The Seductions of Caetano Veloso
SCOTT SAUL
J_/ET's START WITH two instructive scenes of provocation from the
long career of the Brazilian poet-songwriter Caetano Veloso. In the
first, it is September 1968, and Caetano—known in Brazil always by
the shorthand of his first name—has decided to perform "E Proibido
Proibir" (It's Forbidden to Forbid) at a nationally televised song festival. The song takes its title from a slogan from Paris in May 1968,
when students took over the Latin Quarter (and eventually shut
down the entire nation) in the name of a liberafory anti-GauUism. In
the spirit of that rebellion, Caetano s lyrics "say no to no," welcoming
a world where "the automobiles are in flames" and the bourgeois
home—with its "statues, window panes, dishes, books"—has been
demolished. The tune itself begins as a soft march and builds into a
bit of wailing acid rock, as if to model the loosening of inhibition
through the unveiling of a new genre.
Yet when Caetano brought the Paris slogan to his Brazilian
audience, he had no interest in delivering a simple ode to the pleasure principle; the high romanticism of the counterculture would be
teased and fiouted at the same time, in a performance designed to
goad pleasure-seekers and the politically serious alike. Caetano arrived onstage wearing a lime-green plastic suit, thick chains with alligator teeth, and electrical-wire necklaces with plugs hanging at the
ends—more punk mutant than flower child. He began his first performance of the song with a recitation from Fernando Pessoas "D.
Sebastiao," a landmark modernist poem about the defeat and revival
of the Portuguese empire. This was an aggressive choice, since Pessoas lyricism was attached to a political project that, in Brazil and
especially among young people, was the object of much derision.
Caetano sang the song swiveUng his hips in the manner of Cuban
and Bahian women, a far from typical maneuver for a male pop star.
And when, at a second performance of the song, the students in the
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audience raged against the swirl of atonal music coming from the
stage, Caetano came back at them with a withering, improvised
prophecy: "This is the youth that says it wants to take power?, , ,
You're the same youth that will always, always kill the old enemy
who died yesterday. . . , If you are the same in politics as you are in
aesthetics we're done for!" Caetano was pelted with paper cups,
wadded-up paper, and other loose objects before leaving the stage.
He returned home in a daze—proud but also fearful of what his
grandiosity had touched off.
The second scene of provocation is more tender (and also more
likely to be familiar to American audiences). It is a Caetano cameo
from the director Pedro Almodovar's recent film Talk to Her, and
Caetano is dressed not in a lime-green plastic outfit but in a fine linen ensemble. The scene is not the Brazilian New Left at high storm,
but the European upper class in a moment of spellbound reverie.
The setting is a summer night in the Spanish countryside; we are in
the courtyard of a gorgeous villa (actually, one of Almodovar's own
homes), whose goldenrod walls warm the scene; and we are lucky
enough to have been invited into some kind of magical and underexplained concert, sitting with a few dozen guests in a semicircle
around Caetano while he sings "Cucurrucucii Paloma," a ballad from
the mariachi songbook, here enriched with bossa nova harmonies
and sung inventively with touches of the Portuguese fado.
The camera pans through the assembled guests as the music
plays—Caetano singing with his most tremulous falsetto in the persona of the dove, his voice in counterpoint with the legato lines of
Jaques Morelenbaum's cello—until the eye of the camera settles on
the figure of Marco, A character introduced to us in the act of weeping, Marco is a soul haunted by his past and, more specifically, by his
nostalgia for a former lover. And "Cucurrucucu Paloma," with its tale
of a lover listening longingly to a dove, hoping to hear the voice of
someone he's lost, taps so deeply into Marco's nostalgia that he finds
it unbearable; he gets up and leaves the courtyard, A nerve has been
struck, with surgical precision, and the pain is not something that
Marco wishes to share. Talk to Her's Caetano is not the Caetano of
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explosive gestures, but the Caetano of demanding poignancy—the
Caetano who offers up a self-consciousness that is as perplexing as
it is evocative. This Caetano seeks out emotions that prefer to remain
inchoate and gives them shape, throwing them back at us in surprising form.
How to reconcile these two Caetanos, Caetano the iconoclast
and Caetano the sensualist? Do we need to choose between defiance
and suavity, lime-green plastic and beige linen? Academic writers
tend to be drawn to the iconoclasm, partly since that side of Caetano lends itself more easily to political translation. In his early song
"Superbacana" (Supercool), Caetano imagined a Brazilian superhero
who fiew around Copacabana and battled against the Disney character Uncle Scrooge, allegorically setting Brazil free from U.S. domination, and Caetano has sometimes been taken as a more credible
version of Superbacana himself: an artist fighting the most deadening forms of cultural imperiaHsm with his wily intelligence and reedy
voice. He has long tried to crack the puzzle of U.S. global hegemony,
testifying in his memoir Tropical Truth that "I do not live my creative
interests from the perspective of the 'American century' but rather
from the prospect of overcoming it." Tropicalismo, the cerebral form
of psychedelia that Caetano helped invent and turn into a cultural
movement, recognized three aspects of globalization in mid-1960s
Brazil: there was, first, the military dictatorship's friendly relationship with the U.S. government, an alliance that came to represent
the toxic consequences of Brazil's subservience to the hemisphere's
superpower; there was, second, the increased presence of multinational capital in forms ranging from the Hollywood film industry to
oil companies like Esso, and, consequently, the transformation of
the urban Brazilian landscape into a more fiagrantly consumerist
world of billboards, supermarkets, and media attractions; and there
was, third, a smaller- global artistic culture that included the films of
Federico Fellini and the Brazilian Cinema Novo, the art of Andy
Warhol and the Brazilian Helio Oiticica, and the music of Chet
Baker, Joao Gilberto, the Beatles, and Jimi Hendrix. Tropicalismo's
tricky strategy was to draw upon this last aspect of globalization—the
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availability of so many disparate, and locally fashioned, cultural
forms—in order to dismpt its first two aspects. Tropicalismo, in the
hopes of its creators, would be both the most sophisticated form of
Brazilian music-making and part of a new international counterculture galvanizing protest against oppressive political and social
regimes.
