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This paper is a critical discussion on selected works by three emblematic and 
canonic Afro-Brazilian writers from the 19th and 20th centuries (colonial and post- 
colonial periods), whose writings engage with Greco-Roman antiquity towards different 
ends, and which demonstrate both race and non-race specific concerns. These are 
selections from Luís Gama (1830-1882), Machado de Assis (1839-1908), and Domício 
Proença Filho (1936-present). Specifically, I address these writers’ handling of Greek and 
Roman classics in ways that can be understood as adaptations, appropriations, and 
translations of “the classics” (or “the classical”) in the context of Brazilian literary culture 
vis-à-vis the racial self and the collective. The classical presences in these works perform 
different functions, such as social commentary, satire, identity constructions of closeness 
and distance, and of silence and resistance. The manifestation of the classics is expressed 
through the poetics of ‘besting’, detachment, inversion of traditional and conventional 
values, and through the various conceptions and manipulations of myth. Insofar as all 
three writers are ‘mulatto’ authors, I will address the extent to which this racial hybridism 
interacts with the classical references and adaptations in their work. The perspective I 
adopt is from the vantage point of a classicist, whose scholarly interests include such 
academic subfields as Black Classicism, Classica Africana, and Reception Studies, more 
generally. Moreover, since these texts were written in Portuguese, and thus do not benefit 
from the same exposure of similar works produced in the Anglophone world, it is through 
the theory and practice of translation that I hope to create a space for increased visibility 
and dialogue between them and other analogous works outside Brazil. Finally, the ways 
in which these authors deploy and adapt classical material are both revealing and 
illuminating of some of the questions this conference seeks to address, such as cultural 
translation, translation as a way of comprehending self and other, and translation and its 
relationship with philology.  

 


