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Maintaining Cars, Pools & Other
Modernities: Clarissa Tossin’s Brasília
Over the years since its construction, Brasília, the national capital of Brazil since
1960, has not attracted many artists to make work that reflects on the city, especially
when compared to the nation’s other major urban centers São Paulo and Rio de Janeiro.
This is striking given the history of Brasília. Since the resettlement of the Portuguese
crown in Brazil in 1808, and continuing through national independence in 1822,
Brazilian leaders considered building a capital city away from the coastal areas. The first
two capitals of Brazil, Salvador in the northeast then Rio de Janeiro in the southeast,
functioned as major port cities, which made them vulnerable to human invasion and
natural storms. With the election of President Kubitschek in 1956 the dream deferred
became a national rally for a country under development, and remarkably, after four
years of rapid construction, Brasília was inaugurated. The city received international
attention for its modern urban plan and its architecture and for the achievement of
constructing a whole new city in an empty savanna. Perhaps the most famous and
widely circulated images of Brasília belong to the French photographer Marcel
Gautherot who worked closely with the architect of Brasília, Oscar Niemeyer, to
capture the city in its realization. Gautherot photographed building construction, the
construction workers and their homes, and the finished buildings as majestic, sculptural
monuments. These photos, especially those of the built environment, were distributed
and circulated in international magazines and newspapers to publicize the modernizing
leap of Brazil in the late 1950s. Photography has dominated as the artistic medium par
excellence to represent Brasília. As a city that doubles as a work of art—a creation
where once nothing existed—it demands to be photographed. Niemeyer’s designs with
their soaring, sculptural forms are easily transformed into postcards. Each building
contains its own expansiveness and is set within a landscape where the sky seems to
swallow the horizon. Moreover, Niemeyer’s own writings and sketches point us to his
desire for the architecture to have multiple vantage points: for the buildings to be seen
from the exterior as surfaces, but also from the interior as volumetric spaces. Gautherot
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and other photographers including Peter Scheier, understood the beautiful blur
between the inside and outside of a Niemeyer building, and how to capture the
play of surfaces via the lens of a camera.
Clarissa Tossin takes a distinct approach from these mid-century modernist
artists to the city where she resided for many years. Tossin is a multimedia
conceptual artist working across photography, sculpture, drawing, performance,
film/video, and installation to reflect on the contemporary lived experience of
Brazil. Brasília’s architecture does not function as the central theme of her work,
though it is inescapably present. Instead, Tossin collects knowledge about the city
as an accumulation and accretion of movements through urban space, and thus
the ways the built environment shapes us as subjects, and reciprocally, how the
body imprints the land. For example, in her series Brasília by Foot (2009-2013),
a Google Earth image of footpaths across one of the green areas in the capital
serves as a source for a performance in which Tossin re-walks these pre-formed
routes, commenting on the daily mobility of pedestrians in a car-centric city
while also demonstrating the evolution of the “natural” landscape. Maps and their
manipulation populate her projects because they offer a chance to examine land
as an aesthetic object and as a place of human action. The formation of Brasília
was anything but natural. I will show in this essay how Tossin’s work in and about
Brasília excavates the legacies of modernism in a country that believed progress
could take speed through the development of a new federal capital. Tossin’s
work, including the 2013 exhibition Brasília, Cars, Pools and Other Modernities,
commissioned by Artpace San Antonio,1 offers a fragmented yet beautiful
meditation on the “imaging” and “imagining” of modernism in underdevelopment.
The title, Brasília, Cars, Pools and Other Modernities, refers to the exhibition and
the artwork, which was conceived and made from 2009 to 2013. The work consists
of many kinds of discrete visual materials, including postcards, photographs, a car
advertisement, and an actual car—the centerpiece—made by Volkswagen Brazil,
named “Brasilia.” The meaning of the various components in the sprawling work
all depend on each other, and in this way operate as fragments of a larger discourse.
1. Tossin participated in Artpace’s International-Artist-In-Residence program during the summer
of 2013, followed by the exhibition from July 11 to September 15, 2013. From 2010 to 2012, Tossin was
a Core Fellow at the Museum of Fine Arts, Houston.