Yet to accomplish this act of cultural jujitsu—defeating certain
kinds of globalization by throvwng his weight behind another—
Caetano would tum, again and again, to the form of the love song.
Caetano's politics and his sensuality are best understood as two sides
of the same coin—a coin minted in the Brazilian 1960s, when the
left stmggled both with the military dictatorship and with the ideas
inherited from its own past. Tropicalismo tried to answer the dilemmas of that left, and it did so, in a move typical of the late 1960s, by
concentrating on the question of desire. After the encounter, neither
the Brazilian left nor the Brazilian love song would be quite the
same.

Caetano's memoir Tropical Truth: A Story of Music and Revolution in Brazil (2002) would seem to provide the most instmctive
point-of-entry into this story, but it is almost impossible not to be
vexed at first by this curious book. Here is the incantation that sends
the reader into the body of the memoir:
From the depths of the dark solar heart of the southern hemisphere, from inside a mix of races that constitutes neither a degradation nor a genetic Utopia, from the befouled and healing
guts ofthe global entertainment industry, from the island of Brazil ever floating barely suspended above the real ground of
America, come these words, translated, rising out of the mists of
the Portuguese, limited in their powers but still serving to bear
witness and to ask why certain relationships exist between different groups, individuals, artistic forms, commercial transactions, and political forces.
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This prose is pure Caetano: overwrought and visionary ("the depths
of the dark solar heart"); dialecticaUy winding its way around the simplifications of nationalism ("neither a degradation nor a genetic
Utopia"); attracted to the contradictions of commodity culture ("the
befouled and healing guts of the global entertainment industry");
imagistic with a surreal fiavor ("the island of Brazil ever fioating");
self-conscious about the role of language itself in constructing the
world ("these words, translated. , .limited in their powers but still
serving to bear witness"); and searchingly didactic ("why certain relationships exist between different groups, individuals, artistic forms").
The mixture of these qualities makes for a heady brew, and, especially in the introduction and final chapter, readers may be forgiven
if they get lost midparagraph trying to grasp the logic behind Caetano's thought. The translator Isabel deSena, given the task of finding equivalents for the convolutions of the original Portuguese,
deserves credit for preserving the contours of Caetano's style, in all
its occasionally windy brilliance.
The ambition of Tropical Truth has provoked some strong reactions in Caetano's native Brazil. Cilberto VasconceUos, considering
the book in the Folha de Sao Paulo, argued that it was written "with
an eye on a place in the Brazilian Academy of Letters"—that it was
a self-serving attempt by Caetano to install himself in the national
pantheon and that its politics were that of the iconoclast-tumed-iconmaker. In a related vein, C^sar Braga-Pinto has attacked what he sees
as the narcissism of the memoir, its identification of the plight of
Brazil with the plight of the author, and has reproached Caetano for
his desire to claim all of Brazil's culture as his ovwi. Driving his music,
Braga-Pinto writes, is "the voice of a hegemonic figure who struggles
to be the center (as well as the periphery) of Brazilian culture and to
'organize' any movement that would threaten that hegemony." For
critics like VasconceUos and Braga-Pinto, Caetano's memoir betrays
the radical promise of tropicalismo itself, channeling the energy of
that movement into the enshrining of its masterworks.
These criticisms are not entirely off the mark. The Brazil historian Bryan McCann, in a largely sympathetic review of Tropical
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Truth, has remarked upon the tendency to overestimate the political
challenge thrown down by tropicalismo—to assume that an aesthetic strategy of estrangement, divorced from the quite different work
of building a coalition of resistance, was capable on its own of shortcircuiting an authoritarian power structure. Yet much of the criticism
of Tropical Truth's arrogance and narcissism seems misplaced: it focuses less on Caetano's memoir and more on what might be called
the "Caetano effect," the shadow cast by his work and his personality in the Brazilian media. For all of its occasional grandiosity.
Tropical Truth is by and large a book devoted to the detailed evocation of Caetano's life between his childhood and his young adulthood: his early life in Santo Amaro, his college years in Salvador, his
decisive years with his tropicalist comrades in Rio and Sao Paulo,
his time alone and in a jail on the fringes of Rio, his exile in London, and finally his return to Brazil in the early 1970s. The narcissist, as it were, pays great homage to the worlds that have produced
him, and especially to the writers and musicians who have been his
coreligionists.
We begin in the 1950s in Santo Amaro, the small Bahian tovra
where Caetano was raised and where he first heard Joao Cilberto's
Chega de Saudade at Bubu's Bar. Caetano's upbringing was modest:
he and his high-school friends gathered at Bubu's, for instance, because they couldn't themselves afford to buy the Cilberto record. In
the early 1960s he moved to Salvador, capital of Bahia, and took an
advanced course in cosmopolitanism there, discovering Brecht, Camus, and Claudel at the theater; Welles, Lang, von Stronheim, and
Eisenstein on the screen; and Brahms, Gershwin, and Cage in the
concert hall. Caetano's Salvador takes its place alongside ApoUinaire's
Paris and Frank O'Hara's New York—cities where artists working in
different media found much common ground. In Salvador, Caetano
began to take on the project of reclaiming Bahia, often regarded by
the elites of Rio and Sao Paolo as backward and underdeveloped, as
the scene of its own version of modernity. And it was in Salvador that
Caetano was first captivated by the idea that art could radicalize the
field of politics: "[I]n 1963—with the students behind President Joao
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Goulart, pressuring him to move further to the left; and with Miguel
Arraes, who was doing a splendid job as governor of Pemambuco
[the state north of Bahia], working closely with his lower-income constituency—we were moved to write political plays and songs. The
country seemed to be on the verge of implementing reforms that
would transform its profoundly unjust face and allow Brazil to rise
above American imperialism."
