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This book is for Rubinho Tabajaras, Paulinho Chocolate, Negão Muzenza, Khorvão, Abelha da Gávea, Ezequiel, Paulo dos Anjos, and Mosquito da Senzala—all of whom, in the strength and beauty of youth, departed us to play in other rodas, at other levels. It was too soon, my friends, and you left us longing for your company.
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This book is part of a trilogy, but it can be read just as well separately from the other two books. The trilogy, originally published in Brazil, is


Capoeira, pequeno manual do jogador (São Paulo: Ground, 1981) (Fourth edition revised and extended. Rio de Janeiro: Record, 1998.

Capoeira, galo já cantou (Rio de Janeiro: Arte Hoje, 1985) (Second edition revised and extended. Rio de Janeiro: Record, 1999.

Capoeira, os fundamentos da malícia (Rio de Janeiro: Record, 1992). (Eighth edition revised and extended Rio de Janeiro: Record, 2002).



The first book, Capoeira, pequeno manual do jogador, has been translated into English, French, Danish, and German:


The Little Capoeira Book (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 1995). Translated by Alex Ladd.

Capoeira, le petit manuel du joueur (Paris: ATABAC, 1997). Translated by Gilles Cheze.

Capoeira, kampdans og livsfilosofi fra Brasilien (Denmark: Odense Universitesforlag, 1997). With Johan Borghall. Translated by Marianne Kristensen.

Capoeira, Kampfkunst und Tanz aus Brasilien (Berlin: Weinmann, 1999). Translated by Gerhard Schmitt.



I also wrote a fictional adventure story with three capoeira players as heroes:


A balada de Noivo-da-vida e Veneno-da-madrugada (Rio de Janeiro: Record, 1997).
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My love affair with books started in the beginning of the 1970s, when I lived three years in Europe and wrote a pamphlet for my students.

Upon returning to Brazil I realized that nothing new had appeared since Waldeloir Rego’s excellent book, Capoeira Angola (1968). But Rego was an academic scholar, and the last manuals that had been published with objective capoeira exercises were already twenty years old and did not provide much information about training, nor about the philosophy and music of capoeira—the very heart and soul of the game.

After four years of my knocking on editors’ doors, finally Ground (São Paulo, 1981) published O pequeno manual do jogador de capoeira, translated to English as The Little Capoeira Book. Later, Arte Hoje published Galo já cantou together with an LP record with songs and rhythms on the atabaque drum as well as on the berimbau, the long-bowed instrument that sets the pace for the game.

Only this book was missing to complete the trilogy.

[image: ]

I had simple plans for this last book.

I would interview historians, sociologists, anthropologists, and people who have studied capoeira and Afro-Brazilian culture, such as Jair Moura, Julio Cesar de Souza Tavares, Muniz Sodré, as well as young and old capoeira mestres (teachers).

I planned to compare periods of capoeira history with events of Brazilian history and also to present a practical teaching method for advanced students.

All of this was to be illustrated by Carybé’s wonderful capoeira drawings. In a very friendly gesture, he put twenty-four of them at my disposal when he heard about my passion and addiction to the game and my plans to go deep into the philosophy of capoeira. Because of their axé (energy), knowledge of the movement’s subtext, and spontaneity, these drawings have fascinated me and filled me with admiration ever since the 1960s when I was a capoeira apprentice.

To my great surprise, it became clear to me, when I compared different sources of information, that the history accepted by most capoeira players and also presented in my first book (of 1981) was not correct! So this book took on a new meaning. I had the chance to refute my opinions of ten years earlier, feeling the pleasure of being similar to that maluco beleza (“beautiful madman,” a well-known song by the late Raul Seixas)—a moving metamorphosis instead of having that same old solid opinion about everything.”

[image: ]

Another matter of importance in this book relates to the fact that capoeira has been taught in the United States and Europe since 1971, and recently some North American students of radical ideology have wanted to prove that capoeira was exclusively African, diminishing and even invalidating Brazil’s role in its history.

We know that young Brazilian capoeira mestres identify themselves much more with intuition, imagination, and myth than with the tiresome procedures of research into “true historical fact.” It would seem that a large number of historians who dug into capoeira were also bitten by this charming bug. But, since we have been provoked by our pals from the “North American imperialist matrix,” maybe it is time to examine in depth all serious and confirmed information on the origins of capoeira.

[image: ]

To finish this preface, which is already too long, I would like to point out that few people understand the real meaning of the capoeira game.

More than a dance, a fighting technique, a game, a patrimony of Brazilian culture, capoeira is a form of “seeing” and living life. It is a specific point of view about the world and mankind, transmitted from teacher to pupil throughout the generations.

Capoeira is a practice that overflows from the roda, the circle where capoeira is played, into our day-to-day personal life with a lot of tropical swing and ancient knowledge.

Capoeira is the cream of the refined malandragem, the philosophy of street smarts, which materializes itself in the game played to the sound of the berimbau.

—Nestor Capoeira, September 1991


Preface to the English Translation
 [image: ]

In 1995 The Little Capoeira Book, the translation of the first book of my trilogy, was published in the United States by North Atlantic Books, and five years later it had sold 10,000 copies.

This was a pleasant surprise.

The numbers are extremely small compared to best-sellers but quite meaningful if we take into account the fact that only 25% of all published books reach that mark, and that capoeira is still “learning to walk” in the States. It started to be taught around 1975, and only in the 1990s did it start spreading out more strongly.

How many teachers and players are there in North America?

At the moment, I would say more than 100 and less than 500 teachers, and something between 2,000 and 10,000 players.

By comparison to Brazil, with 10,000 to 25,000 teachers and 200,000 to 1,000,000 players, the difference is quite obvious. Despite this, The Little Capoeira Book is selling as well as my Brazilian books.

We could reason that more than half of Brazil’s population has never read a book. Many are illiterate, plus many do not have enough money to eat or pay rent. It is a terrible panorama of misery and social injustice, especially when you consider that Brazil has the world’s tenth-largest economy.

But I think the level of American book sales also has another meaning. It shows the great interest and respect that English-speaking players have for the original culture that capoeira came from.

This is extremely fortunate for capoeira and those who love it.

Usually those on the top of the world develop, intentionally or not, a colonialist mentality. When they are interested in something from a foreign culture they generally change it; they adapt it to their own ways. As an example we have surfing, something ritualistic that had to do with the ancient gods of old Hawaii, which today, after having been conquered by Americans, has become a sport with championships performed to Californian “surf music.”

[image: ]

In the 1960s I watched and was part of a dynamic process. Capoeira that until then had been taught by mestres (teachers) from the state of Bahia started to spread throughout Brazil. Soon there were many teachers from other towns and local groups that had no link to the original teachers from Bahia. The mestres at first did not accept this. It was as if something had been stolen from them.

Now we see the same film with different actors.

Capoeira has spread through North America and Europe since 1971. There are already a few “gringo” teachers, and soon we will see new local “gringo” groups that are not led by Brazilians.

Many Brazilian teachers are worried. And many wonder what strategies might be used to keep capoeira’s leadership exclusively Brazilian (the same thing teachers from Bahia thought about in the 1960s with regard to capoeira mestres and groups from other parts of Brazil).

But capoeira has its own way, independent of what its players and mestres might think and want. And what happened in the 1960s in Brazil is bound to happen at the beginning of the 2000s, in America, Europe, and throughout the world.
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I think it is foolish to try to stop something that obviously is going to happen.

I think that we, the older Brazilian teachers, should give as much information as possible to the new “gringo” teachers who do good work—not only in the form of technical training and playing information, but concerning music, ritual, history, and especially the philosophy of capoeira. They should also be initiated into Brazilian culture in general, that is, into the context where capoeira grew and developed.

If the new “gringo” teachers and groups that are to come are well grounded in the roots, there is nothing to fear.

I tried to help in this process with my first book, in 1995.

Five years and 10,000 books later, I thought, “It’s time to publish a second book in English.” North Atlantic Books, whose publishing activities are concerned with ecological and multicultural views of relationships between mind, body and nature, understood these dynamics and had been supporting capoeira since 1986 when they released Bira de Almeida’s masterful book, Capoeira, a Brazilian Art Form. They also published my Little Capoeira Book and very enthusiastically embraced this project, Capoeira, Roots of the Dance-Fight-Game.

[image: ]

Few people know about my bizarre love affair with America. I lived, studied, and spent two and a half marvelous years in the States, from 1955 to 1957, when I was still a kid.

My father worked in Washington, D.C. During that period one of my sisters was born there. I close my eyes and I have a vivid picture of sleighing down the hill of a nearby park during a snowy winter. Those were good old days, for me and for America. The “American dream” seemed to be a reality. Vietnam, heavy drugs, and violence were still far away, beyond the horizon. Elvis Presley was singing, “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog.” Bat Masterson, Davy Crockett, and “Wonderful World of Disney” were tops on TV. Huge fish-tailed cars roamed the streets without getting stuck in traffic jams. Gas was cheap.

So it was a wonderful feeling to see The Little Capoeira Book in English almost forty years later.

The “bizarre” part of this love affair is that I never went back.

I have lived a total of ten years in Europe over four different periods. Since 1971, I have gone back to Europe every year from Brazil to give workshops, meet old friends, and see what is going on. And although I have good friends in North America such as mestres Acordeon, Rã, Jelon Vieira, Cobrinha Mansa, Marcelo Caveirinha, Edna Lima, Barrão (in Canada), and that great mestre with an even greater soul, João Grande, living and teaching in New York, it just so happened that I never went back.

But I am sure this new book will change that picture very soon.
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I originally translated this book myself and tried to maintain the same feeling of the Brazilian one. I kept the original text but introduced explanations about words and concepts that are strange to non-Brazilians. Since then a professional translator and an English editor have doctored the text somewhat.

You will find a lot of information on Brazil’s social, economic, and political history in the second part, entitled “History.” The idea, as I said before, is to provide information to those who want to do research, to those who want to be familiar with the context in which capoeira grew and developed, and to those who wish to understand the “outside reasons” why capoeira developed as it did.

I have no doubt that information not directly linked to capoeira may bore some players with a more goal-oriented frame of mind (he/she wants to learn to play, know the music, the ritual, and the philosophy, and that is enough). So I suggest that if you get bored in the “History” part, just skip (without pity or remorse) the paragraphs about Brazil’s political/social/economic realities and go directly into the part that refers to capoeira itself.

The Little Capoeira Book is sort of a preparation for Capoeira, Roots of the Dance-Fight-Game. That first book gives an overview of the whole panorama, while this one goes deep into certain details.
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I have been told that besides being less of a bore, I should also use a “simpler form of writing.”

I think this comes from an idea that capoeira mestres are illiterate, which is true in many cases. But the idea that they are simple-minded as well is a mistake that has proven to some who have made it to be a deadly one.

Take for instance Mestre Pastinha (1889–1981), whom I had the luck and pleasure of meeting in 1969. He left us manuscripts in which he expresses his joys, doubts, and wishes, and his way of playing the game and dealing with the game of life. As a teenager, he was an apprentice in the Navy, where he learned to read and write. Even when accounting for this meager but effective schooling, one is not prepared for the mind-blowing poetic and metaphorical language that flows from him:


Mandinga de escravo em ânsia de liberdade.

(Capoeira is a) slave sorcery in the anxiety for freedom.

Seu princípio não tem método,

Its beginning (or principles) have no method,

seu fim é inconcebível ao mais sábio dos mestres.

its end is inconceivable to the wisest of the mestres.



The bizarre and exotic form of the English sentences, as well as the attempted depth of ideas expressed in them, is not due to my own faulty English, the English of the translator, or the academic knowledge I have had the luck to acquire coincident with my life as a player. It is there in the original Brazilian version. And it is there throughout all the handwritten pages of Pastinha’s manuscripts.
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Capoeira, unlike some other folklore that was “created by simple people,” is not “simple” at all.

It is an extremely sophisticated art form based on a profound and strange (to the Western mind) philosophy that flows from the rodas (capoeira circles) to day-to-day life. Old capoeira mestres may not know how to read or write, but they know the ways of men, women, and of the world. It is surprising how quickly they adapt to entirely new surroundings and customs, and how they easily and charmingly adapt to technology and money, contracts and international bureaucracy, workshops in alien countries, and shows in crowded theatres and discotheques.

One of the reasons for this flexibility is that, contrary to what many think, capoeira was not developed in the rural context with its peculiar “closed-in” morals and way of seeing things. Capoeira is an urban phenomenon establishing itself since the time of slavery in three of Brazil’s largest port towns, with all the turmoil and cultural exchange that is characteristic to international port towns.

Capoeira has been in perpetual interaction with “the System” and different power structures, and this has caused it to mature. Capoeira gangs in Rio de Janeiro associated themselves with deputies, senators, and ministers of state, and played a major political role at the end of the 1800s when Brazil became a Republic.

Capoeira in Bahia has been influenced by the cosmos-vision of candomblé, an Afro-Brazilian religion that has dealt for centuries with different forms of energies in nature. In Rio de Janeiro, capoeira was influenced by the cunning street-smart philosophy of the malandro, the well-spoken and seductive scoundrel who with his straight razor can suddenly turn into a dangerous and deadly enemy.

All of this wisdom has been embodied by capoeira and is passed on collectively to its players in the rodas (capoeira circles) while they do the dance-fight-game to the sound of the berimbau, the bizarre long-bowed percussion instrument from Africa.

If one does not open one’s mind and soul to capoeira’s specific way of thinking and being, one might still learn about the history, the kicking and dodging and acrobatics, and how to play the music. One might even master the external forms of the ritual. But such a person will not profit from the essence of the game, affectionately called malícia or mandinga by us.

I sincerely hope this book will help those interested in inheriting the wisdom of our ancestors in the game.

[image: ]

Nestor Capoeira

October 2000
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The Berimbau
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Mestre Pastinha tells how, in the old days, a small sickle sharpened on both sides would be attached to the end of the berimbau in order to create a deadly weapon: “In the moment of truth it would cease to be a musical instrument and would turn into a hand sickle.” Thus the instrument, like the game of capoeira itself, contained within itself two antagonistic poles: music and death, dance and fight, beauty and violence.

—Nestor Capoeira in The Little Capoeira
Book, Berkeley: North Atlantic Books,
1995.                                                



If we are going to talk about the roots of the game it seems fair to start with the berimbau, the long-bowed, one-stringed musical instrument that commands the roda (the circle where the “capoeiristas” play the game) and hence the game itself.

There are different toques (rhythms), each with their own name (são bento grande, iúna, etc.), played on the berimbau in both of capoeira’s leading styles, Angola and Regional. For each of these toques the game should be played in a different way.

Let’s give an example: when two friends meet they talk to each other in a certain way. Other types of energies come into play if one is going to do business with another who is a stranger. And when two scholars exchange ideas, the dialogue happens in yet another context.

The same thing happens in capoeira. For each toque a certain type of game with specific characteristics and “personality” should be performed.

Capoeira is a sort of “magic theater” where situations that arise in life itself and between people are staged, as we shall see in the following pages. The player learns to deal with a variety of situations in specific ways by playing the game in its different forms according to the toque.

There are three types of berimbau: the gunga or berra-boi, which has a deep sound; the berimbau de centro or médio; and the high-pitched violinha. In each of the different toques, each of these three berimbaus also has a specific role. This resembles how the bass, rhythm guitar, and solo guitar function in a rock ’n roll band (the arrangement takes place quite frequently in different parts of Africa, not surprisingly since rock ’n roll comes from Afro-American roots).

Besides the berimbau, the pandeiro (a sort of tambourine) is widely used in capoeira, as is the atabaque (similar to a conga drum but more primitive). But both do little improvisation in capoeira music. What we expect from them is a constant rhythm on top of which the berimbaus give their message and command the roda.

My friend Luis d’Anunciação, nicknamed “Pinduca,” the percussionist of the Brazilian Symphonic Orchestra for more than twenty years, also teaches at the Brazilian School of Music. A classical musician, he grew up hearing and playing samba and Brazilian popular music. He worked on books about different Brazilian percussion instruments for years but only published around 1990. The first of these focuses on the berimbau (“A percussão dos ritmos brasileiros, sua técnica e sua escrita: O berimbau vol. 1,” Rio de Janeiro, 1990).

Luis d’Anunciação’s research also encompassed the atabaque, pandeiro, surdo, cuíca, and repinique, some of the Brazilian percussion instruments considered accessory in a classical context. Because the music schools in Brazil never taught how to play them or to write different Brazilian rhythms for these instruments, composers felt inhibited using them in their music. The maestro José Siqueira used the pandeiro often, yet did not have language to write sheet music for it. In fact, every time one of these instruments is used in a musical composition it needs a special explanation telling what the composer intends. According to his greater or lesser skill, the musician will play what he imagines the composer had in mind.

Luis’ first book presents the berimbau in the traditional capoeira toques (rhythms) and explores other musical uses it might have. He codifies the berimbau’s range in his book by using the normal and universal music writing code, without using or creating any new symbols (something done in other books on the berimbau). Luis wants any musician from any country to be able to play capoeira’s traditional rhythms as well as other berimbau forms.

Luis wrote a piece, “Divertimento for Berimbau and Guitar,” where the berimbau is used in a unique way; this includes a special technique of playing it with two baquetas (the wooden sticks that hit the steel wire of the berimbau).

Luis explains to us,


As far as the berimbau is concerned, I would point out that few capoeira mestres have the knowledge or the intuitive sensitivity to understand and teach the essence and the main elements that are characteristic of its use in capoeira. Vanity makes some say that they invented this or that toque when in fact it is only a variation of something that already existed. Others don’t know which toques belong to Capoeira Angola and which were invented by Bimba for his Capoeira Regional. Many players mix up the toques and do improvisations of one toque when another is being played. And almost no players know the specific role of the berimbaus gunga, médio and violinha on each of the different toques. All of this makes the subject very confusing for the musician who doesn’t know the capoeira context in depth.

Because I was not myself a musician of capoeira music, in the beginning I did not perceive these nuances. Only with time and close association with players who really understood the subject did I perceive the general panorama. From there I was able to structure my work.

Each toque has its “theme” (what makes it unique) and its virada básica (the basic improvisation that, together with the theme, gives the specific swing of that toque). Also basic to knowing a toque is knowing its other viradas (improvisations) that are used by many capoeira players. Some viradas have become classic.

These viradas can be played at any moment and in any order. This might create some problems when you hear the same toque on two different occasions and think you have heard two different toques.

It is a bit like jazz, where each time something different comes out although you are playing the same original theme.

When the berimbau is used in capoeira’s traditional manner, the elements that count are the two notes played on the steel string. When you press the wire with a vintém (coin or stone) you get a higher note; when you let the wire loose you have a lower note. When you touch the string lightly with the vintém and pluck it, you create a sort of ornament between two notes, the repique. The caxixi is a small straw rattle held by the same hand that holds the wooden stick that hits the string. Use of the caxixi and repique is basic. Although the early players did not have any theoretical music knowledge, they created an embellishment with their intuition and creativity.

