




















was deeply interested in the translation program directed by the
USIA and he spent time talking about it with Ambassador Lincoln
Gordon and Edward R. Murrow, the head of the USIA (Knopf,19620).
As translator Harriet de Onis puts it, Knopf “has become a one-man
Alliance for the Progress” (de Onis, 1965:203). However, Alfred Knopf
was no rubber stamp for US policies and programs.In his correspon-
dence, Knopf confessed how dubious he was about the Alliance for
the Progress and he criticized the translation program. Also, regard-
ing the 1964 military coup in Brazil, which was backed by the United
States, Knopf initially expresses his approval, but later condemns the
media censorship and “the social state to which the present govern-
ment [in Brazil| has broughtapproximately 50 percent, if not more, of
the population. Business, business, business; profits, profits, profits...
and the devil takes the poor” (Knopf,1976).As many have pointed out,
participation in US-led programs and general acceptance of American
cultural diplomacy did not necessarily mean unreserved adherence,
consensus or subjugation. The complexity of governmental struc-
ture and bureaucratic management, the coexistence of various
agendas, and the vast number of social actors involved complicated
the dynamics of inter-American intellectual and artistic exchanges
(Barnhisel, 2015, p. 8; Cohn, 2012, pp. 148-9; Iber, 2015, pp. 7, 16).
In a 1967 letter, Knopf confirms the labyrinthine nature of official
structures by complaining about “the mysterious ‘they’ in Washing-
ton who make up that list of titles to be subsidized by USIA” (Knopf,
1967b). Patrick Iber, then, is right to conclude that “the projects of
cultural hegemony” were “porous rather than solid”: “They regularly
failed to meet their objectives and sometimes acted in a way that was
seemingly indifferent to the interests of empire” (Iber, 2015, p.16).
That may explain why, in spite of the fact that Latin American writ-
ers such as Jorge Amado, Pablo Neruda, Carlos Fuentes and Gabriel
Garcia Marquez (who have been prey to anti-red hysteria) did not co-
incide with official U.S. Cold Warideology, their books were neverthe-
less translated and their works were studied in American universities,
under direct or indirect patronage of governmental agencies (Cohn,
2006,p.143). The permeability of the inter-American literary system
also applies to Knopf’s attitude towards his contacts in Brazil, where
he related to people across the political spectrum: from conservatives
like Gilberto Freyre and economist Roberto Campos, to leftists such
as Amado, Antonio Callado, and publisher Enio Silveira. Itis also im-
portant to acknowledge that Knopf's vision about the country and his
opinions aboutacquaintances and friends there changed over time.In
this regard, Knopf’s relationship with Amado is quite revealing. Their
first letters in the 19505 were quite objective and focused mainly on
business, but a close friendship evolved and lasted for decades, most
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likely due to a combination of factors: Amado’s Marxist conviction
gradually waned, Knopf visited Brazil, and Gabriela, Clove and Cinna-
mon (1962) fared well in the United States (Dimas, 2012, pp. 113-6).

Those same political, emotional, and commercial factors account
for Alfred Knopf’s interest in Brazil and Brazilian literature. Irene
Rostagno, quoting a letter from Knopf to a banker, indicates that the
publisher betted on Brazil's future, underlying how much the country
would be worth to the United States in the long run (Rostagno, 1997,
p-35). In turn, Harriet de Onls, as did many others, stresses Knopf’s
“love affair with Brazil, which has all the air of an indissoluble attach-
ment” (deOnis,1965,p.203).ButKnopf’salleged “fraternalaffection”
for Brazil—the expression was employed by Gilberto Freyre—can be
misleading and may end up obscuring his role as an inter-American
cultural agent (Freyre, 1965, p. 208). Affection obviously does not
ensure deep understanding or unconditional appraisal of Brazilian
culture, habitus, or literature. Cultural exchanges and intercultural en-
gagementare much more complex and challenging than what well-in-
tentioned discourses and top-down programs may suggest. Curiosity,
openness, and acceptance—when they do exist—usually go hand in
hand with distaste, uneasiness, and annoyance. Often, “mutual un-
derstanding” is rooted in condescendence, oversimplification, and
misrepresentation,and there is no reason to imagine that such factors
would not interfere with the reception of a foreign literature and the
decision-making of editors and publishers.