These hopes were soon chastened: in 1964 a military coup ousted Goulart. Yet, as the Brazilian intellectual Roberto Schwarz has
noted, the military dictatorship did not act as expected after it took
power. It largely spared the socialist intelligentsia, allowing it to continue its theoretical project of developing art of "popular protest"
(which, in the field of music, rarely appealed beyond a middle-class
audience), while moving to imprison and torture those who had been
organizing among workers, peasants, sailors, and soldiers. Caetano
emerged as an artist and media sensation in this perplexing interval,
moving to Rio and recording his first albums. He was inspired, traumatically, by a vision of extreme disenchantment—a scene in filmmaker Glauber Rocha's Terra em Transe (Land in Anguish). Rochas
protagonist, a poet who wishes to connect the romantic "absolute"
with social justice (an impulse close to Gaetano's own heart), is making a speech at a mass demonstration for an oppositional candidate.
He draws a local union leader out of the audience, violently puts his
hand over his mouth, then shouts at the assembled crowd: "This is
the People! Idiots, illiterate, and no politics!" A poor man tries to
respond from the crowd, but is quickly silenced by one of the candidate s bodyguards, who thrusts a gun in his mouth. It is a scene of violent repressions—the poet muzzling the conventional figure of the
working class, the left gagging its presumed constituency.
For Gaetano, this harsh scene was "the nucleus of a great event,"
and his captivation with it suggests how far he was moving from the
received terms of the mid-1960s Brazilian left, which was itself evolving under the pressure of the military dictatorship. In retrospect, he
names that event as the "death of popuhsm," but the phrase is misleading: Gaetano was less suspicious of populism in toto than of the
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Brazilian left's desire to speak always for "the poor man," who could
be relied upon to represent all that was noble and subjugated in
Brazilian society. If the mid-1960s left believed in the verities of class
stmggle, the confiict of interest between the elite and the masses,
Caetano would be attracted to another set of discourses, to critiques
of Brazilian society that were "anthropological, mythic, mystical, formalist, and formal." "I was one of those artistic types whom the more
responsible. . .liked to call 'alienated,'" he says. "Politics itself—or
what passed for it in the form of campaigns for the presidency of the
student body, discussions in assemblies, and rigid opinions of public
men whose names and faces I could barely remember—bored me."
Here is the nub of Caetano's confiicts with much ofthe left in Brazil:
his sense that the conventional definition of politics was worse than
ineffective. It was uninteresting. And so politics itself would need to
be redefined if it were to be engaging. Images of class confiict might
continue to bubble up in Caetano's work, but they would not be easily legible images of burly industrial workers on strike or peasants tilling the land. The awareness of alienation in its many guises, coupled
with the desire to re-enchant the world, would be the new weapons
of artistic struggle.
At this point, Caetano's story connects clearly with the story of
the countercultural youth movements that were sweeping the industrialized world around 1968, all of which expressed a dissatisfaction with the customary limits on political debate, along with a desire
to "name the system" that had hidden itself in plain sight. And like
much of the psychedelic music that was the soundtrack of these
movements, the music of tropicalismo was driven by the practice of
audio collage, acts of juxtaposition and appropriation that were often
critical but rarely straightforwardly so. Tropicalismo did not offer a
sensible rebuttal to the mihtary regime or to the student left, but
rather tried to clear a space of possibility that was both joyful and discordant, and sometimes Hooded by a sense of dread. So "Tropicalia,"
the Caetano-penned anthem of the movement, is built upon unsettling sonic and lyrical juxtapositions: conventional melodies that are
compressed to fit into too few measures; the ambient sounds of
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musique concrete swept away by the thumping beat of the zabumba
drum; images of vultures strolling among sunfiowers and of a "smiling ugly dead child stick[ing] out his hand"; the kitsch of Carmen
Miranda set alongside "The Letter of Pero Vaz Caminha," the first
literary document in colonial Brazil. The too-muchness of Brazil—
its dream of tropical superabundance and its nightmare of predatory
violence—is condensed in this strange miracle of history run riot,
these three minutes of music. As Christopher Dunn points out in his
cogent Brutality Garden: Tropicalia and the Emergence of a Brazilian Counterculture, the song is a national allegory that is simultaneously camivalesque and despairing—utopia and dystopia mapped on
top of each other.
Critics have seized upon the hybrid aesthetic behind such tropicalist recordings, and Caetano agrees that "syncretism" might be the
movement's keyword. Tropicalists like Caetano, Gilberto Gil, Tom
Ze, and Rogerio Duprat were self-consciously aiming to break down
the barriers between the discourses of good taste and bad taste,
nationalism and internationalism, engagement and alienation, and
experimentalism and commerciaUsm. And yet, as much of Caetano's memoir makes clear, the tropicalist commitment to syncretism
was balanced by, and sometimes in tension with, a commitment to
ideals of craft and discipline that were rooted in earlier and less
experimental artistic practices. Like much other psychedelic music,
tropicalismo was music of high-density detail—and Caetano and his
fellow tropicalists were concerned to make every detail matter. So, in
discussing the making of 1967's "Alegda, Alegria" (Happiness, Happiness), one o{ tropicalismo's touchstones, he seems to warn against
the more indeterminate and disjunctive forms of syncretism: "what
we wanted to do could be compared to the contemporary practice of
sampling, and the parts we were combining were 'readymades.' This
freed us from creating any sort of fusion, a musical mayonnaise that
would be vulgarly palatable, but also delayed our awn investigation
into the art of arrangement and performance."