When writing the score we must have in mind that, on the repique, the calabash is held against the player’s abdomen, and when we play its two notes, the berimbau is held at a varying distance from the body. Being closer or further away creates a musical change.

The berimbau is a very interesting instrument because it can mix “indeterminate sound” with a “determinate sound.” In the capoeira context it is used as an “indeterminate sound” instrument. But we can tune its lower note to a scale (do, re, mi, or A, B, C, etc.), and this “determinate sound” mixed with the repique and the sound of the caxixi (rattle), which are also indeterminate, creates a richness of resources that leads to a strange cosmic sound at the same time it provides a strong rhythmic support.



“I have always been touched by the sound of Brazilian percussion instruments,” confessed Luis. “Among them I have a special taste for the berimbau. That is why it is the very first in the collection [of his books] that is ‘coming out.’ ”


Negaças, Guards, Blows,
and Straight Razors
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Before we go any further, I must stress that I present the ideas and texts of famous mestres and scholars in order to give the reader a general panorama of capoeira within the limits of a book such as this. These different approaches and ideas, including my own, must be understood as part of a whole and are not necessarily shared by all.

I now turn to Jair Moura for a discussion of basic capoeira moves.



Jair Moura, one of the best-known of Bimba’s pupils in the 1960s, has written several books and also made films about capoeira. He tells us:


My ideas have a lot to do with those of Adolfo Morales de los Rios Filho. There is no doubt about capoeira’s superiority over famous sports from other countries. Episodes in Bahia and the United States prove capoeira’s strength and its deadly power. In the magazine 4 Rodas (“Quando venho de Luanda, não venho só,” December 1973), we read that during the Second World War, American soldiers who engaged in street fights with capoeira players in Salvador were wounded and some even killed by the devastating impact of the mandinga and são bento (a berimbau rhythm) of the skilled creoles.

During the Second World War, Agenor Lopes de Oliveira wrote in his memoirs about an event in New York involving eight armed policemen and a Brazilian sailor from the battleship São Paulo. The conflict took place on the docks, with the sailor using capoeira’s extraordinary offensive and defensive means to free himself from his assailants, who were defeated one by one. The unhurt sailor freely fled to his ship, and the event was widely reported by the local media.
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“Hearing the Canto-de-entrada (opening song) or Ladainha (litany) at the Pé do Berimbau (foot of the berimbau) Just Before the Game Begins.” Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

Jair Moura tells us that:


The basic moves of the capoeira fight are the negaça (from the word negar, to deny, i.e., to deny one’s body to the blow of an attacker; to evade), the engano (delusion, fraud, fake), and the floreio (from the verb florear, to put flowers somewhere or on something, to embellish). Constituting what is called jogo de corpo (body play), these actions are meant to confuse the opponent, to trick him with body twitches, movements of the hands, feet, head, or all of those at the same time. The idea is to hit the opponent unexpectedly or, as we say, de corpo aberto (hitting the opponent when he has his “body open”) with a specific attack movement. Only through the use of these strategies would blows have any effect upon skilled opponents.

The negaça is the essence of the fight. Whoever does the negaça with nimbleness, dexterity, and skill always gives his blows to the parts of the opponent’s body that he has in mind, in the proper way and at the right moment. He also effortlessly avoids his opponent’s blows.

When the negaça is used together with the simple dodging movements as a means of defense, it is called negaça de amarração (amarração means “to tie one up”) or simply amarrá (to tie). This consists of not allowing any space for the opponent’s hands, feet, arms, legs, elbows, knees, or head to give a blow freely or to finish a blow he had begun.

The tricking or negaceio typical to this fight, and the flexibility that its continuous practice gives to the bodies of those who perform it, confer on the players a specific form of walking: the andar gingado (walking with a swing).



Jair Moura advises:


With the goal of protecting oneself, to guard one’s body against the enemy’s attacks, one should know different defensive postures or positions called guardas. One should also watch the opponent closely, studying him and knowing that anything might happen.

These postures are used during the fight whether the player is attacking, defending, or doing negaça. His attitude and way of moving can be flexible and fluid, but his posture should always be correct so that advancing, retreating, or dodging might be done with proper balance and security.

The guardas (guards, defensive postures) are called alta, média, and baixa (high, medium, and low).

During the dynamics of the fight, one applies the blow best suited to the position of the opponent, aiming the blow for the part of his body that is unprotected at the moment. The blow is fast, brusque, violent, well aimed, certain, and (above all) well timed. If one is not in a proper position to deliver a blow, one should not strive to do it, even if the opponent seems to be vulnerable. One might fail in the attack and then be exposed to a counterattack without the means to turn it around or dodge it.

Dexterity, courage, and golpe de vista (“strike vision,” to visualize and understand instantly a whole situation) are cultivated in capoeira. The game can be played with or without weapons. Traditionally, sometimes both opponents were armed; sometimes one had a weapon and the other did not. With or without weapons, the fight does not change its characteristics or movements. The most common weapons were the navalha (barber’s straight razor), called boca-de-siri (crab’s mouth); various knives; cacubu (a particular type of old knife without a handle); bicuda (literally, “big beak,” a thin, pointed dagger); facão (machete); but really any sharp or pointed instrument. Few capoeira players used guns and almost all preferred the barber’s straight razor, a treacherous weapon that can be easily concealed and adapts itself very well to capoeira’s fighting system.



Carybé, the deceased artist of the illustrations (1955) in this Part, explains in his book, As Sete Portas da Bahia (Bahia’s Seven Doors), that the jogo de dentro (“inside game,” or game with opponents very close to one another) was played with knives in the Capoeira Angola rodas that he knew when the berimbau vibrated with the toque of banguela.


Malícia
 [image: ]

If the key to playing the game is the negaça, then the key to development in capoeira is what is called malícia.

If we look in the Portuguese dictionary we will see that malícia means “malice, slyness.” But the malícia that capoeira players talk about has a broader and yet also more specific meaning. Although slyness and malice can be considered part of malícia, they are more a possible side-effect than its essence.

Malícia does not depend on strength, agility, courage, or technical skill. To understand what it means we will have to go back some sixty or seventy years, to the golden age of traditional capoeira.

In those times the main thing was malícia. Blows and swipes and tripping also existed, but they were not as important. With a blow or a swipe, you could dramatically end a game in an academy roda. In the street rodas as well, with tough guys, rogues, and bandits, you could use strength and skill to “win” a game or a fight. But the next month you might find your opponent waiting for you in some dark alley … one treasonous straight-razor swipe to your neck, and you would be dead without knowing what hit you.

That is why the traditional capoeira player, directly and pragmatically linked to the realities of life and not to the make-believe world of an academy, knew that what was essential was not some kicking technique or other but a certain intelligence that would help him sail through many different situations.
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“Reverência no pé do berimbau” (Saluting the Berimbau at the “Foot” of the Berimbau, in other words, in front of the berimbau players just before the game begins). Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

A Unique and Specific Way of Looking at Things

The philosophy, the fundamentos (foundations, roots, way of being), the way capoeira looks at life, at people, and at the world is cynical and objective, crude and ironic, good-humored, vital, poetic, and intuitive.

A paradox?

No. In the capoeira game, opposing elements meet and mix: a dance and a fight, a playful game and a school of wisdom.

These fundamentos, this specific and characteristic way of looking at things, this way of understanding the universe which is applied in a natural and spontaneous style by the players when they are inside the roda is used as well in daily life by experienced players. It is called malícia by those who love the game.

Although this knowledge, this wisdom, this malícia, flows and manifests itself spontaneously and without effort when capoeiristas play the game, the learning of this malícia is done in a proper and special way.

One learns malícia in the game with different players, inside the roda commanded by the sound of the berimbau, over the years.

Malícia is not something we can rationalize.

Malícia is not something that we can understand using our mind and our intelligence, although malícia is, in itself, a form of understanding.

Malícia is a living process, experiencing things, absorbing and digesting, and finally, embodying and incarnating it.

Although malícia is the basic element from which all the other elements materialize—the game, the roda, the ginga, the blows, the dodges, the acrobatic movements, the floreio, the ritual, the berimbau, the singing, etc.—and although all of these elements of capoeira refer directly to malícia, no player practices capoeira with his basic goal being to obtain this form of knowledge. We play capoeira because we love it, we get high off it, we are fascinated, we feel passion for it, and we are hooked on and addicted to its game.

Malícia, which is the central and basic point of the practice of capoeira, comes for free and as a side-effect.

Capoeira is a “school for life.” It is a microcosmos, an imitation of the jungle that we call “life,” a “magic theatre” where the interaction between different energies (that happen and then happen again in different contexts with the same basic pattern) is staged and reproduced. That is why things like the floreio (embellishment), the chamadas para o passo-a-dois and the volta ao mundo (small, ritualized performances that we will explain later), and many other diverse elements continue to exist. These ritualized and playful actions during the game inside the roda provide opportunities resembling situations that happen between people in day-to-day life. While playing capoeira, one learns how to deal with these situations according to the game’s fundamentos (foundations, roots, or way of being) and its characteristic way of understanding and interacting with life.

And the basic key for this way of interacting is malícia.
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“Rabo-de-arraia tradicional da capoeira angola” (“rabo-de-arraia” is a generic name used for different blows, but this one, done with the heel aimed at the head, is the most traditional version). Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

The Apprenticeship of the Game

We said that malícia cannot be understood or absorbed rationally. But this does not keep us from describing the ways that lead to it and the ways that instead can lead to dead-end streets and which ought to be avoided by the apprentice until he becomes a capoeirista (capoeira player). And maybe, with maturity and the beginning of old age, he might become a true mestre (in the traditional sense of the word and not in today’s current sense in which a mestre is simply someone who has reached the highest graduation of his academy, regardless of his young age or his ignorance).

When a beginner at his first roda hears the berimbau and sees two guys playing capoeira, he becomes dazzled and fascinated. He feels something in his heart, and intuitively he understands what the capoeira game is all about.

If he were firmly to continue believing in this first intuitive sensation, everything would be okay. But very soon, in everyday practical life, this revelation will be overshadowed. The beginner looks for an academy and gets in contact with other students, with more developed players; he puts himself under the guidance of a teacher or mestre.

From within the humbleness and defenselessness of those who know nothing, he forgets that first vision. And in the inter-relationships with colleagues and teachers appear all the positive and negative aspects of human beings and the society in which we live.

The beginner suffers. He feels impotent and powerless. He does not understand why something as marvelous as capoeira, when it is taught, contains the same pettiness and miserliness that trouble the rest of humanity. He cannot accept that.
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Our society, in Brazil and in the rest of the world, though having many progressive, positive features, characterizes itself equally by energies and riches being poorly distributed. Society identifies itself with social injustice and ignorance, with misery, mass culture, pollution, war, violence, pettiness, mediocrity, marketing and consumerism, militarization and authoritarianism, and false and stereotyped values.
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“Chapa-de-frente (front kick with the sole of the foot) and Esquiva (dodge),” typical movements of Capoeira Angola. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

These characteristics and these “civilized” belief systems infiltrate and permeate, to a greater or lesser extent, all features of our society, including capoeira.

In fact, it could not be any other way.

Even if we could isolate a certain thing from the rest of its social context, with capoeira this would make no sense. By its own nature capoeira is a mirror of life, a mini-theatre where people stage and dramatize archetypes of situations, relationships, and energy exchanges.

And because of that, the capoeira game embodies everything that is characteristic to human beings, both the bright and the shadow sides.
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Theoretically the clash between the innocent and the corrupted faces of human beings, which are crudely dramatized in capoeira’s universe too, should be softened by the charismatic presence of the mestre. But in reality the authoritarianism of most teachers and mestres approaches the ridiculous, as they channel and project their insecurities and unsolved personal problems onto their students. As we know, this is not exclusive or especially peculiar to capoeira. It is part of life.

Despite all of this, and under the wise influence of the berimbau, the majority of beginners survive, bumping through the initial phase of their learning with more emotional and psychological bruises than physical ones.

The Apprenticeship of Malícia


Menino quem te fez?

Boy, who formed you?

Quem te deu tanta guarida,

Who gave you so much shelter,

Quem te mostrou a beleza

Who taught you the beauty

De dançar dentro da briga?

Of dancing within the fight?

—“Aú” by Ronaldo Santos



At the same time that the body learns and the mind develops strategies to be applied during the game, the beginner also absorbs the malícia—whether he wants to or not, whether he knows it or not.

Maybe one of the most important steps in this process (as well as a symptom that the process of absorbing malícia is underway) is a certain threshold at which the player starts to perceive that all the incoherence that made him suffer as a beginner is in fact part of a greater whole. The player begins to accept this in the roda when playing with his colleagues, in his relationship with his teacher, and in his daily life “outside” capoeira. He begins to feel (and I mean “to feel” and not “to think rationally”) all of that as a part of the reality of life (which he did not see, or did not want to see or accept before).
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A tesoura de costas (backward scissors) being avoided by a Pulo-do-macaco (monkey jump) or maybe some other acrobatic movement. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

Life is a struggle?

Life is a battle?

The player sees that capoeira is teaching him to dance within and during this fight.

And the grooving of this “dancing while fighting” has a lot to do with malícia.

We should stress that this practical philosophy does not aim at putting human beings “above” the battle for life (as many other practices all over the world intend). Its basic theme is: within this “valley of tears,” inside this cruel jungle that is our world, the capoeira player has an inner psychological structure and a vision of life, as well as the practical means for his economic survival (teaching capoeira, doing shows, etc.), that will permit him to take and enjoy the best that life has to offer.

The game in the roda also supplies the defensive means (physical, mental, and spiritual, although capoeira has nothing to do with religion) to face difficult situations.

I have said that capoeira embodies everything, dark or light, characteristic to mankind, and casts its specific understanding over this general panorama, malícia.

I should also point out, in order to better understand this subject, that this malícia does not take ethics into account. Or, to put it more properly (as we will see further on with Muniz Sodré), malícia does not give any value to morality.

Western culture associates the highest and most noble values of thought and human acts with progressive “knowledge.” This is not so with capoeira and its malícia. Perhaps for that reason malícia is often associated with the povo da rua—“people of the street,” the spiritual entities from candomblé and umbanda (Afro-Brazilian religions) that are the spirits of whores, rogues, and bandits who died in the past. And maybe that is why capoeira has often been associated with the Pombagiras and with Exú (cosmic energies from candomblé), neither of which take into special account what we call “good” and “evil.”
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Malícia comes to all capoeira players to a greater or lesser degree.

Inside the roda, hearing the berimbau with its “primitive” rhythms, the apprentice interacts with players of different psychological structures and different social classes, many of whom have a much more developed technique than he does.

During this body dialogue, without fixed rules or clearly fixed borders, where both violence and beauty may appear—often a mixture of the two—the apprentice faces the most savage and brutal aspects of his comrades and himself: human beings are power-obsessed predatory animals whose greatest work of art is the cruel and inhuman society in which we live.

But, despite this dark picture, capoeira with its berimbau rhythms, ginga, and the floreio shows him how to dance within the fight.

With time and a dynamic learning process, with different games with friends and strangers in different rodas, the apprentice suffers mental and physical (and maybe also spiritual) changes in his way of being.

The way he “sees” and understands people changes.

His relationship with society and the world changes.

And incredible as it may seem, this is a two-way street.

What I mean is that it is not only the inexperienced apprentice who changes. Society and life itself change the opportunities that are presented to him/her. New doors, new options, and new roads gradually offer themselves up.

Please try to understand the experience I am trying to write about, the experience that all of us players go through. As capoeira changes the head/body of those who practice it, obviously other people and the world react to her/him in a different way. What I am trying to stress is that these new “responses,” these new chances and opportunities that life offers, are much bigger, more unexpected, more sensational than what would be “normal” only from changes in the apprentice.
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The seemingly harmless acrobatic floreio can become a dangerous blow at any moment. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

I believe an explanation for this would be to imagine capoeira as a current of energy through time, with each player of the past and present as one of its links. When the apprentice is immersed in this energetic “river,” he acquires a strength and magnetism that attracts people and situations that normally would be beyond his reach—far beyond his reach if we take into account only the effective changes she/he has gone through as an individual person.

We could even imagine capoeira as a cosmic entity similar to Candomblé’s that protects and opens the way up for those who put themselves under its shadow, or perhaps we should say under its light!

Candomblé, like the ancient Scandinavian, Greek, and Roman religions, has a pantheon of “gods” and “goddesses,” each with its peculiar personality. The extraordinary stories of these entities intermingle. Exú and Pombagira are the male and female representations of an extremely powerful and chaotic form of energy that exists in the universe as well as on our planet. This energy is absolutely necessary for the existence of life itself and for communication in general. If treated properly under certain specific rules (parallel to the specific rules for treating electric or atomic energy), this energy can help and do “good” to humans. If not treated properly it can become extremely dangerous.

In this context there is nothing of the Christian ideas of “good” or “evil” and the “devil.” Nothing like moral rules (that change according to time and place). No ideas such as “guilt” and “sin.” We should stress again that we are talking about cosmic energies that exist forever, not (changing and brief) human morals or social or religious rules and laws.

We might say that although capoeira was almost exclusively created and developed by men, many players think that its malícia belongs to the Feminine side of things. Capoeira, in the imagination of many of its players, is a feminine cosmic energy, something similar to the Pombagira of candomblé and umbanda. The outward movements are Masculine, but the inside strategies are Feminine.
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“Mutual Observation and Study.” Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.
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We must point out a specific danger. A dead-end street.

Malícia, which is non-rational, lived, experiential knowledge, can become a very heavy load. And this has happened to many players.

The inexperienced apprentice, when impregnated by this kind of “vision” of human beings, can become a cynical, dry, and egotistical person.

In the end he will transform himself into a lonely being always unsatisfied with the world and with him/herself. Someone incapable of relating to other people in a positive way. Someone who has become incapable of enjoying life.

To counterbalance the weight of this malícia and to make it possible for the player to groove while “dancing within the fight,” we need something else. In order for it to be possible to be a person who has malícia and also a genuine joy for life and who might, with time, become a real mestre, it is necessary to have a strong dose of a certain “seasoning.”

At first this “seasoning” might seem rather simple, but in fact it has become scarce and difficult to find. For lack of a better term we will call it “good humor.”

The Making of a Mestre


Menino, quem te fez?

Boy, who formed you?

Quem te deu tanta guarida?

Who gave you so much shelter?

Quem te batizou as pernas,

Who baptized your legs,

Quem te curou de doença?

Who healed you from sickness?

—“Aú” by Ronaldo Santos



The problem is that malícia comes to all players as a side-effect of the practice of the game. But “good humor” has to be cultivated and nourished by the apprentice himself.

To start, “good humor” has nothing to do with the stupid and idiotic laugh we see on TV and in film. It is a feeling that has to do with a lust and joy of life, a feeling for being alive.

It is not always easy to cultivate and nourish “good humor” inside the capoeira roda. And difficulties become greater when the teacher or (pseudo) mestre has not developed his own “good humor” and joy of living, although he may have plenty of malícia.