Hence, we should take Jorge Amado’s account of Knopf’s visits to
Bahia with a grain of salt. Amado says: “Bahia and Alfred immedi-
ately understood each other and loved one another, surrendered to
one another” (Amado, 1965, p.192). Amado then adds that the city of
Salvador opened itself in its “old houses”, “music of African deities”,
“Capoeira fighting,” and “voodoo rites”. Singing the same tune, Gil-
berto Freyre concludes that, after havingenjoyed the Afro-Amerindian
celebrations in Brazil, Knopf surrendered to a sense of time “which is
not thatof ‘time is money’ of the conventional businessman” (Freyre,
1965,p.209). Butin his travel logs, Knopf reveals a different disposi-
tion. He often complains that Brazilians, much to his frustration and
perplexity, lacked any sense of time. Regarding the “African deities”,
the popular festivals and the like, Knopf can hardly hide his boredom
and aloofness. About the Bumba Meu Boi festival in Pernambuco, he
writes: “longand monotonous, butinterestingatfirst” (Knopf,1962a,
p. 7). By the same token, the Candomblé ritual he attends in Bahia is
described as a “monotonous drumming”, “followed by equally mo-
notonous dancing” carried out by “women who are physically unat-
tractive and some of them hideously ugly”. After enduring the ritual
forabout one and a half hours, Knopf “finally asked to be taken home”
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[13] “Both the gestation and the
reception of the literary work con-
tribute to the production of the cul-
tural object, predicated on a dynamic
relation between author and reader,
and mediated by everything from
publishers’ marketing strategies to
abstract elements of influence such
as the cultural education, values, and
expectations of [an] audience. The
text itself merely occupies one posi-
tion along this axis which might be
perceived as a cultural argument to
which avariety of persons will adhere
or defer” (Armstrong,1999, p.13).

[14] About Rosa, editor Wiliam Ko-
shland of Alfred Knopf, Inc. writes,
“I'm afraid the picture on Rosa’s
The Devil to Pay in the Backlands has
been a fairly bleak one. The sale goes
steadily if not too excitingly, and we
have now shipped out some 2,600
copies afterabsorbing the usual rash
of return in the months following
publication. Gabriela, as you know,
reached a much wider audience”
(Koshland, 1966).

[15] Per Henningsgaard, for ins-
tance, studies the limited reception
and sales of Australian literature
in the contemporary United States
(Heningsgaard,2017).

(Knopf, “Trip Notes”, p. 47). He also found it amazing that people
like Jorge Amado, his wife Zélia Gattai, and the Argentinian-Brazilian
artist Carybé would be “on their knees prostrate before the figures of
their respective [ Candomblé] saints to whom they were offering the
most uninviting-looking food”. Knopf had a hard time accepting that
his valued friends believed in all that (Knopf, “Trip Notes”, pp. 52-3).
Inhisveryfirstvisitto Bahia, he describesa “voodoo negro dancing” as
“shastly phony” (Knopf, “Personal Diaries”, p.12). In his diaries and
letters, there are quite a few remarks revealing cultural anxieties: he
mentions with dismay the filthy markets and streets, the poor quality
of service everywhere and the shabby conditions of hotels. Moreover,
Knopf continually expresses annoyance with the big loud parties to
which he was invited and deep impatience with the verbose rhetoric, a
corelinguistic and behavioral protocol in Brazilian culture (and, as for
that, a poetic resource of certain Brazilian writers): “[A]ll these Brazil-
ians orate on the least provocation”, he grumbles (Knopf, 1967a).