While "syncretism" may be the keyword of tropicalismo, then,
the keyword of Tropical Truth might be "precision"—as when
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Caetano remarks that the tropicalist ideal of cultural cannibalism, the
digestion of foreign aesthetic forms, "is a decision in favor of precision rather than a panacea to solve the problem of identity in
Brazil," or when he praises James Brown for being "representative of
an American tradition of precision that interested me greatly," In a
sense, critics like Cilberto VasconceUos are right that Tropical Truth
is written at some distance from the anarchic energies of the tropicalist moment; Caetano seems to wish to put up a roadblock to interpretations of tropicalismo that highlight its iconoclasm and downplay
the value of craft in the making of music. Near the end of Tropical
Truth, he remarks that the lesson of his most experimental work was
"to regain humility in the studio, to pay attention to specific aspects
of the craft of popular music, to contribute to the technical and mercantile advances of my professional class," The language of craft,
competency, and "mercantile advances" does not provide the sorts of
cadences we are trained to expect from the rock music class of 1968,
but gives considerable insight into Caetano's sense of discipline and
musical community.
A good deal of Tropical Truth, in fact, is devoted to exact descriptions of Brazilian music and its interrelationships, as if Caetano
understood the composition of the book as a pleasurable discharging
of the debts he has incurred over the course of his career. We learn
about the impact of the crooner Orlando Silva on Joao Cilberto's
vocal style, and about the persistence of traditional samba rhythms
in Cilberto's use of the thumb in his guitar plucking. We're guided
to how Cilberto Cil—along with Caetano, the other main innovator
behind tropicalismo—fused the sounds of capoeira, acid rock, and
classical orchestration in his breakthrough song of 1967, "Domingo
no Parque" (Sunday in the Park), Throughout Tropical Truth, Caetano evinces a catholic but deep knowledge of Brazilian music. This
is an artist, after all, who first became a media celebrity through his
appearances on a TV game show named Esta Noite se Improvisa
(Tonight We Improvise), where singers and composers were given a
word and then asked on the spot to sing a song with the word in it.
Caetano's main competitor was Chico Buarque, commonly regarded
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as the other great Brazilian poet-songwriter to emerge from the
1960s.
These passages on Brazilian music display a familiar aspect of
Caetano—the intelligent archivist of song, whose ear for the nuances
of different musical subgenres has allowed him to create several of
his own—but the most emotionally intense part of the memoir covers the period when he played no music whatsoever: the term of his
imprisonment. If the musical sections of Tropical Truth give a vantage-point on Caetano the craftsman, the sections on his imprisonment reveal Caetano the would-be philosopher, asking the existential
question of how the self is transformed in extremis. Caetano was
jailed (along with Cilberto Gil) following a coup within the military
government in December 1968. With the Fifth Institutional Act (AI5), the new regime suspended the right of habeas corpus, allowing
police to enter and search any house; imposed strict censorship on
the press; temporarily dissolved the federal congress and state and
municipal assemblies; and suspended the political rights of citizens.
As Caetano is quick to admit, he was more fortunate than most
victims of the regime. He was arrested (under false charges of having wrapped himself in the national flag and sung the national anthem with swear words added in a performance), spent two months
in prison while being interrogated by a series of mihtary officials,
then was released and exiled to Europe for several years. Still, his
time in prison was Kafkaesque in its absurdity. It began, for instance,
with a theatrical interrogation that was no interrogation. Caetano and
Cil were brought into the office of a general, who sat at a distant
jacaranda-wood desk. The general rang a bell. A few minutes later,
soldiers brought in a chicken dinner on trays. The general ate his
chicken dinner, then rang the bell again. Again a few minutes passed,
then the soldiers came back to take away the dinner. A few minutes
later, the general rang his bell one more time—and the soldiers
came in, and whisked Caetano and Cil away to an uncertain fate.
What might a prisoner learn in such a world? Caetano testifies
that the experience of seeing his fellow prisoners tortured (or, more
precisely, hearing their screams, and hearing the torturers call for
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a Stretcher) awakened him palpably to the brutalities of everyday
life in Brazil: "I came to have a different idea of Brazilian society, an
awareness of the exclusion of the poor and the descendants of slaves
that mere statistics could never have provided." Yet, the long chapter
on his time in jail—titled "Narcissus on Vacation"—deals mostly
with Caetano's own struggle with his imprisonment, recounted in
intimate detail. In solitary confinement, he felt unhinged from his
past life and the world he'd lived in. Deprived of a mirror, he began
to question his relationship to "the person that slept and awoke in
that loathsome place." He tried to weep but no tears would come; he
tried to masturbate but was frightened by his body's "vexatious"
"neutrality." By the time he was released—after a backhandedly fiattering interrogation where one captain, conversant with the ideas of
Freud, Marcuse, Marx, and Lenin, talked about how Caetano's music
aimed to "deconstruct" the government and so posed a greater threat
than more traditional forms of protest—he was on the verge of madness. When he arrived at his childhood home in Santo Amaro, he ran
from one room to the next, feeling "an absolute stranger" to himself,
unable to recognize his sisters and brothers as his own, looking at old
photographs and seeing only "strange people" and "strange things."
He was recalled to himself only by the brusque and wry voice of his
father, whose first words were "Don't tell me you let those sons of
bitches get to you!"