Inside the roda the social façades and civilized varnish fall to the ground. Educated people become violent and aggressive when facing a weaker opponent. Friends risk the physical integrity of their buddies in the heat of wanting to win. Suddenly and completely out of the context suggested by the berimbau’s toque (rhythm), intellectuals known for their liberal or democratic ideas and talk try to affirm themselves in the most primary, immature way.

The game is not only an exchange of blows, counterattacks, and dodges. In the heat of the roda we witness surprising reactions and emotions: violence, aggressiveness and fear, brutality, ignorance and stupidity, desire to dominate and to subdue others at any cost, and the inability to have a relaxed and positive dialogue.

And it is inside this same roda that both the apprentice and the player have to cultivate and nourish their “good humor” by themselves, in different situations that repeat themselves again and again.

When a “rough game” occurs, played to the berimbau’s toque appropriate for fast and objective interaction, the participant will surely become excited, but he must not be overcome by rage or excessive aggressiveness.

If to another berimbau toque that calls for a friendlier sort of playing, someone does a falsidade (treason), “good humor” should permit that we deal with that situation lightly and with a kind of positive “irony.” The fact, however, will be stored in your memory; it is important data about the other player and may be used in the future, in the roda or in day-to-day life. If an opportunity comes up, you might get even, but this should be done without eagerness or hatred, and in the playful spirit that “everything is part of the game.”

If after a game the player realizes he failed, whether because of eagerness, fear, stupidity, or crudity, this should not bring him down. He/she must simply bear in mind what went wrong, store it for future betterment, and quickly re-insert her/himself in the euphoric feeling of the roda.

If by chance you hurt somebody or get hurt by somebody, this must not bring you guilt or remorse. Capoeira, similar to life, has its danger. In order to die you simply need to be alive.
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It is true that the berimbau, the singing, the hand clapping, the pandeiro (tambourine), and the atabaque (drum) create an energetic and swinging atmosphere that makes it easier to nourish the “good humor.”

It is certain that the ginga (“swing,” the basic movement that capoeira players are always doing) and the dynamics of the game should induce in the young player a very relaxed feeling.

But it is also true that certain human feelings, whether frightening or ridiculous (like pseudo-manly attitudes of the macho mentality), will also be present and in opposition to the “good humor.” The dark side will be completely antagonistic to a light and healthy irony that would make it easier to digest humanity’s nude and crude reality, as it presents itself in the capoeira game.

Many players lose their way at this crossroad. They develop malícia but do not develop good humor.

It is also important to note that there are those players for whom the choice of authoritarianism and the use of force, technique, slyness, and a greater knowledge of malícia—all employed in order to exert a dictatorial sort of control—do not come from the player having lost his way, but rather from him fulfilling a vital and imperious inner need.
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Avoiding a martelo do chão (hammer from the ground) by coming into the space of the opponent, bumping him out of balance. Or maybe a tesoura de costas (backward scissors) was dodged and avoided. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.
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With malícia, the player unmasks and “sees” this or that person’s real personality. He perceives who hides behind a certain façade that may present itself as charming, civilized, well-spoken, and intelligent. This happens because of the living experience that one acquires inside the roda, from the immediate need to understand in one quick intuitive flash the psychological structure of a total stranger who is going to play with us.
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Meia-lua-de-compasso (compass-type half moon) and esquiva (dodge) done in the same movement that a counterattack of another meia-lua-de-compasso is being prepared. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

This gives the player an enormous advantage in his contacts, in his emotional or professional relationships, because he will have the key to another’s personality, motivations, fantasies, and strong and weak points. And as if that were not enough, the player can also easily hide his own objectives and personality. The player can esconder seu jogo (hide or disguise his game).

The way the player is going to use this knowledge, to protect and defend himself or to dominate and even hurt others, is not something malícia or capoeira worries about. Ethics, morals, the option between values that are considered “positive” or “negative,” and the consequences that this choice brings are the privilege and individual responsibility of each player.

The experienced player accepts that too. And more than that, he learns how to deal with this, that, and another type of personality.

All of it is part of the roda.

Commentaries by Muniz Sodré


Muniz Sodré, university teacher and a known and respected scholar, is the author of many books about the media as well as Afro-Brazilian culture, a context in which he was born and raised. He is also ogan in one of Bahia’s most important candomblé houses, as well as a capoeira player graduated by Mestre Bimba in the 1960s. Muniz commented on my interpretation of the concept of malícia.

I don’t agree when you say that malícia doesn’t take ethics into account. Because ethics is the code of rules that organizes our “house,” organizes the way we live in this world. It is the same thing as “culture” in its modern meaning.

Maybe it would be more correct to say that capoeira doesn’t care about morals.

In fact, malícia is extremely ethical in the sense that it tends towards the basic rule for that group, the capoeira players, which is to move within the fissures of the established society’s façade. Ethics is the rule of a certain group, and morality is the rule of the individual (the ego). And capoeira is exactly the thing that fools the ego. You think the guy is going to kick you in the head, but he sweeps your feet from under you; you think he is going to face you, but he suddenly runs away.

Bimba used to say that if things get too tough you should run away. “Only boulders face the tempest.” I love this saying because it makes fun of this idea of being invincible. Everything has a limit. But Bimba would also say, “If the guy runs after you, then he is being abusive. Stop unexpectedly and stick the ferro [iron knife] into his belly.”

You also say that malícia belongs to the Feminine aspect of things. I like that. While Masculine is the gender of the defined, the understandable, rational—the gender of power—the Feminine is, on the other hand, the reverse of all this. It is the void. Its power is also of the sort that you don’t know exactly what it is. Its power is “not to be clear” about power itself. It’s the power of the void. Because malícia is exactly that: to go around what is clear and established. And in that sense it is Feminine.

I think what is called mandinga [magic, sorcery, enchantment, casting spells] is the same thing as malícia. The difference is that mandinga kept its African connotation. You probably know mandinga or mandingo was in fact an ethnic group [whose members were supposed to be dangerous sorcerers]. So we are talking about something of an African context. It is not enough that you defeat the other with your muscles, you must involve him. You must build a net of signs and signals in such a way that it will seduce the other. For example, the firula [similar to floreio, embellishment] and the jogo de braços [“arm and hand game,” movements you do with your arms and hands that apparently have no objective goal] are very similar to Eastern concepts.

Have you ever heard of kamaê?

This is something different from an attacking or defensive movement. It is only an outward form of movement. Kung Fu has a lot of kamaê. In the beginning, in the ancient martial arts, each of these movements was not only kamaê but a means of controlling ki [universal energy]. And if someone did a series of these movements near your face, you would not feel anything at the moment, but later you would vomit your guts out. Later on, the movements became only kamaê, an external aspect or form that nonetheless is important because it integrates the person in that system. It is the part of the spell that says: “I belong to this system.”
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Passo-a-dois (a ritualized passage that we will see later, inside the ritual of the roda) in Capoeira Angola. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

I think malícia is not only to feign, to pretend that you are going to deliver a certain blow and do something else, but a system of signs and signals. It is as if you were casting a spell or a charm in order to build a specific reality, a seductive reality, during the game and also outside the roda in day-to-day life and in any type of struggle or combat.

Malícia is also a feeling that you have an “obligation.” It is your “obligation” to the group (the capoeira community). It is a strategy, a seductive attack, and it is also a relationship with sorcery and magic. Mandinga and malícia are the same thing; they are the same concept.



Muniz continues by saying:


And about the “good humor” thing … well, most of the players I knew were not especially good-humored. Ironic … yes. The understanding of limits which in a certain sense is the same thing as laughter. There is a phrase from the book The Alexandria Quartet that says “… until I was eighteen I thought I was a genius until one day I discovered laughter.”

To discover laughter is to discover the limit. I see laughter as the emptying of these personalities that pretend to be extremely solid. I understand what you want to say with “good humor,” but I think “good humor” has a compromise with a certain posture in relation to laughter. And that is why I don’t agree with you on this point.

I will now insert a quotation from one of Muniz Sodré’s texts. Maybe it will make clearer the concept I tried to define, in a practical and objective way, as “good humor”:

In Bahia, slave descendants and the leaders of the terreiros [candomblé houses, Afro-Brazilian religious communities] continue to say that o branco faz letra, o negro faz treta [whites make letters, blacks do tricks]. Treta, in this context, means stratagems, cunning, ability in the fight.

It means, for the Brazilian black man, to act in the fissures of social relationships in a specific [ritualistic] way. This way is not exactly contrary to the technique of writing per se but to the human order that has been represented by writing until now. Treta is nonverbal language, a way of speaking, jeito [manner, skill], that in Brazilian society is a means of eluding the rigidity of rules and laws.

Treta is part of the order of appearances. It is a game played by those who are weaker.

But it is not an unhappy game with tendencies towards depressive or passive moods—nothing similar to the post-modern passivity that consists in “assuming things.” It is something that comes out of activity and joy, from playing with singularities, with the moment [here and now].



Another quote from Muniz Sodré might also be interesting:


Without being and without wanting to be philosophy, the black element [in Brazil] recognizes reality in the form of joy. Ritual embodies tension but also implies intense satisfaction and joy. Happiness is not characterized by the explosion of laughter but the total acceptance of the Cosmos reality. It’s a feeling of pleasure facing the here and now, facing life in its singularity.



Julio Cesar Tavares, scholar and university instructor who also is a capoeira player, tells us that “through a strategically restituted playfulness, the basic and elementary unities of the cosmos-vision that enable an acting/being in the world was recovered by Brazilian society through the black population.”

Sodré concludes with the following opinion:


Capoeira doesn’t have to have the rigid ethics of the samurai [Japanese warriors] who are linked to a strongly hierarchic society. In Brazil the hierarchical inversions are in everyday life.

Malandragem [street smarts, slyness] and the malandro [the street-smart guy] are both very important in understanding the Brazilian context.
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Playing the game at the fast toque (rhythm) called são bento grande. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

At the social level, these represent ways of moving and sailing in society’s fissures, something with a long-standing tradition in Europe as well. We have the picaro in Italy, the malandrin in France, both of whom cultivate a specifically ambiguous position towards work because they are conscious of exploitation.

Malícia embraces an understanding of this.

Observe, for example, soccer. Go up the hills into a ghetto [the favelas are mostly in the mountains of Rio de Janeiro]. You can verify that the best player of the team is the same kid who brings money from the streets to his family. Down here [in established society] he’s one of the smartest.

There is a way in life to avoid difficulties that is similar to the drible in soccer (i.e., “to dribble,” to fool and go around an opponent). One homology conprises malícia, malandragem, and the drible.



Commentaries by Julio Cesar Tavares


Together with my vision of malícia and Muniz Sodré’s commentaries, I would like to present some ideas of Julio Cesar de Souza Tavares, a sociologist who played and understands capoeira.

“We’ll need a lot of courage if we, as scholars, want to develop any form of a revealing analysis on the possibilities of our own cultural development (without being chained to European, North American, etc., ideas and structures which are improper for Brazil). We must run the risk of venturing into the non-spoken area of Brazil’s collective unconscious.”



This is an interesting point for the non-Brazilian reader.

Tavares is addressing Brazilian scholars who think according to First World (European, North American, etc.) patterns. These are as foreign to Brazilian popular culture as is any tourist.

Other cultures are radically different from the way we think and from the values we are used to accepting. It takes a lot of mental work and psychological effort to “venture” into an unknown culture that certainly will raise one’s own doubts about the original beliefs that held the person’s life together. Somebody who contacts an “exotic” culture tends to adapt and “translate” it to his own in order to avoid the risk of shattering his own beliefs. The essence of something new is lost. We have only a shallow, distorted, “politically clean and correct” copy of it.

The non-Brazilian capoeirista (similar to the Brazilian scholar) who really wants to understand capoeira must take the chance of putting aside his beliefs. “We must run the risk of venturing into the non-spoken area of Brazil’s collective unconscious,” as Tavares says. If we cannot manage to do that, we will never get to the essence and roots of the game. He continues:


In this new phase it is fundamental to begin our changes with the “concrete daily life” that until now has not been studied by Social Sciences. Education and Culture will be dimensions of top priority in the transformation that we must achieve in order to recreate the autonomy of our own ways of thinking.

In doing this, we might crush the cancer cells of the logical-cognitive colonialism, the cancer cells of cultural dependence that make us mere consumers of worn-out concepts that come from the big metropolis, be they from the material or symbolic culture.

We should give a chance to communicative acts (such as capoeira) performed by social agents (Africans, Indians, those without money and power) who have been forced into silence during their unending domination.



This last paragraph is aimed directly at Brazilian scholars—most specifically to those social scientists who do not study “concrete daily life” and are hooked on theoretical structures developed in Europe and America that are unfit for Brazil. Tavares thinks capoeira and other “communicative acts” of the excluded part of the population should be studied by Brazilian scholars —and more than that, should be influential according to the ways of thinking and being that they represent.

Tavares continues, citing examples of scholars who decried or refused to tolerate the state’s lack of support. For example, Menotti del Picchia, in the newspaper A Gazeta de São Paulo, in 1956, declared:


It is a crime to let Brazil lose its character, its basic function. To become a zero, inferior and retarded in relation to structures which are already winners in the Old World and the USA. In the fight known as capoeira, whose origins seem to be clearly Brazilian as well as African, and which was born amongst the slaves in Bahia, we find an extremely intelligent and efficient individual form of physical defense.



Coelho Neto, writer and skilled capoeira player, quite a while ago (in 1928, during a period in which practicing capoeira was illegal in Brazil) showed the same surprise towards the state’s lack of attention to our Brazilian traditions and memory:
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Chapa de frente (front sole of the foot) and relógio (clock) in a Capoeira Angola game. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.


In 1910, Germano Hassloch, Luis Murat, and I thought about sending a project to the Chamber of Deputies proposing the obligatory teaching of capoeira in the military and federal schools. We gave up the idea because many thought that this would be ridiculous just for the mere fact that this game … was Brazilian. If capoeira had a foreign name we would have it being exhibited in all sport clubs, taught by masters of international fame. But maybe these teachers would not have had even the same value as the unknown capoeira nobodies of the past who might send a Firpo or a Dempsey to meet their grandmothers in dreams with a few less teeth.



To put it another way: this reevaluation of capoeira and other Brazilian phenomena in relation to what comes from abroad would create a field of counter-powers and counter-knowledge constituting a new circuit of knowing, a new network of questions that might take us beyond the limits of the tired context that we are in. This would be the beginning of a march leading us to being conscious Brazilian human bodies.
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Through Julio Cesar’s text, the non-Brazilian capoeira student may understand the prejudice against popular culture in Brazil on the part of not only the State but those who have money and those who have attained education (in schools, universities, etc., which are based on First World ideas and “truths”). How difficult it has been to elevate capoeira to where it is now, accepted by established society!

The non-Brazilian player might also understand why many capoeira mestres try to change capoeira into something “modern,” more “rational” or sports-like. They have been seriously influenced by the System’s “brain-washing” process.

Conclusion: Towards a Better World

This section has presented some of the roots of the dance-fight-game. We have talked about the benefits capoeira can extend to those who practice it.

In Capoeira, galo já cantou (the third book of this trilogy), I talk about the “role of capoeira in the space age.” I discuss in planetary and global terms the contribution that this Brazilian dance-fight-game could have for current society, as we enter the twenty-first century.

Below I provide some highlights of this text yet to come in English.
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Some 2,000,000 years ago the naked monkey appeared in planet Earth’s history.

That monkey appeared to have nothing special. Probably its kind would soon disappear, victimized by the skills and ferocity of other animals such as the terrible saber-toothed tiger.

But that did not happen. The naked monkey had something more developed than other animals: brains. Brains that made it possible to “control” fire, build weapons and tools, create a language, and work together with others of his kind. This naked monkey was none other than our great-great-great-grandfather, the Stone Age hunter.

During the thousands and thousands of years that humans lived in caves, they got used to the idea that survival depended on their weapons used for killing and butchering game and wielded against stronger animals and enemy tribes.

The caveman proved to be a ferocious predator, so ferocious that he annihilated other species and in our day is decimating the planet’s vegetation, polluting its rivers and oceans, and poisoning its atmosphere—actions that menace his own survival.

Times have changed.

For thousands of years, survival was linked to our ability to kill and destroy. Today and in the future, survival will depend on our capacity to live in peace with other men and with nature. Modern man needs to reprogram his mind. He needs to channel in another direction the energy used in war and in the killing of other men and animals.

We think capoeira can make a contribution to this process.
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“Jogo de chão (game on the ground).” Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

Here we encounter an old question, the source of many discussions:

Could it be that mankind is, by instinct or nature, a ferocious and insane predator beast?

Or might it be that the first 10,000 years of the cruel and inhuman “civilization” was only something that got out of hand but can be mended? A youthful excess by a species that is still young but can yet mature in harmony with life and nature in the future?

There are those who believe in the fatalistic first hypothesis:


Might he embrace his victims at the boulevard or kill his prey in unknown forests, is he not eternally man? That is, the most perfect of the predatory animals?

—Charles Baudelaire

Whoever has stopped to examine the order of things reaches the conclusion that the essence of the world is that those who are more capable control through the use of force.

—Adolf Hitler



But, on the other hand, there are encouraging examples: there are modern urban orixás (gods), contemporary Oxalás (representing the highest deity of the Afro-Brazilian pantheon). These include Carlos Drummond de Andrade (poet), Vinicius de Moraes (poet and musician), and Mestre Pastinha the capoeirista. These are men who, by their form of being and living, create an atmosphere of peace, love, and understanding around them.

Let us suppose that, despite these difficult and tough times, a way out exists. The way, as I see it, is not through social revolution, or political or economic changes. These are extremely necessary but can only follow a deeper change in the way of being and thinking of each person. From the changing of individuals we might one day achieve a change in society.
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Capoeira can serve as a positive contribution in this process of change.

1. In order to survive, man channeled a great part of his energy during many thousands of years towards weapons and killing. In order to survive now, in our atomic and space age, man needs to channel this energy in another direction. This can be accomplished by playing capoeira: the player liberates his fighting instincts and his aggressiveness in a playful form without harming others, society, or nature.

2. “Primitive” man as well as modern man psychologically needs rituals. Few rituals have escaped being emptied of their essence. Capoeira is one of these survivors. It is a “primitive” ritual in a modern context.

3. The berimbau, pandeiro (tambourine), atabaque (drum), and chanting open a door to a large creative universe: music. It is thought that “primitive” rhythms induce thought forms and reinforce certain human tendencies in an extremely positive way.

4. Capoeira, being a fight and personal defense, reinforces one’s self-confidence. Its practice makes the body healthier, stronger, and more flexible.

5. We are at the beginning of a new era. To repeat this is a cliché that has (perhaps) become boring. But in this generation and the next, some things will be decided, and these decisions will affect the future of humanity as a whole. The need to grow, to acquire knowledge and wisdom, to go beyond our pettiness, is the tonic and challenge of our time.

