ethnological equilibrium. In the end, it will no longer be what it has been: an enfeebled medium for the transfusive traffic of races….

			

			
Translator’s Notes

				
					1. The trumpet tree: a fast-growing, short-lived tree used for medicinal purposes, which grows along riverbanks (Cecropia peltata).

				

				
					2. Term for a canoe channel in the Amazon.

				

				
					3. A freshwater sponge which forms clumps in the roots of trees by the riverside in the Amazon (Metania reticulata).

				

				
					4. A type of fiddle originating from Portugal.

				

				
					5. A south American evergreen species (Protium heptaphyllum).

				

				
					6. A medicinal shrub that grows in tropical climates (Vismia guianensis).

				

				
					7. A large rodent found in the Amazon rainforest. The name is from the tupi paka.

				

				
					8. Another native rodent, a relative of the guinea pig.

				

				
					9. A shrub native to Brazil which produces a fruit variously known as Amazonian pear, Brazilian guava, or strawberry guava (Myrcianthes gigantea). The name araçarana in Old Tupi means ‘araça-like tree’ (rana ‘similar to, like’), suggesting a passing similarity to the araça (Eugenia stipata).

				

				
					10. A reference to the collimation method of calculating difference in elevation, a surveying technique Rangel would have been quite familiar with. Since it involved the use of a theodolite and lens, it would have been important not to be surprised by an errant sunbeam.

				

				
					11. A reference to one of the fairy tales published by Charles Perrault: Le petit Poucet rescues his siblings from the forest by leaving a trail of stones.
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