It is difficult to gauge the impact of Caetano's imprisonment on
his later work. "Narcissus on Vacation" is a chapter isolated in tone
from the rest of this generally congenial memoir, and Caetano writes,
with a shrug at the beginning of the next chapter, that his previous
pages "if nothing else. . . serve to reveal how psychologically and,
even more, politically immature I was." After his arrest, his music
shifted decidedly: it became more introspective, concentrating on
questions of sexual, spiritual, and linguistic discovery, and leaving behind many of the explicitly political concerns of tropicalismo's high
hour. Like other songwriters formed in the crucible of the 1960s—
John Lennon and Joni Mitchell come to mind—he began exploring
the mind's deeper recesses. The national allegories of utopia and

SCOTT SAUL

•

57

dystopia faded from view (although these have returned strongly in
his work since the mid-1980s), to be replaced by songs about memory, desire, and the nature of happiness and loss. The near-baroque
soundscapes of the earlier songs largely gave way to spare, acoustic arrangements driven by the human voice. It is unclear from the
memoir if Caetano regards this inward turn as a mark of his continuing political naivete or, by contrast, of his political growth. He openly considers himself fixated on adolescent questions, and, so, "fated
to wander the labyrinth of repression, sexual definition, and the fulfiUment of the wiU to freedom." Yet it does not seem that he would
leave the labyrinth even if he had the choice, since that labyrinth was,
to his mind, the breeding-ground of the counterculture: in a characteristic moment of simultaneous self-criticism and self-infiation, he
adds that "The whole wave of the sixties was an elevation of adolescent personalities or persons of adolescent style."
In practical terms, Caetano's "adolescent" fixation (and Brazilian
culture's fixation with his fixation) meant that he made a name for
himself primarily as a singer of love songs. These love songs were not,
however, throwbacks to the days of bossa nova and before. In Brazil,
the countercultural loosening of sexual mores prompted the appearance of the desbundados, young people literally "led by the bum" to
new forms of sociability. The love song needed to speak to the increased cultural investment in the liberatory power of the senses,
and Caetano was one of the key figures responding to that challenge. Late in his memoir, Caetano discusses his outwardly ambiguous place among the desbundados: on the one hand, he was seen
as a countercultural pioneer, having embraced long hair and acid
rock well before they were in vogue; on the other hand, he had no
interest in taking drugs and was quite unfashionably attached to his
Santo Amaro family and the ostensibly "bourgeois" values that lay
behind that family life. Conventional among the unconventional, he
even adopted the half-serious nickname "Caretano," from "careta," or
"stick-in-the-mud."
On a more profound level, though, Caetano's sense of the body
as the source of supreme value coexisted easily with the spirit of the
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counterculture: he was more comfortahle with gay liberation than he
had been with the class politics of the mid-1960s student left. At this
point in the memoir, he spools back to his life as a child and comes
to the unexpected admission that the "discovery of orgasm through
masturbation. . .was the key event of my life." "The illumination that
was sexual experience banished the notion of sin from the realm of
my privacy," he writes. "I whispered Gods name and asked myself in
awe how it was possible that in each body, as in my own, such grace
could be inscribed." The vocabulary of this epiphany attests to
Caetano's heterodox marriage of sensuahty and spirituality, his way of
appreciating the body by placing it within a framework of ideas. In
his hfe and art, he would not simply reject the guilt-infused theology
of Catholicism, but also, by recalling the Catholic belief in the
Incarnation, would explore his own grace-filled religion of the body.
Fittingly, then, a celebration of carnival in Bahia—in all its early
1970s desbundado glory—marks the climax of Caetano's return from
exile in Tropical Truth. In this scene the representatives of tradition
and the representatives of the desbunde mingle freely, abetted by
the happy confusions of carnival. Gay transvestites snake through the
streets next to other cross-dressers, hippies parade next to others in
outlandish costumes—and who can tell the difference? "[O]ne had a
sense of tremendous freedom," Caetano writes, "an impression of triumphant pansexuality." After sunset, a mysterious white object—
something like an airplane on wheels—rolls silently onto the town
square and hushes the crowd into a state of astonished expectancy.
Its lights go up, and it reveals itself as a truck outfitted as a spaceship:
a trio on the truck bed starts blasting music into the night. A fierce
rain begins to fall but cannot keep the crowd from dancing. Caetano,
meanwhile, is moved to tears and laughter by the inscription painted
on the truck-UFO: it has been dubbed a "Caetanave" in his honor
("nave" in Portuguese can mean either a ship or the center of a
church, so a "Caetanave" might be, depending on how one takes the
pun, the good ship Caetano or a church dedicated to his spirit).
It is easy to see why Caetano would see this moment, with some
immodesty, as "a great feast of welcome that Brazil had planned for
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me in the depths of its imagination." But a sympathetic reader of
Tropical Truth might conclude that this is a feast of welcome that
Caetano has prepared for his audience through the workings of his
imagination. In this privileged moment—and Caetano's music is
built around such moments of condensation—we see, in the crowd,
the time-honored tradition of carnival opening its arms to sexual
license; in the jerrybuilt spaceship, the dream of cosmic connection
brought down to earth; in the rain, the obscure blessing ofthe natural world; and in the spaceship s punning name, the play of language
that touches joyfully on the absurd. Critics have called Caetano narcissistic, which is correct in the sense that he seems invincibly
attuned to his own inner state of being; and there is always the risk,
if and when we fall under his spell, that we will be engaging in an act
of vicarious navel-gazing, seduced into wanting a self that is as inflated as that of a pop-culture icon. But there is also, in Caetano's writing and music, a fascination with the world that is generous in the
way it steps out of the self, welcoming confusions and contradictions
by observing them with a scrupulous eye, flushing them out of the
comers that they usually inhabit as exceptions to some assumed rule.
So the happenstance of carnival is converted into the singular
story of an exiles return: believable but incredible too, a taste of
magic realism in the streets of 1970s Salvador. The world of "tropical
truth" blends fact and fantasy—and not because Caetano is an unreliable historian. In fact, the opposite seems to be the case: Caetano is
a remarkable memoirist because he is committed both to the concrete particulars of his memory and to the play of those memories in
his imagination. He is the precisionist who wishes to preserve every
detail, but also the sensualist who doubts whether it is possible for
"truth" to exist, especially in the abstract and in the singular. As he
sings in a recent song, "Posso nao crer na verdade / Mas ela dobra
comigo": "Maybe I don't believe in truth / But truth is multiplying in
me."