This is one more point where capoeira might help. After all, it is a true school of wisdom, self-knowledge, and knowledge of the human species in general.

A school that, together with others, can help us get through these difficult times.


“You may say that I’m a dreamer, but I’m not the only one.…”

—John Lennon
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Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.


The Imaginary Realm of Capoeira
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The following chapters are part of the thesis entitled “Ritual Roda, Mandinga x Tele-real” that I presented in 1996 to the School of Communication of the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro. My mentor was Muniz Sodré, whom readers have already met in the pages of this book.



There is a fantastic country of dream and fantasy that capoeira players visit during their cosmic trips.

We shall call it, because it has no name, “Imaginary Realm of Capoeira.”

There we will meet Mestre Bimba (1900–1974) and Mestre Pastinha (1889–1981). They are men who, like us, lived this life of flesh-bones-blood-and-dreams, love and hatred, struggle, pleasure, projects, victories and defeats.

We will also find, promenading down the boulevard, Nascimento Grande, Manduca da Praia, and Besouro Mangangá, men who became myth and are sung about in capoeira rodas even today.

We will see entities that are not, and have never been, made of flesh and blood: the Valente (the brave, the fearless) and the Malandro (the sly, street-smart guy) who sometimes seem to be the same person and other times oppose each other.

Linked to them we could cite two orixás (gods from the Afro-Brazilian religion candomblé). The capoeira player of old times normally had his santo (patron saint, orixá) as Ogum (the Warrior) or Oxóssi (the Hunter).

Ogum is the invincible warrior; his pleasures are combats and battles. A traditional candomblé salutation says:


Ogum, who, having water in his house, bathes himself with blood.

The pleasures of Ogum are combats and battles.

Ogum eats dog and drinks the wine from the palm tree.

Ogum, the violent warrior.

The mad man with steel muscles.

The terrible Ebora that bites himself without pity.

Ogum, who eats worms without vomiting.

He kills the husband by the fire and the wife by the stove.

He kills both the thief and the owner of the stolen thing.

He kills both the owner of the stolen thing and those who criticize this action.



Another salutation, this one to Oxóssi, says:


Olofin Oduduá, king of Ifé, celebrated the feast of the yam harvest,

but he forgot to make an offering to the sorceresses.

Suddenly an enormous bird flew over the crowd

and settled atop the king’s castle.

This evil bird had been sent by the sorceresses.

Four Oxós, hunter guardians of the night,

were called one after the other.

Those called were Oxôtogum,

the archer of twenty arrows,

Oxotoji, the archer of forty arrows,

Oxotadotá, the archer of fifty arrows,

and Oxotakanxoxô, the archer of one single arrow.

None of the first three, who were all very self-assured and somewhat haughty,

managed to hit the bird.

But Oxotakanxoxô’s mother consulted the Babalaô

and sacrificed a chicken, on the road, for the sorceresses.

It was at this moment that her son shot his single arrow

and the bird fell to the ground wounded to death.

Everybody started to dance and to sing:

“Oxowusi! Oxo is popular! Oxowusi! Oxo is popular!”

And with time

Oxowusi became Oxóssi.



Although courage is praised and admired in the capoeira world (combats and fights, which are the pleasures of Ogum), it must submit itself to malandragem (street smartness, slyness, cunning). This malandragem is one of the basic tenets in the philosophy of capoeira and is similar to the cunning of the Hunter (Oxóssi).

For this reason, perhaps the greatest myth in capoeira—even greater than the players who really did exist in the past—would be the Malandro (the street-smart guy) and his specific form of knowledge and interaction with the world: malandragem.

In fact, we might say that malandragem is the twin brother of malícia (the essence of capoeira).

Malandragem and malícia brothers?

Maybe we should say “sisters.” Because they are closer to the feminine than to the masculine strategy. Closer to guerrilla warfare than the way of fighting of the traditional army. Closer to the way someone who is oppressed fights than do those who have power.
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The Malandro is not a Warrior like Ogum nor a Brave like Besouro, Manduca, and Nascimento Grande.

On the contrary. The Malandro “despises” violence and physical force which, in his way of seeing things, are characteristics of the stupid and ignorant. And that is a basic difference between malandragem and the macho way.

The Malandro works through his intelligence, seduction, charm, and a deep and intuitive knowledge of life and human psychology. His tools are words. His greatest skill is the ability to analyze people and situations with a speed and cunning that cannot be grasped by us “suckers,” “schmucks,” “normal” people who believe in moral laws and are chained by the conventions of the group or social class to which we belong.

In a certain way, psychoanalysts or shrinks could almost be considered malandros. In theory, they should also understand the subtle intricacies of the human soul. But they would have to be less bourgeois and have more esquina (“street corner,” experience gained in the streets, in the urban life without the protection of the supports inherent to the rich).
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Let’s suppose that the Malandro found out that Besouro (one of the “brave,” a capoeira myth who actually lived in Bahia at the beginning of the 1900s) received a “good reference letter” from a rich land owner and took it to another rich land owner to get a job. And in the letter, which Besouro never read because he was illiterate, was written: “This is the guy Besouro I told you about. I want him dead.” After spending the night with a whore, Besouro was encircled the next morning by many attackers, and although the bullets and knives could not wound him because of his corpo fechado (“closed body,” a magic spell against weapons), he was finally wounded and killed by a ticum dagger (a special and very hard type of wood) “made” by sorcerers.

If the Malandro knew all this maybe he would say:


Even in those times one should never trust rich land owners. A malandro should never seek work. And those who do not know how to read are bad off.



As we will see, the way of the Malandro has a lot to do with the malícia we use in (and out of) the roda.

But we must distinguish this Malandro (with a capital “M”) that inhabits the Imaginary Realm of Capoeira from the other malandros (street-smart guys) who live in our “material” world, pale and distorted reflections of that mythical Malandro. They lack the enormous wisdom of the chief Malandro and have to spend their time swindling suckers in order to survive.

But despite all this, there are a few malandros on our little planet who almost reach the status of the Imaginary Malandro. Maybe you have already seen him (or her): a certain musician or singer, that charming movie actress that is respected even in Hollywood, or that famous athlete who has all the good vibes. These are special people who besides being malandros, know the ways of men and of the world, have a great talent, and make a lot of money without needing to sting the “straights.”

Luckily nowadays in the capoeira world we have some malandros with outstanding positive qualities: Mestre João Pequeno (born around 1920 and teaching in Salvador), Mestre João Grande (born around 1930 and teaching in New York), and Mestre Leopoldina (born around 1935 and teaching in Rio de Janeiro). Part of their grandeur consists in having opted not to harm others despite their own knowledge of malandragem. Even when they went through very hard times in the past they maintained a relaxed atmosphere of joy, brotherhood, and peace around them.
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Chapa-de-frente and rasteira. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

There is a lot of confusion concerning what it means “to be a malandro.”

Many think it means not to work. But those who do not work are only vagabundos (bums, tramps). The relation between the malandro and work is of another kind: he refuses to do the so-called “hard and honest work” which is done just to make money in order to survive, because he is conscious of exploitation and because he is extremely self-assured.

This “hard and honest work” is always boring and done without love or passion. You would not do it for free. The malandro refuses it because he is aware that his effort would fatten the wallet of those who have money and power and would not benefit him.
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There are many occasions when the Malandro and the flesh-and-bones malandros are confused with other figures of the underworld.

I remember when a friend told the story of a politician who stole government money meant for building schools. He told the story and called the politician a malandro. Leopoldina, who was our capoeira mestre, commented, “This guy isn’t a malandro, he is only a thief.” The interesting thing in his observation was not only the difference between malandro and thief but his tone of voice: there was no anger in his way of speaking, nor moral judgement, only the explanation of a fact.

Older men have pointed out the difference between the “good” or “true” malandro and the falso malandro. They call these fakes malandro-otário (sucker malandro), esperto (smart guy), pilantra (small thief), or malandro-agulha (“needle” malandro). This last term is a “poetic” epithet. It is a game of words not easily translated to English: “Malandro-agulha toma no buraco sem perder a linha,” which means that similar to the needle, the “malandro-agulha” takes it in his hole (anus) without losing his thread (posture).

Maybe the politician thief belongs to the “malandro-agulha” shrine. He thinks he is smart but he is aggravating a social panorama of ignorance and misery which will be bad for him in the long run as a member of the upper class. Brazilian millionaires live in constant paranoia of robbery and especially kidnapping, a very common event despite all the security and bodyguards. And to a great extent crime is linked to misery and a lack of opportunities.
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So how would a flesh-and-bones malandro survive in “real life”?

Well, not being restrained by rules and conventions and being completely amoral (although being extremely ethical, following the ways of malandragem), often the malandro has one foot in established society and the other in the underworld. And he smoothly moves from one context to the other. He may be a card gambler, a small drug dealer, a smuggler, someone in sports, a musician, pimp, dancer, capoeira player, etc. He might also be in a less “artistic” profession: taxi driver, dock worker, a controller or inspector of some kind, a policeman, bar tender, etc. He would never be a bank robber who uses a gun, but he certainly could be a swindler who uses his brains and not his physical strength.

Whatever he might do there is a keyword for his activities: “semi-professional.” A large investment of time and energy is necessary to be a true “professional.” This goes against the ways of malandragem for which you need a lot of free time to groove on life without greater responsibilities. Please note that being “semi-professional” does not mean “less quality”; it means being more “artistic” and less attached to the rules of the market.

There is a hierarchy in the world of malandragem. A malandro who stings a worker or takes money from a poor lady is of lower status than another who has tricked a banker or an extremely rich woman. This has nothing to do with “respecting the poor and the oppressed” but with being smarter, having more charisma, being able to work with more difficult “customers.” This hierarchy also has to do with the stereotyped fantasy that “the true malandro is an artist.”

The flesh-and-bones malandro, a pale and distorted reflection of the “spiritual Malandro” who lives in the Imaginary Realm, has a bizarre and paradoxical characteristic: he gets involved with and has sympathy for his victims. But that does not keep him from taking advantage of them.

From his point of view everything is okay, because he always gives something in return —something extremely valuable and hard to find in our society. The malandro gives away his affection, his charm, and his charisma. He takes his victims out of their small and petty lives and introduces them to the magical and exciting world in which he lives. And in the end he educates them by showing them the facts and reality of this world.

He despises physical confrontation and violence. He tries to solve conflicts through reasoning and talking. But he always brings, shiny and sharp in the pocket of his white linen suit, or under his red silk shirt, or in the hem of his elegant-cut trousers, or under the bandana of his white Panama hat, the deadly navalha (barber’s straight razor), which he can handle expertly should he find himself cornered and with no other way out.

And then he becomes an extremely dangerous opponent who will strike unexpectedly and treasonously. Only one and a sometimes lethal blow … and before anyone understands what has happened, he is gone.
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The Malandro is a bohemian. A man or woman of the streets, of nightlife, of whorehouses, gambling and dancing places, where he shows off his abilities, his prestige, and exerts his seduction.

With women, in public, he is always a gentleman.

He brings them flowers and whispers sweet words in their ears. When he has money, he gives them jewels and fancy clothes. The Malandro is open-handed and never worries about tomorrow; tomorrow will take care of itself.

But when he is broke, he will take money from the same ladies and, without thinking twice, will spend it on the “good life” perhaps with other women.

In his intimacy with women, he will put to work all his sensual and sexual knowledge learned when he was still a teenager with old prostitutes and lady-pimps of enormous experience.
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The malandro knows that his success depends, in most cases, on the victim’s greed and intention of taking advantage of him. And many times he presents himself as an inexperienced newcomer to the Big City.

The “winning lottery ticket” sting is a classic one but still works. The malandro, dressed as an “innocent soul” from a small town, attracts the attention of his victim. He is looking at the lottery numbers and has a ticket in his hand. It is obvious that he won but he is confused. The greedy “client” on his own initiative says he wants to “help.” This is when the malandro shines. He must act so that the “client” himself is the one who initiates. He must arouse the “client’s” bad intentions. The comedy ends quickly: the “client” runs off to “do a favor,” to collect the prize for his “new friend.” He leaves something of value as a guarantee. Of course the lottery ticket is fake.
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I once met a charming malandro in Europe who presented himself as a dance and capoeira teacher. He dressed and acted so outwardly as a pimp and showed off with such an outrageous innocence that he made people laugh. He arrived to a unknown discotheque in a foreign country and in half an hour became the heart of the party.

He was an excellent dancer. Very shallow, vain, funny, and excessively well dressed. He was not particularly good-looking and was slightly short. I remember him looking at a picture of Tom Cruise, smiling and saying, “God doesn’t give wings to snakes.” Which meant that if he were as beautiful (a snake with wings) as the actor, women’s world would be endangered.

He promenaded among the “gringas” as if he were a small pet or one of these charming homosexuals women relate to so well. Sooner or later he would take one of them to bed. She would fall passionately in love, for he was excellent at the tasks set before him. Days later her new lover would be arrested for drugs or for some other small counterfeit business. He would be in danger of going to prison or, even worse, being sent back to Brazil.

“I did it for you,” he would confess to her with thick tears rolling down his face, “I couldn’t stand you having to pay the bills anymore.” And then suddenly his face would open up in the most beautiful and childish smile, “I wanted to buy you those lovely, beau-ti-ful high-heeled gold sandals you fancied so much.”

But there would be a way that he (the shallow, funny guy who turned out to be so good in bed) might stay in Europe. The (fake) cops who arrested him could be bought for $5,000 (depending on the victim’s status, this sum could go up to $20,000). The lady would pay the money to the fake policeman, a friend of the malandro-gigolo.

Up to this point, nothing new. This is a classic and well-known sting. It is performed by men and women every day, all around the globe.

But our charming friend invented a “creative” second act. He would return to the arms of his lady lover instead of disappearing with the fake policeman and the money. Passion and sex would reach flaming peaks of ecstasy in the following days. After all, this was love redeemed at the cost of money, society’s top value.

One day, in a fancy restaurant, the malandro suddenly turns pale. The tough-looking guy watching them from another table was the gangster who lent him the money for the failed transaction in which he was caught by the cops. He runs home and packs his bags. “I must flee or be murdered.” So the lady “client” would pay another $5,000 to the fake gangster and only then would the malandro disappear.

By hitting the same client twice in a small period of time, this sting is now known as dobradinha (little double hit) in Europe.

The strange thing is I met this same malandro-gigolo with some of his ex-clients, years later in Brazil. The ladies had unveiled the whole plot but strangely enough were spending the summer at the malandro’s mother’s house. In a certain sense these ladies owned part of it.

I was intrigued as to the relationship between the malandro and his ex-victims. He explained it to me. There was a deep understanding between them. “Those women wanted to cheat me. They didn’t have joy or sensuality and wanted to steal mine for themselves. And I showed them how cruel they had been in the past. Making fun of some ugly guy who invited them to dance, laughing at some fat girl’s hat. They were cruel for the pleasure of it; I do it in order to survive.”

Now, with time and the understanding of the whole situation, the ladies “were much smarter and doing very well with their new boyfriends.” His lady clients had learned a bit of malandragem for the small sum of $10,000. “Nothing in comparison to what they got back.”
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But we must point out again that stinging a greedy sucker with the “winning lottery ticket” or applying the dobradinha on a woman in love is not enough to transform an esperto (smart guy) into a malandro. These coups only permit the malandro’s survival.

To be a malandro involves not only knowing human beings and their weak points but having a joyful relationship with life through the ethics of malandragem.

In relation to the similarities between malandragem and capoeira’s malícia, we point out the same terminology: the golpes (hits) that the malandro delivers, and the golpes (hits done with the hand, head, or foot) performed by the capoeirista. And similar to malandragem, it is not enough to perform the golpes to be a capoeirista. One must live by capoeira’s ethics, malícia, twin sister to malandragem.

There are many “schools” in the underworld (capoeira was one of these during the period of police persecution). It is common that old malandros, swindlers, pimps, card and billiard sharks, and whores take “talented youngsters” under their protection. “It would be a pity to see all that talent wasted and the youngster turned into a gunman.”

The Malandro is the aristocrat of the underworld scum, and he is proud of that. The Malandro is a lonely wolf and only respects and relates to his equals, to men and women graduated in the school of malandragem.
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The ways of being of this mythical personage—the Malandro—are so important in understanding the ethics, identity, and Brazilian imagination that we find a lineage of umbanda (a very popular Afro-Brazilian religion that mixes African candomblé with other influences) exclusively dedicated to the cult of the Malandro and other Povo da Rua (“people of the street”—souls of malandros, swindlers, prostitutes, etc., who achieved wisdom).

During the umbanda ceremonies, done to the sound of atabaque drums and chants (which resemble some of the capoeira singing), these spirits are called from the faraway ilê (spiritual world) to our aiê (material world). Mythical Malandros of a cosmic wisdom such as Zé Pilintra or Zé Malandrinho come and incarnate themselves in a man or woman who possesses potential as a medium and who is dancing in the terreiro (the place where the ceremony takes place). The cavalo (“horse,” medium) sometimes falls to the ground when the entity arrives and incorporates himself into the body through the top of the head. Then the medium stands up and moves, talks, and dances with a lightness, swing, elegant arrogance, and a shine in his eyes typical of the Malandro.

It is no longer the medium, man or woman, who is there, but a Malandro who once lived on our planet and now is back to talk, give advice, and share the knowledge learned on the streets and in the underworld where he once lived.
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Passo-a-dois, ritualized performance of the game. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

Three Spiritual Entities in the Roda

Besouro, Manduca, and Nascimento Grande are the three fearless “Braves” who lived some one hundred years ago. Bimba and Pastinha are the most famous capoeira mestres, who died in 1974 and 1981, respectively. Beyond the Valente (the fearless Brave) and the Malandro (the street-smart guy), we also have Ogum and Oxóssi, the warrior god of battles and the hunter god of forests.

But still one last spiritual entity is missing, besides Ogum and Oxóssi, to complete the trio that “lives” in the Imaginary Realm of Capoeira.

To accompany Ogum and Oxóssi we should look for somebody with such features as:


• the sensual taste for life and the joy of living (which we find in the roda through the stimulating berimbau rhythms, the singing, the hand clapping, and the players’ sinuous, catlike movements);

• the knowledge and acceptance of all parts of human nature, bright or dark, without moral judgement (capoeira’s cult of courage and brotherhood and also the cult of falseness and treason);

• no respect whatsoever for social laws, moral rules, and conventions (the preference for the treacherous navalha, the barber’s straight razor, which “best adapted itself to their fighting system” because it could be easily concealed and used unexpectedly, as Jair Moura taught us).



To a certain extent the Malandro has these “qualities.” But there is still a missing element of Power (capoeira’s power, allowing it to expand throughout the world). Because the Malandro moves so freely and is so flexible due to his lack of power, he carries no “weight” with him.

It is in the Pombagira, the female version of Exú, that we will find what we are searching for. But who is Exú?

Exú is an orixá, a form of energy (ori=head, xá=strength, energy). Similar to electric or atomic energy, he has to be treated in certain ways. If not (whether on purpose or through ignorance) he can be extremely chaotic and destructive.