Itis, of course, difficult to measure how such thoughts and feel-
ings toward an overseas culture can influence the reading habits of an
individual and the way he or she perceives foreign literary works. Also,
publishing decisions are usually a team effort, not a one-person ver-
dict, and they take into consideration an array of aspects beyond the
intrinsic textual attributes of a book. But Alfred Knopf was the first
to recognize that the publishing business depends on an editor’s per-
sonal feelings and on having “a heart for” books under consideration
(Knopf,1972¢). Thus, his observations on Brazil and Brazilians imply
a cultural bias that, if shared by a larger group—e.g., the American
reading public or the decision-makers in a publishing house—may
contribute to the general apathy for and disappointing sales of Brazil-
ianliteraturein the US.Lateinthe1970s, Knopfconcluded that North
American readers must suffer from an “absolute allergy” where Bra-
zil is concerned (Knopf, 1972a; Knopf, 1972b). Repeated commercial
failures did not spare authors like Clarice Lispector and Guimaraes
Rosa, favored by Brazilian and international academics and critics
alike, nor more crowd-pleasing titles like My Sweet-Orange Tree, by José
Mauro de Vasconcelos, a best-seller in Brazil. Referencing the latter,
Knopf comments in his correspondence that, despite their best ef-
forts, the book “sank without leaving a trace within a week of its pub-
lication” (Knopf,1972¢).

One can argue that the dismissal of foreign literature in North
America does not target only Spanish American or Brazilian books.s
The rejected files in Alfred Knopf’s archives, for instance, host many
European, Asian and African writers as well. Indeed, throughout the
20th century, many American editors pointed out “how difficult it
is to get a hearing for translations, to get them reviewed, and to get
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them sold” (Wolff, 1975). In current times, the situation remains
pretty much the same: only about 3 percent of books published in
the United States are translations (Hoffman, 2007).16 This number [16] Johan Heilbron points out that
international translation statistics

falls to 0.6 percent when considering fiction alone. Not surprisingly,

o . are not very reliable and should be
it is still harder to seduce readers to consume works from a country taken “as an indicative manner to
highlight structural patterns” (Heil-

and a culture they are thoroughly ignorant of. As Elizabeth Lowe and b oo o

Earl E. Fitz note, “this lack of understanding about a common and
deeply intertwined American past, a problem exacerbated by our cul-
tural biases, may well have handicapped the initial reception of Latin
American literature in the United States of the 1960s” (Lowe and Fitz,
2007, p. 172). Knopf resentfully complains that the American news
media “covers Brazil mostly inadequately” and paid no attention at
all to Jorge Amado’s 1972 four-month tour in the US (Knopf, 1972a).
In that same year, Knopf also accuses the reception of Antonio Cal-
lado’s novel, Don Juan’s Bar (1972), of being “insulting to the point of
irresponsibility,” because reviewers knew little about the author and
were incapable of taking into consideration the political situation in
Brazil (Knopf,1972b). Twoyears later, Knopfwould regret that Dalton
Trevisan's The Vampire of Curitiba and Other Stories (1972) “got virtually
no publicity in the press and very, very few reviews”. And he adds, “No
one I have met who doesn't work for Knopf has even mentioned his
[Trevisan's] name to me” (Knopf,1974).

Unfamiliarity can easily open the way for stereotypes and often
results in disdain.In 1980, a public opinion survey found that 34 per-
cent of Americans considered Latin Americans ignorant, 41 percent
said they were lazy, and only 15 percent thought they were intelligent
(Skidmore et al., 2014, p. 4). From such a standpoint, how could the
intellectual work produced by the southern neighbors—and written
in languages “not regarded as worthy of serious scholarship”—in-
spire any sympathy? (Lowe and Fitz,2007:6).If there were indeed an
allergy to Brazilian and Spanish American literature, not even Knopf
himself was immune to it. In an ironic retort to translator James L.
Taylor’s statement that there are “other Brazilian writers who deserve
publication in English”, Knopf answered “please, feel free to make
any suggestions to me at any time”, with implied disbelief (Knopf,
1962b). Years later, Knopfwould be even more sarcasticaboutthe pos-
itive image Latin Americans have of their writers: “Every time I go to
a party where many Latin Americans are I come away with the feeling
that there are at least two dozen of immortal masterpieces lurking all
over the continent” (Knopf, 1966). Readers and editors who worked
for Alfred Knopf, Inc.could not hold Latin American literature in high
regard, either. In 1978, a semi-retired Knopf lamented that at that
point probably none of those in charge at his company would “share
his interest in Latin America and its writers” (Knopf, 1978b). Jorge
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Amado expressed the same opinion, saying that from a certain point
on, people at Alfred Knopf, Inc. did not keep the same commitment
to his books (Amado, 1990, p. 192). Writer Elizabeth Bishop, who
met Knopf in Brazil in 1967 and who became an informal adviser on
Brazilian literature for the publisher, confessed, “One always hopes to
find somethingreallygood, butin general my reading in Brazilian con-
temporarywriting is sheerdrudgery” (Bishop,1963).When reviewing
a Brazilian piece of literature in 1966, translator Patrick Gregory saw
no artistic value in the book, but then bluntly added, “Tadmit to a gen-
eral lack of sympathy—that amounts to blindness—for most South
American fiction” (Gregory, 1966).