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For instance, a video piece features the same car driving through the streets of the
Brazilian capital, intercut with the façade of a house in Santa Monica, California
known as the Strick House, designed by Niemeyer. The video shows the car
arriving at this house, which Tossin represents again in the house’s architectural
drawings, a framed reproduction of its exterior, and a plaque granting the house
landmark status in 1964. A book
titled Modernist Paradise, still in
its shrink-wrap, turns out to be a
monograph on the house. A typed
letter from the artist to Niemeyer
reveals amongst other things that
she has been in contact with the
current owner of the Strick House.
Niemeyer and the car
together act as the ties that unite
all the parts of the work. Niemeyer
designed buildings, both public
and private in Brazil, including
the government offices and
private residences of Brasília, as
well as many commissions around
the world, but the Strick House
was his only private commission
in the United States. Bringing
together two cities and two types
Clarissa Tossin, Brasília by Foot, 2009. 20 x 30 inches.
of construction, Tossin asks the
Archival inkjet on cotton paper. Courtesy the artist and
viewer to reflect on the political
Sicardi Gallery. Photography: Logan Sebastian Beck.
role of architecture, and even
more specifically, to ask how the present maintains the promises of modernist
architecture, or if it even continues to fulfill them. The artist’s letter to Niemeyer
performs these questions with loving intimacy. Dated after the death of the
architect, the letter reveals Tossin’s great admiration of his work, and tells us how
Niemeyer designed the Strick House using letters sent by mail while Brasília
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was under construction. Conjoined like fraternal twins, the house and the city
are remembered and re-imagined in the larger work of Brasília, Cars, Pools and
Other Modernities. Niemeyer’s well-known progressive ideology inspired the
original owners of the Strick House and influenced the architect’s involvement
with Brasília as an opportunity to mold a new society through urban planning
and the built environment. In her letter Tossin laments how the current owner
of the private residence “has no interest in your [Niemeyer’s] thoughts on
architecture, only in your signature style.” As a result, two temporal moments
are established: a past suffused with visionary beliefs and politics, and a present
seemingly emptied as pure form. And yet I do not want to claim that Tossin
looks back nostalgically on those heady days of the 1960s. Rather it is important
to keep in mind art historian James Meyer’s words about contemporary art’s
obsession with the sixties, “The condition of being modern…is one that compels
us to compare the present to the past, and ourselves to our predecessors.”2 Tossin
examines frictions between the political history of the artist and the making of
art, especially considering that visual objects—whether artworks or architecture
—continue their stride into the present while their creators become part of the
past. Niemeyer’s constructions still stand, but Tossin questions our responsibility
to them in the contemporary moment.
A return to the car and its central place in the meaning of Brasília, Cars, Pools
and Other Modernities provides another layer to think through the symbology of
Brasília. The car served as a key element in the planning of the city, whereas in
Tossin’s work, it connects Brazil to global capital—California and Germany—
while maintaining the supplements of that economic structure. Along with the
construction of a new capital as a form of wish fulfillment, Brasília was also touted
as a direct route to modernization. With its central location in a country nearly the
size of the US, the city would become a hub with all roads leading out to the far
regions of the nation. President Juscelino Kubitschek made it his mission to move
the federal capital and called this process “integration through interiorization.”
The development of a national auto industry and a system of roads was sold to
2. James Meyer, “The Return of the Sixties in Contemporary Art and Criticism,” in Antinomies of
Art and Culture: Modernity, Postmodernity, Contemporaneity, ed. Terry Smith, Okwui Enwezor, and
Nancy Condee (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2008), 328.
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the public as essential to the future
of the nation. Another component
of Tossin’s work is a beautifully
saturated black and white aerial
photograph of the intersection of
two roads, or the “X” marking the
spot of the city’s point zero in the
original plan. Brazilian historian
Joel Wolfe argues that President
Kubitschek “conflated the ideas
of economic modernization with
social, cultural, and political
modernism” and believed firmly
that automobile technology could
strongly affect Brazil’s power.3
Therefore the city’s urban plan and
architecture could transform the Clarissa Tossin, Brasília, Cars, Pools and Other Modernities,
2009-2013. Volkswagen Brasilia, cleaning pool equipment,
populace into modern subjects
single-channel video, photographs, book, aluminum plaque,
who now had the purchasing letter, photo transfers, and drawing. Courtesy the artist.
power to own cars. Wolfe describes Originally commissioned by Artpace San Antonio.