The orixás (gods) live in the ilê (spiritual world). But the ilê is far away from the aiê (the world of men), and so a messenger between men and gods is needed.

This messenger, Exú, is the oldest of them all (although there is a debate between Exú and Oxalá concerning who is the oldest). He is also “the first one to eat” when offerings are made in ceremonies. And above all, he owns and distributes the axé, cosmic energy that permeates all things and beings, which he carries inside a calabash.

Exú is unpredictable, chaotic, and amoral, doing good and evil without differentiating between the two.

He is also the private protector of houses, cities, and human beings. Each one of us has his private Exú, similar to a spiritual bodyguard.

He owns the crossroads, a place where the road shows many options, a place for making decisions. Especially those where three roads meet. He is also associated with sexual energy. His symbol is the three-pronged fork, his colors are black and red, his drink is the powerful cachaça distilled from sugarcane. For these and other reasons he was wrongly compared to the Devil by Catholic priests and others who persecuted candomblé.

Exú presents himself in either the male or female form. In the feminine form she is called Pombagira … the Pombagira with her vital and sensuous laugh.
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Both capoeira and the Pombagira know what they want and find their own ways of getting it. Capoeira would do this by using actions of different players throughout the years, throwing them one against the other, constructing complex structures where harmonic and opposing forces interact.

Malícia, capoeira’s essence or philosophy, and mandinga, sorcery, would be feminine, as Muniz Sodré pointed out. The “inside malandragem” or strategies are feminine, while the outward movements and postures are masculine.

It might be surprising to encounter the female presence of the Pombagira, linked to the streets and to whores, in the imaginary realm of a male dance-fight-game. But capoeira, if we take it as a whole with an anthropomorphic representation, could be a feminine entity similar to the Pombagira.
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It is not difficult to understand the relation between the bravery of Ogum, the god of battles, and capoeira. It is expressed in several capoeira songs:


No dia que eu amanheço dentro de Itabaianinha,


The day that I wake up in Itabaianinha [a city in Bahia],






Homem não monta cavalo, mulher não deita galinha,


Men do not ride horses, women do not go to bed [as early as] the chickens,






E as freiras que estão rezando se esquecem da ladainha.


and the praying nuns forget the litany.

—Mestre Bimba






O Juca de Amaralina tinha mesmo de morrer,


Juca from Amaralina [a part of Salvador] really had to die,






Ele quis mexer comigo sem nem bem me conhecer,


He wanted to mess with me without even knowing me well,






Tinha fama de Valente, tinha fama de canalha,


He had the fame of being brave, he had the fame of being a scoundrel,






Agora esta pendurado no fio da minha navalha.


Now he is hanging from the blade of my straight razor.

—Mestre Toni Vargas





We could say the same thing about the cunning of Oxóssi, the Hunter god of forests:


Eu dou nó em pingo d’água, rasteira em cobra coral,


I put knots in drops of water, and I swipe [and bring down] the coral snake,






Falo bem de você, sabendo que tu fala mal.


I speak well about you knowing that you say bad things about me,






Sou formado em falsidade, sou difícil de enganar,


I’m graduated in falseness, it is difficult to trick me,






Muita esquina na cidade e a noite vai chegar.


There are many corners in this city and night will soon be arriving.

—Nestor Capoeira





The Valente with his courage.

The Malandro with his cunning, finding the cracks and ways, hidden and unknown “jungle” trails, through society’s seemingly invulnerable façade.

Although the Pombagira is not so obvious, her influence, coloring bravery and cunning, will determine the ethics, the way of being and acting, of the capoeirista.

Let’s read some notes I took in 1991 about a street roda I was in.

The Smile, the Laughter, and the Guffaw of the Pombagira

A street roda. Night falls. A hot summer evening.

The roda is already on its way and the games come one right after another.

I’m drinking a cold beer in one of the many shanty tents on the square just beside the old and imposing church. Talking with me, a guy as big as a wardrobe, half a head taller, and bulging muscles almost ripping his shirt. I’ve already played with him and despite all that carcass he is fast and very technical. He’s no sucker.

He’s a capoeira teacher and talks about his work. He has used the word “work” ten times:


My work is very well structured, both in the physical training and the cultural part. People are envious. They criticize my work. But they don’t have work similar to mine to show. One of our great problems is the lack of seriousness towards work. There’s a lot of mestres without even the minimum conditions to use a mestre’s corda [rope, which indicates the graduated level of the player similar to the “belt” in Asian martial arts]. We need to create a control institute and only the guys who showed their work could give classes. What happens nowadays is that they don’t have any work to show, so they copy my work and besides that they copy it badly, giving a bad name to capoeira and fucking up the work of those who really have some work.



The Wardrobe asks for one more soda.

It’s his third one.

The soda is warm.

I offer him some cold beer. He looks down at me with an air of censorship and refuses in an excessively educated way. The beer could damage his image as a serious “worker.” He talks a bit more about his work and the academy he belongs to. As he talks, he pedagogically keeps sticking a finger as big as a salami into my chest. Tomorrow I will take a lung x-ray to see if everything is okay.

I’m starting to get bored.

For a brief second he pauses to drink his warm soda and I manage to put a few words in the conversation:


You know something? This ‘work’ thing isn’t a good reference for a capoeira player. On the contrary. I’m sure you know the game was traditionally called vadiação, to spend time doing nothing serious, enjoying life.



The Wardrobe’s mouth drops open. He stares at me in silence, that pitbull’s semi-idiotic look in his eyes. It seems he is going to say something but only a thread of saliva slides down his lip. He understood perfectly what I said, it just doesn’t match the creed he prays from.

The Wardrobe is a very serious guy.

The third soda is warmer than ever.

It’s fucking hot and I spoke badly about “work.” I think it’s better I go for a stroll.

I go around the square, drink another icy beer, and come back to the roda. Somebody puts a berimbau in my hand and I join the other players, the two pandeiros (tambourines) and the atabaque (drum). I fly away on the wings of the rhythm.

A pair has just finished playing. I look down to the “foot of the berimbau” to see who is next: the Wardrobe. The Wardrobe and a thin-muscled guy.

They finish doing their mandinga, magic signs one draws on the ground with the finger. They cross themselves, do the reverência to salute the berimbau, and roll into the roda.

The game is even.

The Wardrobe does a beautiful and complicated floreio, an embellishment he has methodically trained for and now presents as proof of his technical mastery. But the floreio is slightly off in its timing and the Wardrobe becomes vulnerable.

The thin-muscled guy leaves his motionless outstretched leg in the way of the floreio and the Wardrobe almost bumps his nose into the thin guy’s heel (… the malicious smile of the Pombagira).

The Wardrobe moves as fast as lightning. In a surprisingly quick movement, even more if you take his weight into account, he grabs Thin Muscles in a neck-breaking hold and goes to the ground with him. Thin Muscles doesn’t react. He doesn’t move at all, his neck in that troglodyte’s embrace. He pats the monster on the back as if saying, “Okay, you win.”

Having demonstrated his superiority, the Wardrobe frees Thin Muscles, who then goes towards the “foot of the berimbau” to restart the game.

While he goes, Thin Muscles puts his hands in his pockets in a relaxed way and straightens his trousers. (Watch out, Wardrobe! Thin Muscles has his hands in his pockets!) Reaching the spot in front of the berimbau players, Thin Muscles starts to crouch.

The Wardrobe, stretching his muscles, moving his head side to side, paying little attention to what’s going on (except for the audience’s reaction to his performance), also approaches and starts to crouch.

That’s when it happens.

Thin Muscles is crouched and finishes straightening his trousers, hands inside his pockets.

The Wardrobe is crouching in front of him.

Thin Muscles pulls something from his pocket and as the Wardrobe crouches, Thin Muscles with a cold and calculated movement makes the edge of the weapon go from the Wardrobe’s navel to his throat and spinning he is already in the middle of the roda.

“A straight razor!”

The treacherous weapon preferred by most players.

The Wardrobe jumps back, eyes bulging out, hands grabbing his stomach.

Only then does everyone realize that it was no straight razor. It was only Thin Muscles’ closed hand with the thumb and the index finger stretched out (… the ironic laugh of the Pombagira).

The Wardrobe shakes his head and fixes his gaze at his navel, making sure that he’s not cut. Blood flushes his face, as it turns red in rage. He looks up and sees Thin Muscles, more relaxed than ever, doing the ginga alone in the middle of the roda. The Wardrobe takes two quick long steps and delivers a powerful and vicious ponteira, a frontal kick to the stomach, and immediately lashes out at a hundred miles an hour with a meia-lua-de-compasso, a round kick with the heel, with the other leg.

Thin Muscles moves slightly to one side and avoids the ponteira by a fraction of an inch. When the meia-lua-de-compasso comes, whistling and burning air like an express train, he dodges, going under the blow, and then he passes his hand in a most pornographic fashion on Wardrobe’s ass.

In the same sequence of movements, Thin Muscles quickly and effortlessly crosses the compact crowd like a fox that already had a tortuous and pre-determined route. He vanishes among the shabby tents where they sell food and drink. The Wardrobe goes after him but is entangled by the audience that encircles the roda (… the debauched Pombagira’s laughter).

Another pair of players is already at the “foot of the berimbau.” They roll to the center of the roda, and the action proceeds without interruption.

I did not see it. Maybe it’s just that whoever tells a story always exaggerates a bit. But they told me that when Thin Muscles crossed the crowd he took his hand to his nose, sniffed it, and grimaced as if it were stinking (… the vital guffaw of the Pombagira).
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Beginning of the game. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.


India’s Many-Thousand-Year-Old Culture and the Ethics of Malandragem
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This text is also part of my thesis, “Ritual Roda, Mandinga x Tele-real” (“Tele-real” can be understood as “virtual reality” or “TV-reality”) for the School of Communication of the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro.



Many people think that the life and codes of conduct of the Malandro, the ethics of malandragem, are something shallow and mediocre. Many say its pernicious influence is the main reason for Brazil’s underdevelopment.

This is a very naive way of seeing things. It is quite obvious that certain countries remain underdeveloped because they were always colonies of developed countries.

A great deal of the First World’s high standard of living is due to the exploitation of the Third World. If a local president goes against this economic structure he is assassinated, and a local military coup sponsored by a First World country takes over. Those who are against it are imprisoned, tortured, and killed. It is as simple as that.

For those who are curious about this dynamic, I might suggest the very good film “Missing” with Jack Lemmon. This film deals with the assassination of Chile’s president Allende and the military dictatorship that followed it.

In fact, the murder of a president who goes against powerful economic interests may happen anywhere. In the U.S., many think John F. Kennedy’s death belongs in that context.

But the Malandro‘s bad name came about as a result of the actions of false malandros. Luckily for us, the Malandro has some true representatives, such as mestres João Pequeno, João Grande, and Leopoldina, in our world of capoeira.
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It is curious that a number of the viewpoints that are to be found within malandragem can also be found in other cultures that have been around for thousands of years. We will focus on the similarities and differences between malandragem and traditional Hindu knowledge. India’s traditional culture became popular in the West, sometimes in a distorted form, after the 1960s and the hippie period. This comparison may help us understand what malandragem, malícia, and capoeira are all about.

Swami Prajnampad is an Indian guru (gu=to dissipate + ru=darkness) and also a physicist. Like others before him, he refers to the basic themes of the Hindu way of understanding the world.

To start with, everything is maya (illusion), be it the “outside” forms we perceive with our limited senses and call “the world,” or the “inside” emotional and rational structures that make us act and react in this or that way.

As an example, right now I am at the top of the Babilonia Hill, at Leme in Rio de Janeiro. I look down and I “see” the sea, the streets, buildings, cars, and people.

But what is really happening is that sunlight reflected by these “outside” things goes into my eyes and forms a light pattern on the back of my eyeball. This is transformed into electrical impulses that go to my brain through the optic nerve. And then this electrical information is processed and I have the impression that I am “seeing” all that “reality.”

But after all of these events (light, eyeball, electrical impulses, optic nerve, etc.), could I really say that what I am “seeing” is what is “out there”?

Besides, we know there are light frequencies such as infra-red and ultra-violet that we cannot see (although other animals can, to some extent). Our senses, which perceive the “outside” world, are limited. And the “reality” we see is not the whole Reality that exists “out there.”

The Hindus go even further in their conceptions.

They say that beyond just not perceiving the whole of Reality, our thoughts and the way we are educated mask and distort Reality even more. We believe things “are” this way or that way. We believe without even being able to see what is happening, and how it is happening.

So, for the Hindus, and for traditional Indian culture, everything is maya, illusion: the forms we see “out there,” as well as the emotions we feel and the rational thoughts we develop “inside.” In addition, the Hindus assign two basic characteristics to life: difference and change.

Difference: Trees are different from rivers, rivers are different from hills, hills are different from eagles, eagles are different from humans, etc. And each individual of any of these “families” is different from all the other individuals of its kind.

It is similar to what Mestre Pastinha (1989–1981) used to say: “Cada um é o seu cada qual” (Each one is his own thing). He would also say: “Ninguém joga capoeira como eu” (Nobody plays capoeira like I do), not in the sense that he played capoeira “better than others,” but that he played in a manner distinct from all others.

Change: Each and every one of these different beings is constantly changing. It is through the “present moment” that we insert ourselves into life and into change.

“Catch opportunities by their hair, they get bald very fast.”

“One never steps twice in the same river; the river may seem the same but the waters are different.”

So, if we take into account this Hindu way of understanding things, we might reach the conclusion that someone who is attached to the “outside” (with its “difference” and constant “change”) sees this “outside” in a very limited and distorted form and believes it is “reality.” And focusing on that turmoil, he/she is not able to see or understand his/her own “inside.”

Capoeira has this same idea of constant “change.” We appreciate it during a game. Capoeira also emphasizes “difference.” “Each one is his own thing,” said Mestre Pastinha.

We can see this even more clearly in some old traditional songs:


No céu entra quem merece

In Heaven enter those who deserve it,

Na Terra vale quem tem.

On Earth are valued those who have.

Passar mal ou passar bem,

To pass bad [times] or to pass well [good times],

Tudo no mundo é passar, camará.

Everything in the world is to pass, my friend.



More than the good or bad moments, the basic notion is that we are always “passing through”—the idea of constant change in time.

In the following ladainha, a litany, a song that is sung before the beginning of the game, we can perceive the same concept:


E, galo cantou

Yeah, the rooster sang

Cocorocou

Cock-a-doodle-do

É hora, é hora

It’s time, it’s time

Vamos s’imbora

Let’s go away

Pelo mundo afora

Around the world

E, volta do mundo

Yeah, the turn of the world

Que o mundo deu

That the world did

Que o mundo dá, camara.

That the world does, my friend.



“The turn the world did, the turn the world does.” There we have a cycle. We may be tempted to say that things repeat themselves, but that is not quite right. Although the world is constantly turning, the turn “it did” was one thing and the turn “it does,” the turn it is taking now, is something else. We see once again the idea that life is characterized by change and by difference.

It is curious that this last song says “Let’s go away, around the world,” because the song comes from the time when capoeira was practiced only in Bahia. Could it be an intuition that the game was something apt to travel and migrate? Maybe.

I once asked Mestre João Pequeno if in the 1950s he ever imagined traveling throughout Brazil and the world on the wings of capoeira. He laughed and answered, “Never.”

Another time I met Mestre Leopoldina in Amsterdam and asked him the same question. “I thought that if I managed to see Bahia [Leopoldina is from Rio] before I died, that would be good enough.”
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To the Hindus there are four aims in “being a human being.” Here we find similarities with candomblé.

Candomblé and capoeira are distinct, but both have African roots and they both belong to the same “Brazilian cultural cauldron.” Candomblé’s cosmos-vision influenced capoeira because, until the 1950s, most capoeiristas belonged to candomblé.

The Hindus say that the aims of “being a human being” are:

1. To accomplish our duties. The main duty is with one’s body.

This is similar to the nagô, the African group that founded some of Salvador’s most traditional candomblé houses such as the Axé Opô Afonjá. There everything is obrigação (obligation, duty)—with the gods, ancestors, men, etc.

2. To obtain riches. In the candomblé nagô there is an entity, Nanã Buruku (the mother of deep old waters), who is responsible and owns money. But we are talking about money as a possibility to eat and drink, to feast, to enjoy good moments, and to pay obligations. Nothing to do with the contemporary sickness of consumerism or accumulating money.

3. To liberate oneself. To liberate oneself from the pressures that make us dependent.

4. To realize desires. The most important of the four goals. Man is incarnated desire. We should make our desires come true but not be dominated by them. We should be free.

We should realize our desires but without busting into other people’s “space.”

The strongest desire and the root of all others is sexual desire.

From this point of view all Judeo-Christian morality, pretending to refuse wealth and sexual desire, is hypocritical, ridiculous, and shallow. This is even more so if we take into account that for the Hindus, sex and love are separate things that do not necessarily come together.


We are now entering a very “metaphysical” area. In the next pages we will analyze some of these issues, showing that in capoeira, as well as in malandragem, some concepts are quite similar to this Hindu way of seeing things.



Sex and Love

The Hindus say that sex is an art and you need to be a karta to experience pleasure.

A karta is not someone who thinks but who acts lucidly. He or she is someone who has freed himself/herself.

The Upanishads, sacred Hindu texts, say that the weak do not free themselves. This is reminiscent of the German philosopher Nietzsche who said, “Liberty is not for slaves.” “Slave” in this context is not necessarily someone who is in slavery. A rich, intelligent, and beautiful person can be a “slave,” and liberty is not for him/her.

For the Hindus pleasure can be binding, upa bogha. But there also exists the lucid way of enjoying pleasure, bogha, which is linked with freedom.

Upa bogha: emotion appears and expresses itself (lust, hate, envy, admiration, etc.); the person falls under its spell and is dragged down by it.

Bogha: emotion appears and expresses itself, but although the person is feeling it, he/she is not dominated by it. The person observes the “why” and the “how” of emotion, together with it but not dragged down by it.

This person who acts and observes is called karta, as we said before. He has many things in common with the Malandro.

Unity, “love,” is not to “melt” together with the other but to recognize him/her as he/she really is. It is something based on differences. It is recognizing the differences.

The “me” disappears and the other person is present. This is the feeling of unity and love in the “here and now,” as understood by the Hindus.

This experience of loving is the possibility of unity and does not necessarily embody sex, which is something different. On the other hand, good and beautiful sex does not necessarily embody love.

In the capoeira world, sex is basic.

A popular capoeira song says: “Woman, woman, woman is good.”

The Malandro despises monogamy and the virginity of the “good girls” in the marriage market. The wedding ring has been called bambolê de otário (sucker’s hula hoop). It is common and normal that the Malandro has several women.

But watch out, young man, malandragem is quite different from machismo. If you want to live like a capoeirista or a malandro, then your women, your mother, sisters, wife, can also have different men. And this has nothing to do with “justice” or “if the man can, the woman also can.”

The “equal rights” argument is not the point.