As a matter of fact, Alfred Knopf detected the negative attitude
some readers and translators had toward Brazilian books. For ex-
ample, Knopf sounds discouraged by a commentary on Jodo Gui-
mardes Rosa’s collection of short stories: “What would be the point
of asking him [George Reed] to do Corpo de baile when he describes
the stories as ‘not interesting enough in themselves to justify wad-
ing through the dense, impressionistic text with its mass of region-
alism’” (Knopf, 1965b). One may rightly ask why, then, Knopf re-
lied on such contributors. The truth is that the publisher did not
have too many choices. That few Americans and US residents speak
Portuguese to this day both explains and aggravates the peripheral
position of Brazilian literature in the US. In his correspondence
and diaries, Knopf repeatedly complains about the strain of finding
“sound and dependable readers” or a “really satisfactory translator”
of Portuguese (Knopf, 1962d; Knopf,1964¢).

In some cases, the bad quality of translations became evident be-
fore publication, and remedial actions had to be taken. That was the
case with two valued Brazilian titles, Amado’s Gabriela, Clove and Cin-
namon and Guimardes Rosa’s The Devil to Pay in the Backlands. Knopf
observes that James L. Taylor, a dictionary-maker, handed in manu-
scripts “with no literary quality whatever” and the translation “vir-
tually [had] to be done over again by a different translator” (Knopf,

[17] Ultimately, Harriet de Onis 1965¢).7 This kind of solution not only increased costs butalso failed
;;d:::;a;‘o‘sf‘:i o“:r‘;ls I:t';j to prevent disastrous results. The contribution of prolific translators
Gabricla. such as Gregory Rabassa and Harriet de Onis, who some years later
would become widely known for some acclaimed translations of stel-
lar writers of the Spanish-American boom, was in some cases of little
avail. Knopf had some criticism for Rabassa (“He has not [...] made
a tremendously favorable impression on me”), and Elizabeth Bishop
deplored the awkward use of English slang and contemporary expres-
sions in The Devilto Pay in the Backlands (Knopf, 1964b; Bishop,1965).
Years later this book gave rise to controversy when its translators were
accused of “translational atrocities” and “erecting between Rosa and
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the reader a barrier even more insurmountable than the Portuguese

language” (Congrat-Butlar, 1978).1 Accordingly, extra-textual con- [18]In that same letter, Con-
grat-Butlar quotes Brazilian critic

ditions—the lack of good translators—led to textual flaws that in

Leo Gilson Ribeiro, who censures

many cases jeopardized the chances of editorial success.Indeed, many the “viciousness of Mrs. de Onis’

scholars understand that the poor quality of translations is respon- wanslaion” and urges American

publishers not to commission trans-

sible for the cool reception of many Brazilian authors in the United lations of Portuguese from “the first

: A B . . person who comes around claiming

States (Lowe and Fitz, 2007, pp. 55-6; Krause, 2010, pp.149-95; Arm he/ebe knows Brazil and its capital.
strong,1999, pp-114-2 8> Buenos Aires”.