Photography: Todd Johnson
how each apartment built in the
core of the city came with a garage for the family car, and how sidewalks were
de-privileged throughout the city plan; thus, “Automobility was a key component
of this egalitarian utopianism.”4
By including the car, Tossin, like an archivist, collects this history of the
city and points to the entanglements of modernism and modernization, utopia
and power, and egalitarianism and capital.5 Brazil’s plans for development
depended on the importation of foreign industries, like Volkswagen who began
3. Joel Wolfe, Autos and Progress: The Brazilian Search for Modernity (Oxford and New York:
Oxford University Press, 2010), 135-136.
4. Ibid., 135.
5. Artpace provided a meaningful setting for Brasília, Cars, Pools and Other Modernities, as the gallery
containing the installation had been a showroom when the building was a car dealership.
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manufacturing cars in Brazil in 1957. The car in Tossin’s work was the first VW
car entirely produced and designed in Brazil, starting in 1973.6 By naming the car
“Brasilia,” Volkswagen commodified the idea of the city and sought to create an
immediate consumer public—branding car and city. The ad included in Tossin’s
installation pictures the Brasilia car driving away from us through the city’s red
dirt roads with the slogan “Brasilia. O sucesso comprovado atê nos caminhos
mais difíceis” (Brasilia. Proven success, even in the most difficult of roads).
Though the ad does not feature the city’s famous architectural landmarks, the
image and text rely on the power of Brasilia to stand in for the nation. Additional
text in the ad highlights the “new,” the “modern,” the car’s ability to maneuver all
roads throughout the country, and its economical price. VW promised a product
for the modern, lower socio-economic classes, which stood in contrast to the
government’s original marketing of the city to the middle classes.
Along with the VW Brasilia as a symbol of the auto industry and foreign
capital, the car stands in for a particular class of Brazilians. Tossin re-appropriates
the VW Brasilia for pool maintenance service, representing the laboring classes
of the city. As the artist states in the accompanying exhibition material, “In the
late ’80s, this car was extremely popular among workers. My parents’ pool cleaner
had one in light blue.” In the post-World War II building boom in Brazil and the
US, pools, especially the luxury of a private in-ground pool, came to be associated
with an upper-class lifestyle, and the pool cleaner serves to maintain the surplus
capital of a specific class sector. This interest in labor and class in Brazil can be seen
in another work by Tossin, a two-channel video from 2009 called White Marble
Everyday, in which the artist shows the laborers hired to clean Brasília’s Federal
Supreme Court building. A spectacular example of Niemeyer’s architecture, built
in 1957, the building springs upwards and outwards from an anchored center shell
of glass. We watch as these men and women clean the white marble floors, a job
repeated for several hours daily, except Sunday. They soak the floor with water
from a hose, spray the soap from a watering can, and mop and wax the floor. In
6. By 1973 the history of Brazil had changed dramatically from the early days of Brasília. In 1964 a
coup gave absolute power to a military dictatorship that would last until 1985. This dark underside of
the past becomes a layer of sedimentation in the history of Niemeyer’s progressive modernism, and
the history of the city, since Brasília was the seat of the military regime.
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Clarissa Tossin, video stills from Brasília, Cars, Pools and Other Modernities, 2009-2013. Courtesy the artist.
Originally commissioned and produced by Artpace San Antonio.

conversation with other works on maintenance and labor by contemporary artists
Mierle Laderman Ukeles and Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle, White Marble Everyday
makes visible the ritual cleaning of this modernist form and the necessity to keep it
new.7 Though Niemeyer’s work and the original plan of the city espoused a politics
of progressive egalitarianism, they also depended on a stratification of classes that
would continually supply the bodies to keep up appearances. The pool cleaner
referenced by Tossin’s work partakes in this system, but whereas the workers in
White Marble Everyday preserve the public sector, the “pool man” provides for the
private sphere while moving through the city on the public roads, uniting the cities
of Brasília and Los Angeles, both known for their pool culture.