The point is that possessiveness, jealousy, etc., are emotions that dominate and drag a person down without allowing him to be able to free himself. These emotions darken and obliterate reality. The feeling of ownership and jealousy turns the person into a prisoner (or a slave).

In a recent capoeira meeting one player was speaking and another, his ex-teacher, took the microphone and attacked him rudely based on past happenings.

The first player took the offense in and dealt with it smoothly. He did not strike back but instead disarmed the heavy emotional atmosphere. This was perfectly matched to the “here and now” of the university meeting where the history of capoeira was being debated.

At the end of the meeting an older mestre complimented him on his performance. “You were very cool and did very well. I really pity the sucker who offended you; he doesn’t even know how to relate to women.”

We might criticize the hot-headed offender by saying that a public debate was no place for personal antagonisms. We could say his performance was bad for capoeira’s name, that he might “burn bridges” with a place, the university, which took a long time to conquer.

But none of these objective arguments were mentioned by the older mestre. He definitively disqualified the hot-headed player on the basis of something else he knew but which had nothing to do with what had happened. “He doesn’t even know how to relate to women.” Only stupid and primary behavior could be expected of him.
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To relate well with women (or with men, in relationship to the female player).

To deal well with sex.

To be free of jealousy and possessiveness, emotions that distort the vision of reality.

To be free of moral and conventional rules.

These are qualities to be sought by humans, in the wise Hindu way of seeing. They are also essential qualities for a capoeira player, in many old mestres’ way of thinking.

Freedom

To know freedom is to recognize limits.

Freedom is recognizing that man is subject to the forces of destiny. On the other hand, freedom also involves recognizing what field of action one has and what changes are possible.

Greek tragedy, for example, is exactly the confrontation between one’s freedom and the forces of destiny. To be “modern and scientific,” instead of saying “forces of destiny” we could say “the person’s basic potentialities due to her/his DNA and social context.” It is the same. In both instances we are talking about limits between what one can do and that which cannot be changed.

It is a personal choice when we set out towards freedom.

Somehow freedom waves at us, calls us, seduces us. What another person can do, even a guru, is create conditions so that we might choose by our own will the path towards something that has seduced us: freedom.

The role of the guru is the same as that of the traditional capoeira mestre before the academy period, before the 1930s. The mestre did not “teach classes.” His role was to create the conditions so that the roda might happen. While playing in the roda to the sound of the berimbau, the capoeiristas learned.
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To conquer freedom is to conquer something already given to us, when we were born or maybe even before. Nevertheless, the Upanishads say it is no task for the weak.

Freedom, for the Hindus, is just another name for independence, to “avoid being caught” in certain nets and traps. It is different from the modern concept of political freedom, or civil liberty of our times.

Paradoxically this freedom depends on the “futility” of realizing our desires. And more than that, it depends on realizing how these desires are slippery and transitory, and that one must not be “caught” and “dragged down” by them.

At the root of all desires we find the strongest of them, sexual desire, as we said before.
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Two Aús. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

Emotions That Darken Reality

This concept is basic: emotions darken the possibility of seeing Reality.

Romantic music and films put “emotion” way up there. But the Hindus think differently. When we are taken by emotion we do not see Reality. This does not mean we should not feel emotions. We should feel them deeply. What we should not do, according to the Hindu way of seeing things, is get carried away by them.

All of this has to do with the capoeira game, malícia, and malandragem.

In a game, a player takes a rasteira (swipe) and falls on his ass. He gets up, red with rage, and attacks. “What a sucker!” is the common thought of old and experienced players. These thoughts might not show openly. But you perceive them by the shadow of an ironic grin or a barely perceptible and annoyed shaking of the head. It is tiresome for them to live alongside such a lack of malícia.

The criticism is not because the guy fell on the ground. When you play you might fall at any moment. When you are alive you might die at any moment. The criticism is due to the childish reaction under the pressure of rage and wounded vanity. These emotions darken our view, dragging us down and keeping us from dealing with Reality in the best possible way.

Reality

We have talked about “dealing with Reality” (with a capital “R”). But if everything is maya (illusion), what really exists?

Prajnampad, the Hindu guru, would answer: the One, Reality itself.

Reality is something to be lived, to be experienced.

The Hindus say we should refuse the ego’s demands. They call the ego, that small part of us we believe is “I,” by the name of “the mental.” “The mental” is the collection of the thoughts that “appear” in the head.

“The mental” and rational intellectual thinking work in order to overcome Reality, as if they want to substitute the reality of something we have experienced with rational and intellectual concepts.

“History,” understood as contexts that succeed one another in time with humans as isolated points, reinforces “the mental’s” work. History, in fact, would be only a rational and intellectual concept, an idea most people believe to be true.

All of this sounds very esoteric and not scientific. But after Einstein’s Relativity Theory and other “crazy” contemporary concepts of time, space, and the Universe such as the Chaos Theory, even Science itself no longer accepts what the “normal” man/woman calls “scientfic,” “mathematical,” or “common sense.” For instance, Science does not accept time as a one-way succession of moments towards the future, one “causing” the other. These concepts were surpassed more than fifty years ago. A contemporary scientist will not discard at first sight “bizarre” Hindu concepts that are more than three thousand years old.
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“The mental,” the “I,” the “ego,” or whatever we might call it, is something fixed by the “past,” which was not as we imagine it, and is a compromise with the “future,” which will not be as we plan it. So the Hindu idea is to live “here and now,” a worn-out cliché since the 1960s. But on the few occasions when one manages to live “here and now,” one touches Reality.

Complicated?

Not if you have played capoeira in the roda.

All these explanations are a bit “far out.” But when you play in the roda, this is exactly what you are doing. Each moment is totally “here and now,” there is no space for “the mental.” Well, maybe just a little space.

One does not think about the past or the future. When one is playing, one is completely and passionately immersed in the present. One escapes the domination of “the mental.” One escapes the control of spoken and written language, intellectual reasoning and understanding, “past” and “future,” social rules and conventions, and one lives and experiences the action happening in the present here and now.

For the Hindus, this is living Reality.

They think we should live like that every second of our lives!
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“To exist” is not living daily life. Existence only manifests itself in “border situations”: crisis, trance, drugs, extreme danger, experiences like the capoeira game.

“To exist” is something to be conquered. It is jumping from “the mental” man/woman to the man/woman in the world.

The “Self,” the Unconditioned, the Transcendant

The essence of Hindu philosophy is to reach the “self.”

“You are this.”

This “self” is the part of the One, the Whole, that exists in every person.

This “self” should not be confused with “the mental” (the “I”). And to reach this “self” there are body and mind techniques such as yoga and meditation.

The concepts of the Unconditioned (the One, the Whole, the infinite, the boundless) and the Transcendent (that which is beyond our capacity to understand but might be experienced) are basic in Hindu philosophy. We should try to touch the Unconditioned and to “live” and experience the Transcendent wherever it might reveal itself.

This contact is possible as we achieve freedom—freedom from the pressures of others (the family, the social group, neighbors, “history”).

There is a movement of the “self” searching for this contact with the Unconditioned in every man and woman. At the same time, the Unconditioned “waves” at us and seduces us. What we should do is listen to this “small interior voice” and try to make way for it.

This is similar to the role of the traditional capoeira mestres before the 1950s. They did not “teach.” They did not “give classes.” They simply “opened the way” by playing the berimbau and organizing a roda … and things happened by themselves.

Hindu ethics encompasses this self-liberation movement. Take care of the present, live it, and act lucidly. Create the experience of living the Unconditioned (which presumes freedom from others) inside the conditioned human social life.

All of this has a lot to do with malandragem and the philosophy of capoeira. Let’s focus on the following song by Mestre Pastinha:


O que eu faço brincando

What I do playing

Você não faz nem zangado.

You don’t even do when mad.

Não seja vaidoso,

Don’t be vain,

Nem precipitado.

Don’t rush.

Na roda de capoeira

In the capoeira

roda Pastinha já está classificado.

Pastinha is already classified.



Pastinha acts in a “playful” mood. The “serious” or “tough” guy is unable to do the same even when he is “mad.” In only two lines of a song he frees himself, makes fun of “seriousness,” of being “tough” and “macho.”

The opposition between doing things as play and doing things when mad is comparable to the opposition the Hindus make between bogha (someone who feels emotions but is not dragged down by them) and upa bogha (someone who gets carried away by his emotions).

Pastinha says “don’t be vain, don’t rush.” This means don’t let yourself be overcome by the emotion of vanity, which will obliterate Reality. Avoid rushing, ruining the proper timing of things through lack of cunning.

In the capoeira roda “Pastinha is already classified,” which a Hindu would understand as “Pastinha is a karta.”

In the capoeira game we live only in the present; there is no time and no space for the past or the future. In a certain way, the game is a “border situation” (drug, trance, ecstasy, danger). A jump from the “mental woman/man” to the woman/man in life (or in the roda).

The technique to achieve this state of body/mind/soul, which in India is yoga and meditation, is the game itself, in the roda, to the sound of the berimbau.

The game in the roda is a technique for self-development and liberation. This “technique” has to do with each person’s uniqueness, and the meeting and interaction of these singularities. This is opposed to our contemporary society where things and people are “external” to one another but have not reached their specific singularity. In contemporary society interaction is done through social rules and money.

Obligation

We’ve also talked about “obligations.” What might that be? Obligations to laws? To society’s moral codes? Different people feel obliged to do and be different things according to the group, social class, or country they belong to.

In candomblé people have obligations, but they are different from those of our society.

The Hindus have obligations as well. Their main duties concern the body. They should perform techniques (yoga, meditation, etc.) to reach the “self.”

In capoeira we also have obligations. Many refer to the body as well, since capoeira is a body game. But there are obligations with capoeira itself and with the person (mestre) who taught you.


Menino quem foi teu mestre?


Boy, who was your mestre?






Meu mestre foi Salomão.


My mestre was Salomon.






Pulava cerca-de-ponta de costas sem por a mão.


He jumped pointed fences backwards without using his hands.






O mestre que me ensinou está no Presídio da Conceição.


The mestre that taught me is in the Conceição Jail.






A ele devo dinheiro, saúde e obrigação.


To him I owe money, health, and obligation.






Sou discípulo que aprende, sou mestre que dá lição,


I am a student who learns, I am a mestre who teaches,






E o segredo de São Cosme só quem sabe é Damião.


And the secret of Saint Cosme, only Saint Damion knows.





In ancient societies, ethics presents itself as the law of the ancestor. “My mestre was Salomon.”

This mestre proved his mastery by “jumping pointed fences backwards without using his hands.” Here we see the importance of the body and, as a consequence, the importance of the obligations to the body.

Capoeira has forever been battling the System and those who wield power in order to conquer space, be it through seduction or violence. So although the mestre jumped fences backwards, he was imprisoned at the “Conceição Jail,” though probably not for long. Prison, in this context, is almost like a badge, a proof that he was a “real” capoeirista linked to the past and to those who lived in the underground period (till the 1930s).

I owe to my mestre three basic things: “money, health, and obligation.” Here we find yet another coincidence with the Hindu ethics described by Prajnampad: the importance of money, along with the obligation to men and to ancestors.

Money is like a materialization of axé (cosmic energy that permeates everything), circling in society as blood does in our body, making it possible to do and build things—something quite different from society’s relation to money, as shown in another old song:


No tempo que eu tinha meu dinheiro,


Back when I had money,






Comi na mesa com iaiá, comia na mesa com ioiô.


I ate at the table with the young mistress, ate at the table with the young sir,






Dinheiro acabou? Sai pra lá, moleque safado.


Money’s finished? Go away, you no-good brat.





We also see how the duality of opposites so dear to Western culture—right-wrong, good-bad, black-white—is undone, while the possibility of a circular dynamic is possible: “I am a student who learns, I am a mestre who gives lessons.” I assume that the obligation I have to capoeira is to perpetuate it, to pass it on to the next generation, although I continue to be a disciple who is always learning from the Game and from Life.

The song also mentions Cosme and Damion, who were young twin brothers (some legends say there was a third younger brother called Do-un). The twins were killed by the Romans when Christianity was persecuted some 2,000 years ago. “The secret of Saint Cosme, only Saint Damion knows” means that I belong to a fraternity, the rituals of which are presented openly, but its secret part is only transmitted from brother to twin brother, through personal contact.

About the twin brothers Cosme and Damion, maybe they were chosen to be in the song because capoeira (similar to the twins in popular belief) has the power to break “black magic sorcery spells.” In fact, capoeira is powerful against contemporary society’s “black magic spells.” Society tries to destroy people’s singularities, the truth of “each one is his own thing” as Mestre Pastinha used to say. Modern society does not turn people into “slaves,” as in the times of slavery, but it tries to make each individual a “normal person,” a passive and receptive semi-idiot who comes back from work and sits alone in front of the TV or the Internet screen with a can of beer in his hand. No passion. No lust. No dreams. Life in virtual reality.

Illusion: Capoeira and the Philosophy of Reality

As we have seen, everything is maya, everything is illusion, both the external forms we perceive with our limited senses and the inside emotions and rationality that make us react in this or that way. Curiously Maya was the name of Buddha’s mother (India’s sophisticated sense of humor). Perhaps the greatest of all illusions is the love between mother and son; nature tricks us in order to perpetuate itself.

There is a well-known Greek metaphor for “reality” in which a man who has always lived in a cave, always with his back to the entrance, thinks that the pattern of lights and shadows that he sees reflected on the wall is reality itself. We could ask ourselves, as the famous philosopher Hannah Arendt did, if this ancient conception of reality did not lead Western thought to value some “other reality,” be it heaven or rational thinking, which would be “superior” to what we see.

Of course, by the Hindu point of view, this other “superior” reality would be just as much maya as the reality we see and perceive.

Other exponents of our culture have also focused the veil of illusion that might distort human perception. Shakespeare said something like “life is a dream dreamt by a fool, full of sound and fury meaning absolutely nothing.”

More recently Carlos Castaneda, a successful writer, told us about the Yaqui Mexican Indian sorcerer called Don Juan. According to this world view, a person must live like a “warrior.” In the path to wisdom, the apprentice meets four enemies. The first is fear, and when it is overcome, we become lucid, which is the second enemy. Lucidity is only a point on which we focus our attention. When we realize this, one becomes a “man of power,” capable of accomplishing unbelievable things. This power is the third and strongest enemy. Very few manage to surpass it, and the few who do face as a “man of knowledge” the last and invincible foe: old age. Nevertheless there is a reward for those who reach this last level. When Death arrives, the warrior is transformed into a “man of knowledge” and, using the strength accumulated during his life, dances. He dances his life and Death waits.

French philosopher Clément Rosset is another who focused on illusion in his book Reality and Its Double. His ideas are interesting for the capoeira player because illusion is one of the main things we work on while playing the game.

Rosset says: “Be a friend of the fleeting present, and the future and the past will be given to you as side-effects.” “Being given as a side-effect” is very much the case of capoeira’s malícia. We have already said that no one practices capoeira to achieve malícia. We practice the game for pleasure, out of love, fascination, addiction, and passion, and the main point of its practice, malícia, comes for free as a side-effect.

In capoeira we learn that illusion is the “most common form of separation from reality” (Rosset’s definition of “illusion”). We learn that to be in “illusion,” not seeing what is really happening during the game, is extremely dangerous. We also learn how to manipulate “illusion” against the other player. A simple example: we make the opponent think we are going to attack in a certain way. When he tries to protect himself, he becomes vulnerable somewhere else, and this “somewhere else” is precisely the point where the player really intended to attack in the first place.

This is similar to an old Eastern story told by Rosset. The Vizir of a village sees Death in the market, and Death looks at him very directly. He goes home and flees on his fastest horse to the faraway city of Samarkand. Another of the Vizirs searches out Death and asks why it had frightened his master. Death says: “I was only surprised to see him here, I have an appointment with him tonight at Samarkand.” Rosset concludes that the “movement of dodging and mortal movement are one and the same.” Similar to what happens in capoeira.

The experienced player knows that “to protect oneself effectively it would be necessary to think about everything all at the same time” (I use Rosset’s words again). Which obviously is something impossible to do. So what does capoeira teach? It teaches to move together with the rhythm here and now.

Rosset says, “There really is something called ‘destiny’ but this does not mean the unavoidable, but rather the unpredictable way things happen.” So capoeira teaches one to be watchful of the present moment, and when the unpredictable attack finally comes you might be in a position of dodging it in a non-rational way and maybe even being able to counterattack. But this “success” is not guaranteed. In the game and in life nothing is certain except that sooner or later the game will end.

The mechanical or robot-like player is someone who imagines the game (and life) as a repetition of the movements (and ideas) taught in the classes of his academy. He is “sure” about a lot of things.

The deadly sin of the robot players is trying to solve things “beforehand.”

Rosset says, “When a fact surprises someone’s expectations, it is the expectation that is the guilty party.” Most people will never admit that “we can be sure to be surprised; we can certainly expect never to be able to know what to expect.”

He says, “Reality is only admitted and understood if it can be considered the expression of another reality [what one learns in his/her classes, in the case of capoeira].” For most people there exists “a need to double things in order to accept a reality whose crude uniqueness is instinctively rejected as indigestible.”

Reality will not adapt itself to the theories that gave security to the mechanical, robot-like player, and this awakens a deep anguish in him/her.

The robot-like player would like to prove to himself that he is still the king of creation (like our grandfathers believed), that he is still the center of the universe. But “even more than his approaching death it is his non-reality” that causes him anguish. “I myself might not be what I imagined” can lead one to suspect that “I might not be anything, I might be nothing.”

An old Greek legend tells us that Narcissus was so vain that he fell in love with his own image reflected in the waters of a lake. Trying to embrace it, he drowned. Rosset thinks that “In the end, the deadly sin of narcissism is not to love oneself excessively but, on the contrary, in the moment of choosing between oneself and a ‘double,’ to give preference to the image.” In the context of capoeira that could mean that the robot-like player prefers the image of capoeira taught in his school more than the real capoeira with its varied and sometimes opposing concepts.

The robot-like player imagines that “reality only starts with the second event and that is the truth of a human life, which is marked with the sign of the double.” For something to be real, “according to this definition of reality,” it must be a copy of something else. This is never the case with a “first” event that is not a copy of anything. And in the game and in life we find only “first events,” followed by another and then another “first event.”

And that is why it is necessary to be a friend of the fleeting present. The future and the past will be given to you for free as side-effects.


An Urban Brazilian War Machine
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The following material is also from the paper presented to the school of Communication and Culture at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, “Ritual Roda, Mandinga x Tele-real” (1996).



Samba and the Underground


Samba is Brazil’s most popular kind of music and has many different forms (fast, slow, romantic, for Carnival, etc.).



Rio’s capoeira scene, at the end of the 1800s, was made up of maltas (gangs), creating what the French scholars Deleuze and Guattari would call an “urban war machine.”

We should note that although this capoeira from Rio would be extinguished at the very beginning of the 1900s by police persecution, it would influence Rio’s imaginary life as well as its music, samba.