The role of professional readers and translators was even more
crucial since neither Knopf norany of his assistants could read in Por-
tuguese. At best, editors at Alfred Knopf, Inc. had to place their trust
in synopses and critical assessments written by someone who could
understand the original language. But some of those commissioned
readers also based their literary judgment on sample translations,
whose potential defects could generate questionable evaluations of a
book and risks its rejection. Itis true, though, that typically more than
one reader would report on a potential new release. The issue is, as
André Lefevere argues, that

whether they produce translations, literary histories or their more compact
spin-offs, reference works, anthologies, criticism, or edition, rewriters adapt,
manipulate the originals they work with to some extent, usually to make it
fit inwith the dominant, or one of the dominant ideological and poetological
currents of their time. (Lefevere, 1992, p.8)

Therefore, what the reports of these editors and readers reveal
varies greatly depending not only on personal preferences, scholar-
ship, and familiarity with Brazil, but also on individual motivations.
Sometimes, the reviewer is a prospective translator or a formal or
informal broker, and his or her evaluation may tend to highlight the
merits of abook no matter what. The rejection of Pedro Nava's lengthy
memoirs serves as an example. Professor Carleton Sprague-Smith,
the co-founder of the Brazilian Institute of New York University, was
quite enthusiastic about Nava's massive autobiographicaccount. Bra-
zilian historian and diplomat Sérgio Corréa da Costa also sent Alfred
Knopf an enthusiastic account on Pedro Nava's work, sustaining that
itwas “oneof the mostimportantbooks printed in the Portuguese lan-
guage”. He also says, “This is one of those books that becomes more
universal the more it dwells on trivialities” (da Costa, 1978). Transla-
tor Barbara Shelby praised the author’s style and his “extraordinary
candor and humorous asides”. Charity Cole, a frequent reader for
Knopf,emphasized theimportance of thework as asource of informa-
tion on Brazil. Nevertheless, both Shelby and Cole recognized that the
rich vocabulary and the volume of historical, cultural and sociologi-

500 RISKY BOOKS, REJECTED AUTHORS: ALFRED KNOPF AND THE SCREENING OF BRAZILIAN LITERATURE BCARLOS CORTEZ MINCHILLO



cal references could be an obstacle for non-Brazilian readers. Regard-
less of this, they were clearly in favor of publishing it in the United
States: “Other authors might use fewer words than Pedro Nava, but
fewwould have so much to say”, concludes Charity Cole. Buteditors at
Knopf were convinced that Nava’s books would not repay translation
into English. So, after more than five years under consideration—and
to Knopf’s disappointment—Pedro Nava's work was turned down.

What is most striking about the story behind the rejection of Na-
va's work is the way editor Bob Gottlieb drew a line under the debate.
He was convinced that the book “simply belongs in its own language
and own culture, and can’t reach beyond” (Gottlieb, 1975). Whereas
the commercial worries of publishing such long memoirs are quite
understandable, Gottlieb’s statement is profoundly disturbing be-
cause it contradicts the very idea and purpose of translating, that is,
to render a text—and for that matter, a particular culture—intelligible
to foreign readers. It is also grounded in a truism—a book belongs to
alanguage and a culture—unless it implies that some books—and
some cultures—are universal and therefore can “naturally” attract the
interest of a global audience. In fact, the verdict that a Brazilian book
“belongs to its [own] culture and can't reach beyond” is not grounded
solely onits intrinsic attributes, but also on its relative position in the
global field of economic and political power. Although universality is
clearly notavalid cultural concept, it has cultural and literary implica-
tions, since it creates asymmetric expectations according to place and
origin. Sowhen Harrietde Onis writes about Clarice Lispector’s novel
Perto do coragdo selvagem (Near to the Wild Heart), “One would never
dream that the author is Brazilian,” she unintentionally goes to the
heart of the problem. De Onis gets even more explicit by saying that
thatkind of literature had been written “so many times in English and
French” (Knopf,1965a). Gregory Rabassa uses the same type of argu-
ment in his appraisal of Erico Verissimo's O prisioneiro (The Prisoner).
Thebookdiscusses thewarinVietnam,and according to Rabassa, “the
whole thing has been done so much better by American authors” (Ra-
bassa). He also notes that the novel does not bring a unique Brazilian
perspective to the problem “as it is remarkably American as it turns
out” (Rabassa). Both Perto do coragdo selvagem and O prisioneiro were
rejected by Alfred Knopf, Inc.