7. I refer here to Mierle Laderman Ukeles’ Maintenance Art Performance Series (1973), in which
for one part of the work she washed the entrance steps to the Wadsworth Atheneum Museum in
Connecticut, and Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle’s video Le Baiser (1999), which features the artist “window
washing” the glass Farnsworth House in Plano, Illinois designed by Mies van der Rohe.
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The video component of Brasília, Cars, Pools and Other Modernities begins with
an image of a sparkling blue surface of water and the sound of a pool cleaning
hose. Almost an abstract composition, we see the lines of the vacuum hose move
through the blue ground and cause ripples of small waves. After a skimmer moves
across the surface picking up any last remnants of leaves and dirt, we are left with
a brief moment of sensuous blue water. The camera does not pan out to give us
a broader view of the pool; therefore, the pool could be anywhere. The worker in
this case is also removed from the image, as we see only the equipment doing the
work of cleaning. Yet the body re-appears in two ways I want to address: through
the car and the artist. Installed in the gallery, the VW Brasilia, the main “character”
in the video, displays on its side in blue letters “Manutenação de piscinas” (“Pool
maintenance”) with a phone number. Many other accessories meant to supplement
the character of the pool cleaner dress the car. Outside it we see the cleaning kit,
a straw hat, and flip flops, while stickers decorate the windows, including one on
the rear window reading “God is faithful” (“Deus é fiel”). The saying determines
the worker as a religious man, which is not surprising in a country that remains
overwhelmingly Christian. Other religious mementos hang from the rearview
mirror including a rosary, a medallion with an image of a saint, Bonfim ribbons,
and necklaces signifying the history of syncretic religions in Brazil like Candomblé
(an Afro-Brazilian religion). Tossin sketches the belongings of the person using
the car, but adds her own touches, including a plastic cup from the San Antonio
BBQ restaurant Bill Miller.
Throughout the work, Tossin emerges as the point-of-view, overlaying the
artist, the worker, and the car. Her move from Brasília to Los Angeles repeats
the tour of Niemeyer’s ideas and designs, and the study of his work across the
hemispheres. Moreover, through the video she connects the two cities by “driving”
the car from one to the other, like a road movie with pool cleaners as the central
protagonists. The viewer sees Tossin drive the car through the roads of Brasília
and the expressways of Los Angeles until finally, she arrives at the Strick House
and begins unpacking the pool gear. It must be noted that Tossin’s appearance in
the video troubles the assumed gendering of the “pool man,” once more collapsing
the role of artist, worker, and car because the spectator also experiences the world
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from the car. Just after the first minute of the video we leave behind the relaxing
sounds of lapping water and instead hear a squeaky car door slam shut, the turn
of keys, and the roar of an engine. We are transported inside an old, loud car from
the viewpoint of a shaky camera, almost completely overwhelmed by the sensorial
experience of moving through Brasília in the VW Brasilia. The camera’s point of
view fuses with the perspective from the car. Tossin mounted the camera in the car
so the two cannot be extricated from one another. As a result, the car-camera takes
us on a jolting ride in which the vast space of Brasília is perceived from a small
window of bumps and jumps. The technologies of the car and the camera move us
through space, but in this case, it is not the slow drive of leisure, but the routine
of the artist-as-pool-cleaner, endlessly driving the streets of the capital from pool
to pool. The sound and editing of the video also heighten the shift between the
two landscapes: from a noisy, unsteady, and continually moving vista of the capital
to a placid, still, and nature-filled modernist paradise of an exclusive beachfront
area of Los Angeles. Seemingly irreconcilable, the fraternal twins of Niemeyer’s
architectural production are brought together through Tossin, pools, and a car.
Tossin’s work, including others not discussed in this essay, takes the site of
Brasília as a departure point in order to reconcile how one lives and experiences a
city built at the height of Brazilian modernism with all of its complex vicissitudes
over time and with global resonances. Seeped in the contemporary, Tossin does
not look into the rearview mirror simply to repeat history. Rather, she re-presents
the city through the lenses of class, power, commodification, and mobility, turning
over its origins and traveling the difficult roads. Even more personally, Tossin
poignantly shows us her Niemeyer, by which I mean her art is a love letter to a
man whose political and aesthetic projects, though unresolved, greatly affected her.
But to maintain Niemeyer’s modernism takes work, and a great deal of driving.
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