The malandro appears in samba music in the 1920s and 1930s.


Eu passo gingando,

I go about with a swing to my step,

Provoco e desafio.

I provoke and I challenge.

Eu tenho orgulho

I am proud

De ser tão vadio.

Of being such a tramp.

—a samba from Wilson Ribeiro, 1936



The repression of samba in Rio, beginning in the 1930s with the dictator Getúlio Vargas and his new policy, was of a different kind than the police persecution of 1900.

I will quote Deleuze, who has studied different forms of repression and persecution.

The Serpent’s Coils

Deleuze says that there have been societies in which it was more important to make policies about death than to improve life.

Napoleon Bonaparte’s regime was a turning point toward this model of the “repressive societies” around 1800. This model reached its peak in the early 1900s, the same era when Rio’s capoeira maltas were systematically annihilated by the police.

One of the basic features of the “repressive societies” is the “locking-up spaces,” places where people are best controlled. Members of society pass continuously from one “locking-up space” to another—family, school, church, military service, factory, once in a while the hospital, and of course jail.

After World War II (the 1940s, when Bimba was conducting his revolution in the world of capoeira and starting the academy period) there began a general crisis in this model of “locking-up spaces.” New strategies of domination and forms of ultra-fast control for open spaces started to be used in the West, creating a “control society,” which is the model we live in now.

Our point is not to question which is worse, “repression” or “control,” but to see what strategies and weapons would be best.
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It must be understood that we are giving a simplified and schematic view of a very complex situation. One model of society does not simply end with an entirely new one starting. Things from the past remain and coexist with dominant contemporary structures. And in some places we have the contrary: dominant old structures side-by-side with rising contemporary ones.

In our contemporary “control societies” human beings are looked at as numbers, percentages, and data. Money, which used to represent a certain quantity of gold, has transformed itself in a floating international currency. Man, who used to be a part-time energy producer, now functions in full-time production; anywhere he might be he can be reached by his portable telephone, and he is always linked to his laptop computer.

Production is now done by the Developing or Third World, sometimes called “Peripheral Countries.” Brazil is one of these. Research and the main lines of action are produced in the First World, now called “Central Countries.” The U.S., Japan, and most of Western Europe belong to this group.

The “ground mole” of the repressive society characterized by the “locking-up spaces” has transformed itself into the “serpent” with its many rings and coils of our current “control society.” We may see this change both in the strategies of domination as well as in our way of living and relating with others.

This change is not specifically due to technological evolution, although this is happening faster than ever. It is a mutation of capitalism. We are watching the growth of something new. We are seeing the installation of a new regime of domination, and the coils of the serpent might be more dangerous than the holes of the ground mole.

Smooth Space and Grooved Space

In their book Mille Plateaux, Deleuze and Guattari studied, among other things, nomad society. We are going to show such remarkable similarities between the capoeira world and the nomadic world that we might classify capoeira as a “Brazilian nomadic and urban war machine.” And we will see that some of Deleuze and Guattari’s conclusions may help us understand many bizarre features of the capoeira world—especially with respect to how capoeira groups are never “able to unite” and “together do something really big.”

In our days, when we say “nomad,” we think of those tribes traveling with their camels in the Sahara Desert in the north of Africa.

But in the past, nomads were everywhere, as opposed to the sedentary folks who lived in towns. The nomad Genghis Khan, for example, created the greatest empire seen up to that time, embodying enormous parts of Europe and Asia.

The so-called “nomad war-machine” is a certain number of nomad families or lineages, with their esprit-des-corps (a very strong feeling of belonging to a particular context). These families do not function as a basic cell of society like we have in cities and countries of the sedentary (those who have a fixed “home,” not the nomads who live in tents and are constantly traveling). The nomad families are like vectors, living and moving forces of the nomad group.
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Pass-a-dois in the Angola game. Drawing by Carybé, “O Jogo da Capoeira,” Col. Recôncavo n[image: ]3, Salvador, 1955.

We might say, referring specifically to the capoeira world, that the capoeira groups or academies function in a way similar to these nomad families. They are the living and moving forces of the larger group, capoeira as a whole. Similar to the nomad families, capoeira groups (or academies) unite with one another. Then they might have problems and become enemies, and then unite again in other patterns with other groups. These unions happen because the groups belong to the same style (Regional, Angola, etc.), or because they have similar interests, or because the mestres of these groups maintain friendly relations.

The esprit-des-corps is also very active in capoeira. This applies not only to belonging to a specific group or academy, but to “being a capoeira player,” where all share something in common: the malícia, the mandinga, the “roots.”

We are comparing capoeira to the nomads, but many other urban groups (teenage street gangs, circus artists, gypsies, groups of contemporary musicians, etc.) can also be analyzed and better understood if we accept that they function more according to a nomad model than a sedentary one.
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The nomads, who are always moving and live in tents, do not have the same relation with nor the same structural approach to “work” as we find in the sedentary people, with their cities, countries, and frontiers. In science as well, which for the nomads is art and technique, we do not find the same Western-style opposing duality between form and matter.

We can perceive a certain similarity with capoeira that was affectionately called vadiação (to do “nothing” and have fun, to bum around). Vadiação, capoeira’s activity, is a concept distinct from that of “work,” even though quite a lot of “work” is involved in doing vadiação, the playing of the game.

Being a dance and a fight and a ritual and a game, all at the same time, capoeira explodes dualities (fight versus dance, for example) and the categories of “specialization” that are a primary feature of the sedentary Western way of thinking.
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The nomads have a “territory,” and they follow certain routes. They go from one point, from one camping site, to another. But although these points fix the route, the important thing is to be on the route, “on the road.”

In stark contrast, sedentary people who live in cities want to arrive at their destination as quickly as possible when traveling. The route, the state of being “on the road,” is not important. The starting and finishing point are what matter.

[image: ]

We have seen that originally capoeira had more to do with the nomad way of being:


Mandinga de escravo em ânsia de liberdade.


(Capoeira is) slave mandinga, desirous of freedom.



Seu princípio não tem método,

Its principles have no method,

seu fim é inconcebível ao mais sábio dos mestres.

its aim is inconceivable even to the wisest of the mestres.

—Mestre Pastinha



But with the teaching in the academies and the absorption of players from the middle class, as well as many traditional players who adopted “new” values, capoeira started to embody values and concepts typical of the state, the established, and the sedentary.

These players, some from the traditional capoeira area, who adopted “new” values did not do this because they were “poor, ignorant people who could be easily manipulated.” They might have been ignorant with respect to what concerns scholars and orthodox “culture.” But they were no fools in terms of real-life strategies and relationships. They had all graduated from the schools of capoeira and malandragem. They adopted “new” values (competition instead of ritual, technique instead of art, “hard and serious” work instead of vadiação) because they felt it would bring them greater advantage, money, power, and status. Or because their personality was in tune with those values. Or because they thought it would be best for capoeira’s future.
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The sedentary space (cities and countries) can be considered “rifled” or “grooved” (streets, roads, fences, borders). The nomad space is “smooth”—even, like the desert.

In a similar way, nowadays in capoeira we have repetitive and mechanical kinds of training. We repeat the same movement several times. The teaching method creates clichés, sequences of movements that are repeated by all. We could consider these “new” features as part of a “rifled or grooved space.”

A “smooth space” would be the traditional learning process no longer used, not even by the current angoleiros who claim to be the heirs of “traditional capoeira.” In the traditional learning process, as we have said before, the mestre did not “teach” or “give classes” but rather organized the roda and provided the opportunity for things to happen.
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When a nomadic group travels, men are distributed “chaotically” in an open space. There is an order, but it is intuitive and organic and extremely difficult to express in a mathematical formula. The sedentary model distributes men in enclosed spaces, each one with his “specific department,” and society establishes the rules of communication between them.

In a similar way, when capoeira happens outside the academy, in a open street roda for example, we have something resembling the nomadic way. But in the academy everyone knows which is his “specific share.” That is fixed by the graduation (cordas or cordões, ropes or belts of different colors used around the waist). This graduation is given by the mestre and in theory shows the pupil’s work and knowledge. In reality it depends exclusively on the mestres’ personal values or interests.

This hierarchy also rules the communication between students. Even before two students play together they already know who is “superior” and who is “inferior.” Small groups of high-corda students look down upon the “inferior” players. The students train mainly to get a higher corda, not simply because they love capoeira.

Schemes to Impeach the State

The Brazilian state, since the 1930s with the dictator Vargas, has always tried to transform capoeira from a “nomadic urban war machine” into a sedentary, established sport or “martial art” with rules and a central (governmental) organization that directs it. This is similar to what happened in the past when the sedentary state constantly tried to overcome the nomads and conquer their “war machines,” embodying them as part of their organized armies.

But capoeira, like the nomadic way of life, has hidden mechanisms and schemes that are part of its infrastructure to oppose the creation within capoeira of structures or organisms similar to those of the state.

In the last few pages, we established a comparison between capoeira and the nomads. Now we shall examine the “mechanisms and schemes to impeach the birth of a state structure” within the nomad group. We shall see that these “hidden” and not obvious mechanisms and schemes exist in capoeira as well, with the purpose of maintaining its faithfulness to its roots.

The mechanisms embodied in the nomads’ infrastructure are threefold: its type of leadership, the group’s constant warlike disposition, and the warriors’ lack of discipline.

All of these mechanisms work to create what looks like a lack of union among the groups. The different groups do not unite around or under a common banner, simply because one big group implies further rigid rules, as in the state.

The nomad structure functions extremely well and accomplishes things that the sedentary model cannot attain. Although it is a quite different model, it is more flexible and individualistic, and it fosters stronger interpersonal relationships.

There are some capoeira groups that utilize an overdose of violence and competition. This has nothing to do with “constant warlike disposition.” In fact, these groups and their paranoid strategies have more in common with the sedentary model that we see in today’s society.

And last but not least, we should remember that those who advertise the “need to unite under a common banner” or under a central and powerful institution are often more like bureaucrats or people on a radical schizoid power trip than a true capoeira player with his soul deeply connected to the “roots” could ever be.

1. The Type of Leadership

Whether a state structure comes about through economic development or by some political happening, Pierre Clastres, in opposition to other scholars, doubts that the state (with its cities, roads, government, classes, borders, etc.) is a superior stage of organization, an evolution coming “after” the nomad model.

The state does not come “after” the nomads; it is not an evolutionary advancement over the nomad model. The state has always existed and, in fact, it is defined by an “outside” that surrounds it. It has always been in this “outside,” a “smooth space,” that the nomadic tribes are found.

Clastres wondered if these nomads wouldn’t have “mechanisms to impeach the birth of a state structure from within their tribes.”

These nomadic societies have chiefs, as does the state. However, the state is not characterized by the existence of “chiefs” but by the perpetuity of the power organization (one president after the other, but the presidential role continues).

The state concerns itself with “conserving” things.

On the other hand, the nomad chiefs have their personal prestige as their only institutional weapon. Persuasion is their only means of acting. Their rule is intimately caught up in the group’s desires. This is also true for the leaders of capoeira groups or academies.

Their immoderation might be polygamy. But they are always producing objects, artifacts, and opportunities for the group.

In capoeira we see something similar, and it is the mestre who provides the berimbaus (or teaches how to make them), organizes the events and street rodas, etc.

2. Constant Warlike Disposition

Through war, or perhaps through a constant warlike disposition even if there is no battle, the state is kept from appearing within the nomadic group. This is quite different from the idea that is held by many scholars of a complete harmony among the nomadic groups, which strengthen their links, exchange women, and so on.

War, in this sense, is not an exchange failure but something basic in maintaining the nomads’ fragmented structure (in opposition to the “unity” of the state). This also means that the nomads do not stock or save. One “works” in order to eat. And what seems to be a “lack of economic knowledge,” from a Western point of view, is a “mechanism to prevent the apparition of the state” inside the nomadic structure.

Let us see how this “constant warlike disposition” has always been present in capoeira.

When Brazil became an Empire after being a Portuguese colony, a letter (1821) to the Minister of War demanded the public whipping of the “capoeira negroes.” Many times they injured themselves in the game, something economically disadvantageous for their owners. Whipping was the only penalty tough enough to scare them.

Rugendas (1824) tells us that “jogar capüera ou danse de la guerre” (to play capoeira or war dance) many times ended up as a bloody conflict with the use of knives.

At the end of the 1800s, Rio de Janeiro’s various capoeira gangs divided the city amongst themselves. They “owned” the streets, and they caused stores and commerce to close whenever they got rough. They terrorized the population. They fought each other in street battles that left behind many wounded and dead.

In Salvador the players of Capoeira Regional (which started in the 1930s) and the angoleiros had problems. We cannot say that Mestre Bimba, the creator of regional, approved of these riots. But we cannot say that he censored his pupils either.

In our days it is common that one academy be the enemy of another. When they meet in street rodas there is trouble. In the 1990s, the mestres of two antagonistic groups would forbid their pupils to visit the other academy. There was even some shooting in broad daylight on Copacabana’s busiest street—the sort of thing that could give bad publicity to both groups if it came out in the media.

It is also common for some teachers to encourage their students to be violent with players of all other groups and even with their own colleagues. But for “external use” these teachers have a nice, convincing, politically correct speech about capoeira, “art and ritual.”
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What we perceive is that war, not as an open and declared state but as a constant disposition for battle, has always existed in capoeira, at times at an unfortunately exaggerated level. Be that as it may, this is one of the basic characteristics of capoeira that prevents the groups’ union. This is one of the mechanisms that does not allow the structure of many independent groups to transform itself into one block, with one chief, and one way of seeing things—something that would be in opposition to the nature of capoeira. This would be like changing the nomadic structure of many free groups into one single army with inflexible laws and severe discipline, as required by its size, all answering to one and only one Minister of War.

But we must stress once again that this constant warlike disposition should be embodied along with the philosophy of malandragem and cunning. When rude and idiotic violence prevails, it is a sign that “new values” have been incorporated.

3. The Warriors’ Lack of Discipline

In the nomadic groups the warrior lives a process in which he amasses deeds of bravery leading to solitude and a prestigious old age without power. In capoeira we see something similar: the old mestres have a lot of prestige but it is the younger guys who lead big groups, make more money, and have more power.

Each member of the nomadic group has relatives or is linked by friendship to others. If he has a disagreement with the chief, he seldom leaves alone.

In capoeira we witness high-level players disagreeing with their mestre and leaving the group. They always take other players and apprentices with them. They open a new group that might be an “enemy” to their old academy.

Discipline has to do with the army, and sports as well.

Now we might understand why the state tried time and again to transform capoeira into “The Only Fight and Sport which is Truly Brazilian!”

Discipline has nothing to do with “war machines” which feature the warrior’s lack of discipline and lack of respect for hierarchy.

Treason, a disrespect for hierarchy, an extreme sense of “honor,” and a constant threat of leaving the group (functioning almost as a kind of blackmail) are features of both the nomadic war machines and capoeira and do not allow for the birth of a state structure inside their world.

Rio’s many maltas (gangs) in the 1800s as well as contemporary new groups brought about by the abandonment of and treason against an original group are just two obvious examples of capoeira functioning as a “war machine,” in opposition to what would be the ways of a state army.

There are those students who graduate to mestre and continue in the same academy, giving classes, making the number of pupils grow, and obeying the old mestre. But this is not a general rule.

In fact, when advanced players leave their old academy to open new groups, this is a loss for the first academy. Nevertheless, this “loss of energy” for the academy is the essence of the renewal of energy for capoeira as a whole.

Although we observe how these mechanisms of the infrastructure function in today’s capoeira, we also perceive within the capoeira context active forces that go in the direction of creating an organism similar to the state.

Would this be the “natural” tendency of capoeira’s evolution?

Is capoeira sure to be transformed from an “urban war machine” into a “disciplined army” that has been absorbed by the System and the State?

Besides this danger of distortion that would result from being “beaten and captured” by the state, there is also another danger paradoxically linked to when the opposite happens, when the war machine “conquers” the state. Many powerful nomadic groups have ended up being absorbed by the countries they conquered.

In the future we shall see if that will happen to capoeira.
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Capoeira has been conquering space in society.

In the 1930s Vargas permitted the practice of capoeira. Although it was “watched and controlled” and could not be practiced in the streets and should be done indoors (academies) with special police permission, this was a “victory” in a certain sense.

In the 1960s capoeira expanded throughout Brazil, achieving a status and a number of pupils that allowed its mestres to be “economically independent”—yet another victory.

In the 1970s women entered capoeira, and capoeira went overseas, and in the 1980s children of only three or four years of age started practicing capoeira in some of Rio’s most expensive private schools.
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Is it possible that capoeira will “conquer and win” the System, ultimately to be absorbed and distorted at its roots by the conquered foe?

Might it be that the mestres of the future will be bored and well-paid “politically correct” public servants wearing a suit and a tie, or maybe a “capoeira uniform”?

Is there the possibility of preventing the birth of a structure similar to that of the state, with the same values and morals, within the capoeira world?

As we saw, there are both favorable and unfavorable forces in place. And when we reached the 1980s it seemed that the “conquered” state would definitively win the game, transforming capoeira into a “sport” in which there would be very little creativity, individuality, or poetry.

Although the Capoeira Confederation, sponsor of the sportive “Capoeira Championships,” lost a lot of ground in the following years, the truth was that everyone played the “same” capoeira, the one that gave status. Very good technique but little improvisation and little difference between the groups’ styles. And the old mestres were completely eclipsed by the new (my) generation.

But around 1985, unexpectedly the young mestres of the Regional/Senzala generation turned themselves towards the old mestres, giving them renewed status. And that brought in difference, ritualistic and ludic elements, roots that had seemed to be lost for good.

Capoeira seemed, at least temporarily, to have won the quest.
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Introduction
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My credit card is a straight razor!

Brazil, show us your face …

—Cazuza, a well-known young musician,
recently deceased



Four hundred years of persecutions and prohibitions. But in our days capoeira is known and practiced throughout Brazil. Capoeira’s artistic, philosophical, and social contents made it one of the primary cultural features of the Brazilian people.

Some estimate that there are 25,000 capoeira teachers and 1,000,000 players to be found throughout Brazil, in both big cities and small villages. Brazil is larger than the continental United States and has some 180,000,000 inhabitants.

In North America there might be up to 300 teachers and 10,000 players, with similar numbers in Western Europe.
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The history of capoeira is usually divided into three parts: the slavery, the underground, and the academy periods.

This division, although bare and superficial, gives in a few words a panoramic view, the greatest merit of which is to emphasize capoeira’s strength, capacity to adapt and survive, and its unbelievable resistance.

The Slavery Period: Capoeira, a fighting technique, disguised itself as a dance in order to deceive the slave owners and their plantation foremen.

The Underground Period: After the abolition of slavery (in 1888), capoeira players who had been slaves did not find a place in society and became criminals, taking capoeira underground, resulting in capoeira’s prohibition by law in 1892.