The remarks made by de Onis and Rabassa translate the diffi-
cult situation of a peripheral author who faces a paradox. On the
one hand, if a writer explores the specificity of his/her culture, he
can’t reach beyond unless he pushes the right buttons and deliv-
ers the rightamount of exoticism and sexiness to fulfill stereotyped
expectations of a foreign audience, as occurred in the case of Ama-
do’s Gabriela and Dona Flor. Additionally, in the context of the Cold
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War, literary and artistic nationalism were at odds with the idea of
universality and cosmopolitanism promoted by the United States to
consolidate American hegemony and combat leftist resistance
to American cultural invasion in Latin American countries (Franco,
2003, pp- 537). On the other hand, if the peripheral writer aspires
to universality, why would readers in the center dare read his or her
books when they have direct access to Melville, Woolf, Faulkner,
and Morrison? Of course, the negotiation between national
roots and international expectations can be shaped in any number
of ways, including the time-worn adage aboutreaching the universal
through the particular. At any rate, documents at the Alfred Knopf,
Inc.sarchivescalltomind that,atleastregarding Brazilianliterature,
official programs sponsoring translations or a publisher’s “love af-
fairwith Brazil” are notenough to radically transformreading habits
and cultural bias. That many Latin American books released in the
US which have never been reprinted or retranslated in English may
suggest a commercial failure. Graciliano Ramos’s Anguish, Dalton
Trevisan's The Vampire of Curitiba and Other Stories, José Lins do Rego’s
Plantation Boy, and Antonio Callado’s Quarup may serve as examples
here. The case of Vampiro sums the whole situation: “The failure
of Vampire is so resounding—1,456 copies sold against which we
spent $1,375.00 on advertising and promotion and gave away free
and review copies to the tune of over 550—that it is hard for me to
see how we can repeat this experience” (Knopf,1974). Also, in some
cases, the impact of translated Latin American writers must have
been limited, since many of them had to wait years before having a
second book published in the United States, while others have never
accomplished such a feat (e.g., Autran Dourado and, again, Dalton
Trevisan). Finally, because important titles and writers from Latin
America have been largely ignored or rejected by North American
editors, those in the US who do not read in Spanish or Portuguese
have extremely restricted access to and consequently an impaired
understanding of Latin American literature.’ [10] Alfred Knopf, for instance,
was only interested in the younger

Deborah Cohn makes a salient point in concluding that “publish-

generation of Latin American writers
ing Latin American literature remained a process of trial and error | ....] and did not even bother translating
of battles against the odds” (Cohn, 2012, p.14).Is it not puzzling that any Brazilian modernist ictionist of

the 1920s. Other publishing houses
Pedro Nava's memoirs and even Jorge Amado’s books were frequently followed the same trend and Macha-
do de Assis, the acclaimed Brazilian

criticized for being lengthy and overloaded with cultural informa- \
author of the nineteenth century, was

tion whereas Dalton Trevisan's “marvelous economy of words” made basically the only exception.
Knopf doubt that the volume with his outstandingly brief short sto-
ries would be “too small to be published all by itselfin English” (Cole,
1972; Knopf, 1972d)? It is unfortunate that Knopf, after years of en-
gagement with Brazil, had lost money “on everything Brazilian that
[he] touched, with the single exception of Amado and Freyre” (Knopf,
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1972a).InKnopf’sopinion, even the success of Amado’s Gabriela, Clove
and Cinnamon did not “scratch the surface” of what he thought the au-
thor deserved (Knopf, 1978a). Commercial misfortune may explain
the number of rejected Brazilian titles by Alfred Knopf, Inc. between
the 1960s and 1980s. More importantly, all the losses in the trans-
lation and publishing processes of Brazilian literature in the United

States mayaccount foraless optimistic narrative of cultural exchanges
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