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In a memoir full of half-ironic claims and world-historical musings, Caetano refrains from stating the obvious truth—that he is an
ambitious songwriter, and that he has seduced many listeners to
contemplate matters far from the usual themes of the pop spectrum.
His songwriting has exploded the pop music topic par excellence,
romantic love, and not through the stratagems we might expect from
a songwriter who favors the experimental spirit of the avant-garde.
His songs do not work to expose romantic love as a commercial fabrication (a critique famiUar to pop music since the Rolling Stones s
"Satisfaction"), or to draw parallels between authoritarian politics
and the power struggles of lovers (a point made, say, in the more
caustic work of Elvis Costello). Rather, Caetano has exploded the
love song by offering up so many new and unexpected objects of
affection: a flirtatious boy on the beach, a longtime friend, his childhood in Santo Amaro, the slave culture of Bahia, the cinema of Antonioni and Fellini, language itself. These unexpected objects ask to
be loved in a new way, and so Caetano has taken to experimenting
with song form and materials, and with the basic coordinates of
melody, harmony, and rhythm. Behind these explorations, there is an
optimism which is simultaneously infectious and self-questioning—
as if love was sometimes a gift, sometimes a reward, but never without compHcations and complicities, and as if playing music was
among the most comphcated and complicitous forms of loving. One
might illustrate Caetano's reworking of the love song through a multitude of examples, but hopefully two will suffice: the first a song
which considers how love figures in any solution to the brutality of
daily life in Brazil, the second a song that is seemingly more private
and hmited in its scope, but that reveals offhandedly an enormous
ambition.
"Fora da Ordem" (Out of Order) is a typically off-center Caetano love song, beginning as it does wdth the cryptic image ofa narcotrafficking ship lying beached in the ruins of a half-built school. The
song, which provides a manifesto-like opening to 1991 s CirculadS, is
on its surface a riposte to the first Ceorge Bush and his ambitions to
remake the world. Its chorus repeats insistently that "Something is
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out of order / In the new world order," and the first verse takes the
listener from the abandoned drug-trafficking vessel to a discomfiting
vision of Brazil's future:
It's all boy and girl out on the street
The asphalt, the bridge, the overpass howling at the moon
Nothing continues
And the barrel of the pistol that the children bite
Reflects all the colors of the landscape that is much more
beautiful and much more intense than in the postcard
(trans, Arto Lindsay)
This is the nightmare Brazil familiar from "Tropicalia": an urban
wasteland where the landscape has been dismantled into pieces,
where nothing coheres or has continuity, where schools fall into ruin
and children are hungry for the barrel of a gun. The music of "Fora
da Ordem" is appropriately languid and menacing, its slow groove
running underneath minor chords, its melody alternating between
relaxed phrases and spasms of incantation (as in the last line of the
above stanza). In the chorus, the phrase "the new world order" is
sung with a repetitive melodic line that clips off suddenly, as if to take
the wind out of the phrase.
What can it mean, though, that this new-world-order landscape
is "much more beautiful and much more intense than in the postcard"? "Intense," yes, as a matter of course—but "beautiful"? A key
part of the line's meaning lies in the point of reference Caetano
chooses: the postcard promises a touristic image of Brazil sanitized
for export, while this nightmarish landscape has the beauty of a severe and surreal poetry, one that does not fiinch from the brutality
it records. (In his song "O Estrangeiro," or "The Foreigner," Caetano
likewise sees Rio's Cuanabara Bay as "beautiful and toothless at the
same time," and admits to "always searching for the Beauty and the
Bitterness" in the "nightmares" he constructs,) Yet this gloss explains
only part of this "beauty," which may be eye-opening to the poet and
his audience, but must feel quite different to the children who live
at gunpoint. The aesthetic response to the landscape cannot be
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reconciled with the moral response. For this reason, Caetano's claim
of beauty is more annunciatory than fully credible—a way for the
singer to throw down a challenge and usher the listener into the next
two verses, which describe the pleasures of being alive in the halfbuilt country that is Brazil:
Your two dark hard thighs of a mulatto acrobat
The calf of your modem leg, the intrepid troupe in which you
flow
I meet you in Sampa where one can hardly see who goes up or
comes down the ramp
Something in our lovemaking is a light almost too strong
It seems to put everything to the test, it seems like fire, it
seems, it seems like p e a c e . . . .
My singing hides itself like a band of Yanomanis in the forest
On my forehead fall, come place themselves, feathers from an
old headdress
I stand on a hill of filthy Bahian trash
I spit the chewing gum of this hate into the open sewer of
Leblon
But I return the wink of the male prostitute in front of the
Trianon
I know what's good
I don't wait for the day when all men will agree
I only know several beautiful harmonies without a final
judgment
(trans. Arto Lindsay and Mark Healey)

"Fora da Ordem," like much of Caetano's music, understands
the experience of love as an absolute value: here it is a "light almost
too strong" that has the power to overwhelm the rest of the world,
transforming it like fire, embracing it like peace. This idea is the
song's ethical center of gravity, but what makes the song interesting
is how it tests this faith. How can the poet, surveying the shantytowns
of Rio, standing in the sewerlike canal that runs between the neighborhoods of Leblon and Ipanema, proclaim that love conquers all?
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Caetano's answer is to think through this dilemma without resolving
it in favor of either eros or hardheaded engagement. He thinks about
how his singing is a land of escape, or perhaps escapism—something
that "hides itself like a band of Yanomanis on the run from European settlers, taking refuge in the interior. But to sing is also to call
oneself into the world (thus the old headdress falls upon his forehead), and Caetano wishes to find a means of engaging the world that
is more than an evasion. So he spits out the hate around him and
returns the wink of the male prostitute—not a revolutionary gesture
by any means, and not the signal of a new world coming "when all
men will agree." It's simply a modest act of respectfulness, a spontaneous feeling of affiliation accepted as it passes by.
