
academia

neville wakefield

The culture of the body is a culture of its own. In Europe, it is one that comes 

wrapped in clothes and mystifications. Here, the body is the soft center that lurks 

beneath the hard carapace of appearances, the embarrassed cousin of a restless 

existential soul. In biblical language it was the word made flesh. But in the colder 

climes of the Northern hemisphere, it was always the word that came first. Intellect 

and the abstraction of language are the fathers of the messy instrument that is its 

vessel. In other words the head rules the heart.

From the outside at least, the vision of Brazil is made in reverse. What is our 

culture is your cult. In Brazil the body is wrapped not in clothes but in the heat of 

the moment, eternally bathed in mellifluous sunshine. It is ruled not by the head, 

but by regions more distanced from cerebral rectitude. The cliché of the body which

elsewhere runs from the body of work to the body politic is here simply the beautiful

body, the temple of an outdoor lifestyle to which it is itself the site of creative 

intervention. Nowhere more so perhaps, than in Rio and the social imaginary 

attached to it.

In Rio, the beach is the intermingling of the social and the natural, of conversation

and flesh, sand and play. Stripped of everything but the barest modesty, it has 

become a uniquely democratized space where social hierarchies are cast aside like 

unwanted clothes. Here people wear their bodies. Rather than being something to 

be revealed only in intimacy and privacy, they are the public manifestation of the 

self, as much a part of nature as Sugarloaf, the Two Brothers or the sand of 

Ipanema. And like the beach, the body itself has become a site of tourism, a paradox

that is equally constructed and real. Photography captures this ambivalence. Like 

selected memories, our photographs are postcards of this democracy, of views that 

can be seen but not owned, of bodies that can be looked at but not touched, of the 

things we desire that are not ours. 

More than most Marcos Chaves understands this. His gaze is that of the flaneur, 

and the images he creates glance easily between cliché and understanding. Against 

the iconic backdrop of a landscape recognized by all yet known by few, he finds 

objects that split meanings and perforate the fabricated reality like the metal spikes 
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that maintain the very real social divide. The Sugarloaf is backdrop to all of this. It 

presides over the natural and social orders of the waterfront, an inevitable lapidary 

presence that reminds us perhaps of the comic evanescence of the endeavors our 

own bodies bring to its shores. Long after the egret has lost interest in the silver 

insulation, long after the last wave of the day has been ridden, long after the gas of 

the shower pump has been turned off, these will remain witness to the little changes

that mark the ever changing pulse of this great city. 

In this way, the Sugarloaf stands sentinel to all things – as much to the complex 

invasion of global economy as to the simple freedoms of the beach. It is both scene 

and scenery. It is the backdrop for another work by Chaves on which the words, Eu 

só vendo a vista, appears in bold type. The title is a pun on the verb ‘vendo’ – in 

Portuguese it means both to see and to sell – and expresses our ambivalence about 

the view, a view that both belongs to the ‘Cariocas’ and is sold to the world.  Now 

more than ever as the city exhales a World Cup only to inhale the Olympics the 

shared air of creativity, sport, and healthy living, the very things that are free to all 

and taken for granted, carry the price tag of a new type of tourism. The irony - not 

lost on Chaves or the culture he champions – is that the very city that above all 

celebrates the freedom of the body is host to its most commercial interest. 

Like the view, our bodies are also for sale. We may not always be aware of it, nor 

may it be completely the case as Foucault would have it that the entire fitness 

industry is simply another example of power, identity and knowledge combining to 

regulate and control us even while we speak of achieving autonomy. But what can 

be certain is that the mechanisms we use to shape our bodies are also a reflection of

the cultures from which they derive. 

The sleek hi-tech gyms that measure calories and watts and calibrate our 

expenditure on LCD panels with heart rate monitors are a far cry from the iron that 

directly manifests its impression in the pump and rip of the pre-industrialized home-

built body. Nothing could be further from the so called ‘Flintstone’ gyms whose 

makeshift arrangements – cement, sand, iron pipe – become ingenious sculptures in 

which the very material of the beach contributes to the bodies of its making. Here 

the solitary repetitious work of the treadmill and resistance machine is rendered 

pure performance and social exhibition. Here the faceless multi-nationals of 

members clubs are exchanged for the cooperative model of local community. Here 

perhaps, the resistance machine is the body itself.
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And if all of this sounds a little complicated and heavy it is perhaps because the 

works of Chaves are themselves generous and light. The politics of governing bodies

may encircle the informal gyms just as it bleeds into the magic light hour. The 

Academia (Gym), the show’s title, refers after all to the fact that Rio’s most 

respected institutions are schools and gyms. That they are of samba and the gym 

respectively may be ironic. But the beauty of their improvised forms allows us to 

remember, at least for the moment, that away from the roar of visiting crowds at 

Maracana and the infighting of Olympic committees, something far more elemental 

is taking place. Made of sand, stone and cement it is there for everyone.
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