The last gesture of the song carries forward this promise of "several beautiful harmonies without a final judgment," though surprisingly so. In the final run-through of the chorus, Caetano announces
again that "something is out of order / in the new world order," but
this time Caetano's voice is supplemented by voices singing the line
in English, French, Spanish, and Japanese too—a global chorus returning us to the problem of a world being organized according to
the American model. The different voices do not offer a cut-anddried solution to this problem; they simply declare a common perplexity, one after the other, suggesting that the problem must be
announced and accepted as such before it can be worked through
and defined in detail. Their very coexistence suggests a bond not
unlike the tie between the poet and the prostitute, or the poet and
his acrobatlike lover—a recognition of mutuality alongside a recognition of difference. It is not too much to say that the relationship
between lovers is the paradigm for all relationships in the world of
Caetano's music, and in "Fora da Ordem" this vision holds out the
hope of a new community taking shape even in the forbidding terrain
of the "new world order." So the global voices that close out the song
offer up a kind of intimacy—a solidarity that is hopeful and cautionary at once, tense with expectation and driven by a shared unease.
(And, Caetano's use of this chorus seems prescient in retrospect, a
hint of the political alliances that have emerged in recent years at
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protests against the International Monetary Fund, World Bank, and
World Trade Organization.)
This essay has spent some time thinking through "Fora da
Ordem," which is both fitting and misleading—fitting since the song
is a self-conscious manifesto and stands alongside other Caetano
summas like "Tropicalia," "O Estrangeiro," "Um Indio," and "Haiti,"
all of which ponder the place of the songwriter-citizen in a world
racked by systematic inequality and violence; and misleading since
the role of these songs is partly to clear the ground for the rest of
Caetano s work, the vast majority of which has a narrower focus and
could be more easily accused of sentimentality. The critic Charles
Perrone, a chief chronicler of postwar Brazilian poetry and song, has
remarked that Caetanos work is characterized by "a constant dialectic of emotive affirmation and denial," which is true in the sense that
Caetano is more self-aware than most popular songwriters about the
conventions used to express love: one of his love songs begins "I'm
alone, I'm sad, etcetera." And Caetano's albums tend to contain at
least one song where he gives his experimental impulses free rein:
for instance, "Doideca" (Twelve-Tone) on 1997's Livro, where the
melody sounds computer-generated and the lyrics feature such neologisms as "Londresselvas" (Londonsuckle); or "Rap Popcreto" on
1993's Tropicalia 2, where Caetano scoured the Brazilian music archives for the word "quem" (who) and then assembled these different samples into a music-sculpture "whodunnit." An eight-hour
Clobo TV retrospective on Caetano's career chose as its theme song
"Araga Blue," in which Caetano praises a fruit that does not exist
except in his imagination, a fruit that is "pure play." The ludic side of
Caetano allies him with the concrete poets of Brazil, with John Cage
and other aleatory composers, and with the line of art that derives
from the provocations of Dada—and it is a side that academic commentators have understandably found interesting, since it affiliates
him with avant-garde traditions that have rarely found such a popular exponent.
Yet a full analysis of Caetano's music needs also to grapple with
its poignancy and tenderness, qualities that are embedded in the
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sound of the music but do not translate so easily to the page. Here
are a few Caetano lines from Livro:
Let us steal ourselves from Time, and give ourselves freely to
heauty
("Carnival Dancers")
I keep repeating, without thinking, playfully.
You are mine
Mine and not that guy's
("You Are Mine")
Oh, how nice it is to sleep
Oh, how nice it is to wake up
("A Tone")
My love, believe me
If a flower can grow for us
Without limit
It is only because I bring my life here in my voice
("My Voice, My Life")
(trans. Isabel deSena)

Caetano's project is to create music that makes these lines credible,
giving them depth and resonance when they demand it, or conveying
an easy insouciance when the words are featherweight and uncomplicated. We might say that the music gives body to the words—a
relationship that the song "My Voice, My Life" exphcitly emphasizes
when Caetano, in the mode of a troubadour, sings that love has no
proof without his voice, and no limit with it.
One of Caetano's most affecting love songs, "Saudosismo," meditates on this relationship between the acts of singing, listening, and
loving. The title itself comes wrapped in multiple ambiguities. Often
rendered as "longing," "saudade" is the emotional baseline of Brazilian music, and indeed of the Luso-Brazilian lyric since the Middle
Ages: the word summons up a bittersweet desire with something of
the gravity of homesickness, an emotion intensely felt and seductively unresolved. To live with saudade is to know happiness and to be in
exile from it at once. ("Saudade! Saudade! / Such a sad word / 1 hear
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it and feel good"—so wrote the Brazilian symbolist poet Antonio
Nobre.) The term "saudosismo," then, offers a kind of metasaudade
and might be taken as either the "longing for longing" or the "discourse of longing," either the excessive surrender to saudade or the
understanding of saudade s contrivances. (It also refers winldngly to
a school of Portuguese writers from the early twentieth century.) The
song itself, while never using the term in its lyrics, pivots between
saudosismo s two meanings, offering a scene of two lovers listening to
the bossa nova of Joao Cilberto. Here are its first three verses:
You, me, the two of us
We already have a story, love,
A guitar put aside, that flower
And other loose details
You, me, Joao,
Spinning on the turntable without stopping
And this dissonant world the two of us
Tried to invent
Me, you, afterwards
It's Ash Wednesday across the land
And dissonant notes blend
With the sound of imbeciles
(trans. Arto Lindsay)

The song, composed during the late 1960s, pays an enormous
but ambivalent tribute to the bossa nova. The lovers of the song, sitting in an apartment among the "loose details" of their shared life,
are searching for a foil to the Ash Wednesday world outside, with its
"sound of imbeciles" (certainly an allusion to the military dictatorship, but perhaps a swipe at other forms of pohtical idiocy). Bossa
nova's embrace of dissonance—its use of cool-jazz flat-ninths, sharpelevenths, and other harmonic substitutions—is taken then as a
model for how to inhabit the world with its imperfections, how to
organize it and transform it. The record on the turntable revolves,
and so the world revolves and calls out to be reinvented in the spirit
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of Joao's music. As the song's last verse declares, it is Joao who has
"taught us forever to be off key"—a reference to the Jobim-Mendon9a composition "Desafinado" (Off-key). An iconic part of the
bossa nova repertoire, "Desafinado" features an obviously difficult
melody, one that moves through strange intervals and highlights its
own moments of dissonance while telling the story of two lovers
struggling to resolve their own "off-key" feelings and acknowledge
their love.
"Saudosismo" elevates the musical spirit of bossa nova into a
form of philosophical and political awareness. The classic bossa
tunes, most of which were composed during a late 1950s and early
1960s period of pohtical democratization in Brazil, offer up romantic love as an antidote to the pains of the world. Caetano and his
lover, living in the "afterwards" of bossa's high time, embrace the figurative rather than the literal solutions of that music. For them, the
lesson of Joao's performance of "Desafinado" is not to resolve the dissonance with an act of loving, as the lyrics of "Desafinado" would
have it, but rather to sit with the dissonance as its own sort of truth,
the kind of ambiguity that deserves to find its way into a love song.
(To sit with this latter dissonance is not to accede to it, as suggested
by the condemnation of the military dictatorship "imbeciles.") Rather
than an easy sentimentality, Caetano offers an intertwined sense of
possibility and difficulty, dissonance without resolution, the example
of Joao's music in tension with the counterexample of the dictatorship's voices.
Here the music of "Saudosismo" works expertly to convey this
floating feeling. The song's main melody, repeated with minor variations through its four verses, is a phrase that sinuously winds its way
from the middle of Caetano's register to its bottom end. The melody
is casual and flowing, and, with its spiral-like form, seems to invoke
the image of the Cilberto record revolving on the turntable; likewise the mellowness of Caetano's singing recalls Cilberto's famously
relaxed intonation. Caetano does something unusual and yet inconspicuous with this melody: in each of its first four iterations, it is harmonized with a different set of chords, so that the first verse begins
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with a G-major-seventh, the second with an F-major-seventh, the
third with an E-minor-ninth, and the fourth with a D-major-seventh.
The listener gets, quite ingeniously, an illustration of the song's thesis that, even while the tune of loving may remain the same, there's
no end to the complications that shade its meaning. The song has
such an air of nonchalance, though, that this illustration seems anything but forced: it is as if the different chord changes precipitated
out of the air—out of the dissonant world, you could say—rather
than being the handiwork of a quite self-conscious composer.
The song ends with another complicated gesture of self-aware
nonchalance: a saudade-tinged rejection of saudade. The last line of
the song is "chega de saudade" (no more longing), but the status of
the phrase is ambiguous. Certainly the phrase alludes to the paradigmatic bossa tune "Chega de Saudade," which is also the title of Joao
Gilberto's landmark album, and in this way the phrase returns the
listener to the scene set by "Saudosismo": lovers listening to a record spinning on a turntable, refiecting on the place of their love in
the world. But the phrase might just as easily be heard as a farewell
to bossa nova's obsession with saudade. Joao Gilberto, it's implied,
could say goodbye to saudade only by finding love, but Gaetano and
his lover will say goodbye to saudade by understanding it and refusing the allure of a nostalgia that feeds on itself. They will move
beyond saudade—toward "saudosismo." The exact infiection of this
final irony depends quite a bit on the texture of the song's performance. Gaetano's close friend and collaborator Gal Gosta recorded a
version in the late 1960s that ended with squealing acid-rock guitar
riffs, which made for a harsh ldss-off to bossa nova. To assimilate
bossa's lessons, it seemed from Gosta's performance, one needed to
leave behind its soft murmurs and gentle guitar-plucking. More recently, Gaetano has favored a solo acoustic-style rendition that is as
exquisite as any bossa in his repertoire. (One of these renditions was
even included on a collection named The Bossa of Caetano.) In this
instance, the irony seems affectionate and imbued with straightforward gratitude. What drives the song, in either case, is Gaetano's
awareness of the formulas of bossa nova; his desire to move beyond
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them, if only by italicizing the formulas for all to see; and his sense
that the world's idiocies need to be acknowledged so that they
might then be fought with confidence. To pay tribute to the past
while refusing to escape into the past or the tribute: such is the project of "Saudosismo," and such was the project of tropicalismo more
generally,
"Fora da Ordem" and "Saudosismo" represent two complementary impulses behind Caetano's songwriting. In the former, the world
in its brutality is forced to confront the power of love; in the latter,
the power of love is forced to confront the world. In both, we can observe Caetano trying to articulate a politics of everyday life, using the
metaphor of musical dissonance to bring together worlds that rarely
coalesce: the world of the sewer and the world of a lover's bed, the
world of an apartment charged with intimate memories and the
world of a military dictatorship. And in both, too, love is astonished
by itself—by how it simply falls into place, amid loose details and
discouraging political signals, and by how it puts the rest of the world
to the ultimate test. Can we love the world as we love our lover?
Should we? Caetano has pressed these questions for almost forty
years now, and he has rarely delivered an answer that did not double back on itself, complicating the questions in some way. What
remains constant is the astonishment itself, the openness to the
world that is a singular form of power. Astonishment for Caetano
has nothing of paralysis to it; it is a way of being responsive and expressive at the same time, and it is a gift. In "Que Nao Se Ve" (Cannot Be Seen), Caetano records his experience of viewing a Fellini
film, but he might just as well be describing the experience he offers
his audience:
An intense light
That cannot be seen
Is heard in one's voice
As it falls silent
It is the star's turn
(trans, Isahel deSena)