The Academy Period: In the 1930s the prohibition law was abolished by Dictator Vargas. Mestre Bimba opened the first capoeira academy in the city of Salvador, in the state of Bahia. Capoeira left the streets and the underground and started to be taught and practiced in the academias (like gymnastics, martial arts, etc.).
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This historical sketch is accepted by most players. It is part of capoeira’s oral tradition, and oftentimes it is told before a capoeira presentation.

But based on recent works of scholars who specialize in Afro-Brazilian culture, we propose to question some of these ideas.


Origins
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The intolerance towards not knowing, one of mankind’s basic anxieties, results in a hurry to know things. This makes one accept his own or others’ oversimplified ideas which pretend to explain the intricate mysteries of being.

—Waldemar Zusman



The origin of capoeira, whether African or Brazilian, has stimulated many discussions up to the present day. Even the most important mestres, such as Bimba (1900–1974) and Pastinha (1889–1981), had different ideas on this subject.


The negroes were African but capoeira is from Cachoeira, Santo Amaro, and Ilha da Maré [cities in Bahia], camarado [capoeira friend]!

—Mestre Bimba

 … capoeira came from Africa, the Africans used it to fight.

—Mestre Pastinha



As far as we know, capoeira does not exist and is not practiced in Africa. Even if it were, this by itself would not mean much. We still would not know if capoeira had always been practiced in Africa or if it had been introduced by the slaves that returned from Brazil after buying their alforria (“freedom”—after ten years a slave could buy his freedom back). Quite often in returning, ex-slaves brought home customs created or assimilated in Brazil.

Julio Cesar Tavares explains,


The procedures for a slave to buy his alforria after ten years of slave work was a custom that differed from one place to another. Not all slaves had this opportunity and many of them died before completing those ten years. The slaves who worked in the mines lived an average of seven years. Those in the plantations lived some ten years. This means that a slave from Africa who arrived in Brazil when he was 15 would be dead by the age of 25. To buy one’s alforria was more common among the domestic slaves of the cities—the ancestors of today’s Brazilian housemaids, cooks, etc. [who today earn something like US $130 a month while the cost of living is almost the same as in the United States].
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Regardless of whether the game was born in Africa or in Brazil, one thing is certain about the origins of capoeira: it is a creation of the Africans and their descendants.

Muniz Sodré comments that:


The question about the “beginning” is in a certain sense a meaningless problem. What matters most is not the “beginning” (the date and so forth do not matter so much), but the “principle”: the conditions that created and kept the thing alive.

The most significant issue is the assemblage of conditions, the historical and cultural circumstances that permitted that game to survive and expand. As far as capoeira is concerned, the ‘beginning’ is Brazilian but the ‘principle’ (the roots, the historicity, the myth) is African.



If there are doubts as to the origins, there are even more doubts about the word “capoeira.”

Waldeloir Rego in his masterful Capoeira Angola, an essential book for the researcher, tells us that the word “capoeira” appeared for the first time in 1712 in Vocabulário Português e Latino, a sort of dictionary written by Rafael Bluteau, and then later in 1813 in the Dicionário da Língua Portuguesa (Portuguese Language Dictionary). After that, the controversies begin involving people such as José de Alencar (one of Brazil’s best-known writers), Beaurepaire, Rohan and Macedo Soares.

Around 1880, Alencar suggested that the word “capoeira” came from Tupi (a native Indian language) “caa-apuam-era,” “a place where the brush has been cut down.” Beaurepaire proposed the Tupi “copuera” (“old plantation”). Macedo Soares was radical in his disagreement, saying it came from the Guarani (another native Indian language) “caá-puera,” “new growth of shrubbery on cleared land.”

One might find strange all these theories in which the name of a dance-fight-game with African roots is said to have come from native Indian languages.

This is better understood when one knows what sort of racism exists against blacks in Brazil. It is different from North America’s racism, perhaps more subtle and not as obvious. But it is equally effective and dreadful.

When Brazil became independent from Portugal (1822) there was an agreement among those in power. A new image for the newly independent Brazil, a new “face” for the Brazilian people, was necessary. The Brazilian Indian, who had been slaughtered for over three centuries and was far away in the unexplored jungle, was admitted as part of this new “face.” But not the “real” Indian. It became “politically correct” and fashionable to delegate one’s darker skin to some Tupi or Guarani ancestor.

Meanwhile the majority of the population was left out of this pact: the African descendants who had constructed the country with their work in the plantations and mines, the negroes and mulattos who had also been the musicians and sculptors, and all black- and brown-skinned people who had always been near and even inside the houses of the powerful, working as servants.

They were all left out of Brazil’s new image, which was “constructed” to be shown abroad. It was as if they did not exist and had never existed, even though there are very few countries in which we find such a mix of races in the general population as there is in Brazil. Probably every family that has been in Brazil for more than two hundred years has black, Indian, and white ancestors, regardless of the color of their skin.

Thus it is reasonable to say that these theories about a Brazilian Indian origin for the word “capoeira,” a dance-fight-game created by Africans and their descendants, could be part of this “leave them out” strategy of the powerful.

Concerning the word in the specific sense of “capoeira game,” we also have many suppositions.


• It was common to say that the runaway slave “caiu na capoeira” (“disappeared into the wilderness”), or the runaway slave looked for the capoeira (small forested area) where he had space to face the capitão-do-mato (“captain of the woods”), a contracted slave hunter.

• “The exercise of two individuals that fight just for fun resembles the fights between two cocks (cock = capão).”

• The male bird specimen of a small partridge called “capoeira” was very jealous and engaged in tremendous fights with its rivals, and “the skilled steps of these fights were compared to those of the capoeira players.”

• “The slaves who carried capoeiras de galinhas (big baskets with live chickens) to the market at Don Manoel Street, by the beach, entertained themselves by playing capoeira.” The name of the basket they carried was then passed on to the people associated with it.
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“Capitão-do-mato” (Rugendas, 1824).

Julio Cesar Tavares explains that not all capitães-do-mato (“captains of the woods”) were freed slaves. There were many other possibilities. Some were the illegitimate sons of slave owners, or feitores (slave foremen). They were mulattos, the results of night attacks of the white men on the slave women. They were creoulos (dark-skinned people born in Brazil) who had never been slaves, growing up on the periphery of the casa-grande (big-house, the house where the plantation owner and his family lived, in opposition to the senzala, the slaves’ quarters). Creoulos had an intermediary position between the slaves and the legitimate sons.

As far as the runaway slave is concerned, Julio Cesar explains that when recaptured, the slave was whipped with fifty blows, an extremely violent punishment. The second time, again he was whipped, and an iron ring with long protruding shafts was put around his neck, making it difficult for him to escape through the bush, as the slave would get entangled in the vegetation.

Waldeloir Rego concludes that there are many propositions concerning the word “capoeira” and we could only arrive at a more definitive conclusion with the “development of studies of the Negro in Brazil, something which practically has never been done.”

But we know for sure that in 1821 there was written a letter which complained about the “capoeira negroes arrested by the military school while promoting disorders.” And that in 1901, in Alfreda Bessa’s A Gíria Portuguesa (Portuguese Slang), capoeira was defined as “a game using hands, feet and head, practiced by low-level tramps (thieves).”


The Slavery Period
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Capitalism, progress, civilization and occidental culture became possible due to the slave trade, the great black diaspora. The 20,000,000 Negroes exiled from Africa to the Americas were indispensable to the primitive accumulation of European capital.

—Muniz Sodré in A Verdade Seduzida



In Brazil, the importance of the Africans and their descendants in economic, social, artistic, racial, and cultural aspects is fundamental and decisive. Until 1700 the Africans came mainly to work in the sugarcane plantations and industry. Later, they were also the basic element in the coffee, tobacco, and gold mining industries.

Julio Cesar Tavares explains that mining and coffee were pillars of the eighteenth-century Brazilian economy. Mining begins in 1696 when the first gold ore veins are discovered. The coffee-growing activity begins in 1702 when the first coffee buds are planted by Palheta in the Valley of the River Paraíba, in the state of Rio de Janeiro, and from there it expands to the state of São Paulo. In the eighteenth century, besides sugar and the newly explored coffee and gold, urban life effectively starts with the growth of some cities. It is from then on that the custom of the alforria (slaves buying their freedom back after ten years of slave work) starts to spread.

The African contribution was felt not only on the plantation and in gold mine senzalas (slave quarters). Starting in the eighteenth century, the African presence was a determining factor in the cities, commerce, markets, and public squares.
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“Building up Brazil, Working in the Fields and in the Cities” (Debret, 1824).

The French Artistic Mission, a group of European artists and scientists sponsored by the Portuguese King Don João VI, arrived in 1819, when Brazil was still a Portuguese colony. Muniz Sodré, in Claros e escuros, points out that until the arrival of this mission, and even after, Brazilian art such as architecture, sculpture, gold jewelry, painting, music (classical and “popular”) was mostly done by negroes and mulattos. Among them we find Aleijadinho, the baroque sculptor, priest José Mauricio Nunes Garcia, a great musician and the monarchy’s favorite composer, Manuel da Cunha and others. Curiously, this was never mentioned by the “romantic” writers. Even Castro Alves, “a vigorous poet who was against slavery, mistook the singularity of the African man with the scenery,” as if Africans were just part of the landscape and not individuals.

The “forgetfulness” of this historic reality by the white-skinned “upper” classes, together with the ever-present racial discrimination against dark-skinned men and women, is the background of the events we are reading about. It is the background to the strategies of singularization and sovereignty of the African descendants.

It is commonplace to imagine capoeira being born and growing in a rustic rural environment. But there is evidence to suggest that this growth and transformation process happened mostly in the cities, where one could find a great number of freed slaves and also many negros de ganho, “earning blacks,” slaves with their own professional activity in the streets and who at the end of the day would give their masters a fixed amount of money.
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Don João VI, King of Portugal exiled to Brazil (Debret, 1824).

We will consider the twenty years from 1810 to 1830 as our starting point. Although the preceding three hundred years are extremely important for the Brazilian historian, we shall focus our attention on this period and the next seventy years, until 1900, when capoeira begins to be practiced in a manner similar to how it is practiced today.

This period, 1810–1830, is a milestone in Brazil’s black cultural history, given a series of events that resulted in a radical change of direction—in other words, a fundamental change in the black community’s strategies of interacting with those in power.

Furthermore, until the period of 1810–1830, the blend of fighting and dancing in capoeira had not yet occurred. It was considered a warrior’s pastime more than a dance. We can see this by examining the drawings and notes of two artists, the French Debret in his book Voyage Pittoresque et Historique au Brèsil (Firmin Didot Frères, Paris, 1834) and the German Rugendas in Voyage Pittoresque et Historique dans le Brèsil (Engelmen et Cie., Paris, 1824).
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“Jogar capuera ou danse de la guerre” (To play capoeira or dance of war) (Rugendas, 1824).

Rugendas did two beautifully colored drawings, realistic in the smallest details as if they were photographs, characteristic of the artists of his school. He also gave a description of the game which he called “capuera ou danse de la guerre” (“war dance” in French).

“The negroes have an even more violent warrior’s pastime called capuera,” he wrote. “Two champions throw themselves, one against the other, trying to hit the chest of the opponent they wish to knock down with their head. They avoid the attack with equally skilled jumps to the side and sudden stops. But in throwing themselves one against the other, more or less like goats, it may happen that they hit each other head against head forcefully, which often makes the game degenerate into fights, whereupon a knife comes into play, bringing on bloodshed.”
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In that same period from 1810 to 1830, the French Debret drew an old player of the berimbau, adding that “… often one of the slaves, missing his homeland, let out his voice and sang in the public squares and around the fountains.”
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“Berimbau Player” (Debret, 1834).

Rugendas’ two drawings and their captions showed a “warrior’s game,” that period’s capoeira, with “skilled jumps and sudden stops” and equally skilled head-blows, a common form of hitting even today.

But where are the kicks?

Where are the rasteiras (low swipe with the foot to trip up the opponent)?

The rolling movements near the ground? The acrobatic jumps and somersaults? The ritual that characterizes capoeira as we know it today?

And what about the berimbau, the main musical instrument that commands and conducts the roda and sets the pace for the game?

It is certain that the berimbau existed in Brazil. We see that in Debret’s drawing. But it was not linked to the “warrior’s game” that Rugendas described.

It is also clear that the missing components in the “warrior’s game” of 1824, which are features of contemporary capoeira, existed and were practiced in those times but were not linked to the “warrior’s game” as depicted by Rugendas.
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Muniz Sodré tells us, “There is a fighting tradition using foot strikes in Africa, and most certainly this tradition also existed in Brazil. For instance, the Haússas, an Islamic group from Northern Africa that revolted in Bahia around 1835, almost throwing over the local government, were dangerous fighters with their kicks. It is also said that Zumbi, the last leader of the legendary runaway slaves’ city Quilombo dos Palmares, was a great fighter who, unarmed, defeated his adversaries using his legs. But that might be a retrospective ideology, a mythology created much later by capoeira players.”

Muniz also showed us a song for Ogum, orixá (god) of war and lord of iron:


“Ogum ti no ja

“Ogum, he who fights

tapa, tapa, ma ua.”

with his legs, don’t come near.”



The players linked to the traditional capoeira style taught by Mestre Pastinha (1889–1981) in Salvador speak of an African ritual dance-fight called N’Golo. According to them, the N’Golo dance-fight happens during the Efundula, a female initiation ritual. Pairs of the tribe’s young men fight, imitating fighting zebras. The champion chooses a bride without paying her father the usual price. The N’Golo would be the capoeira of Africa. This theory was presented by the celebrated Brazilian historian Luis da Câmara Cascudo (Folclore do Brasil, 1967). But it was based only on information received from Albano Neves de Souza, from Angola.

Albano Neves de Souza says the “N’Golo was practiced by the Mucupe of the south of Angola” and that it was “your [Brazil’s] capoeira.” But one year later the anthropologist Waldeloir Rego, in his Capoeira Angola (1968), warned that “one should take this strange theory with a certain reservation until its author explains it with more details strictly based on documents.”

Regarding the acrobatic jumps and somersaults, the French artist Debret (1834) described the “negros volteadores” (acrobatic blacks) parading in front of important African personalities’ burials in Brazil and performing “jumps, somersaults and acrobatic movements.”
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“Negro Volteador Parading in front of an African Burial in Brazil” (Debret, 1834).

In Africa, dances with jumps and somersaults are quite well-known. Kurt Sachs, in his World History of Dance, describes one of these events:


Two dancers and a singer take their places in the center of the circle. The singer praises the old chieftains and maybe also his favorite bull and sets the rhythm by clapping hands while the dancers do their jumps and acrobatic movements.



On the other hand, Julio Cesar Tavares tells us:


In the case of the Africans brought as slaves to the Americas (North, Central and South), it must be said that the system of resistance constructed by the Africans forcibly acquired a high level of complexity due to the mixing of innumerable nations once outside the African continent. They found in syncretism and miscegenation the best form of organizing their resistance.

Yet from this mixture, a new communication system started to structure itself, a new culture started to appear. We shall call it Afro-Diaspora.



Based on all of this data, I propose that capoeira resulted from the mixing of different forms of fighting, dancing, rhythms and musical instruments, from different African ethnic groups. This synthesis happened in Brazil after 1824, when Rugendas described the “warrior’s game” with its missing components. I oppose the current idea that capoeira was one type of “a black fighting system that disguised itself into a dance.”

This theory has a possible weak point: I am supposing that Debret and Rugendas would have described the game’s other, more dancelike components if the mixture had already taken place. Rugendas was in Brazil for two years. Debret lived in and documented Brazil over fifteen years (1816–1831). It is difficult to believe that both failed to portray the missing components if they already belonged to the game.

A Conversation with Muniz Sodré:
1810 to 1830, A Historical Change of Strategy


We chose 1810 as a starting point for this historical period for two reasons:

• the mixture of different components that would constitute capoeira happened after that date, and

• a change occurred around that time in the black community’s strategy of interaction with those in power.

Muniz Sodré will tell us about this change. Muniz is a writer, journalist, sociologist, and a professor at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro. He was, “with great pride,” a student of Mestre Bimba. The Afro-Brazilian Muniz Sodré is also an Obá Xango (a hierarchic post) in the traditional candomblé of the “Mãe” (“mother” priestess) Stela group in Salvador, the Axé Opô Afonjá.



Muniz said,


Since the beginning of Brazil’s colonization, in the 1500s, until the beginning of the nineteenth century, it was interesting for the colony’s administrators and for the slave owners to permit the blacks’ cultural manifestations. It served as an escape valve for the tensions in the slavery system. It also revived old African tribal rivalries that were not strong enough to provoke war between the groups in Brazil but existed anyway. It was the strategy of separating-to-dominate.



For example, it was common to avoid having a majority of slaves from the same ethnic group on one plantation or even in any given house in the city. But it would be quite difficult for there to exist the mixture of elements necessary to develop capoeira due to “tribal separation.”

But in the early nineteenth century, the white community started to encourage the differences between the boçal (the newly arrived African in Brazil, or those who refused to adapt to Brazilian society), the ladino (the slave adapted to society), and the ceioulo (creoles, slaves born in Brazil). The ladinos and creoulos were favored with lighter tasks and the chance to ascend socially. However, often enough in the black community the boçal was more valued than the ladino or the creoulo, even though these latter would be richer.

The “Africanicity” (or boçalidade, a word that took a pejorative meaning later: “stupidity”) was a guarantee that traditional values would be maintained.

Because of all this, the antagonism between different African tribes in Brazil started to lose its meaning. This enabled the mixing of different fighting techniques and dances that gave origin to capoeira.
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In the state of Bahia, before 1810, African cultural events were permitted “because the white community’s insight deemed them harmless. The blacks revived their rites, praised their gods, and resumed their specific way of communal relationship in a concealed way. We can already observe the African strategy of playing with the System’s ambiguities, the strategy of acting within the System’s fissures and cracks.”

Before 1810–1830, says Muniz, “the black Catholic religious orders, the confrarias, played an important role.” Catholicism is Brazil’s “official” religion but it is common for Catholics to perform their little magic or Afro-Brazilian sorcery rituals as well.

In these black religious orders “the slaves could dedicate themselves to their devotions or personal relationships while under their masters’ and the Catholic Church’s watchful eyes. The confrarias became a double-edged sword, going beyond the borders established by the Church. They functioned as a springboard and an alibi for the establishment of parallel social circuits that embodied different types of gatherings, the creation of bank accounts for buying alforria (freedom), as well as other purposes.”

“We should remember that the negros de ganho slaves went out every morning to do their private business and came back only at night,” continues Muniz. “Whatever money was over their obligatory ‘daily tax,’ they kept for themselves.”

With this small space for free association, along with some economic savings, there appeared the possibility for contacts and movements needed for establishing terreiros de candomblé, houses where African religions are practiced. It was then that the African cults and rites started being “practiced openly and in their own specific spaces, despite persecution from the slave owners and the Catholic Church.”

There we have it—the change in direction that I referred to. This is a change of strategy used by the black community while facing and interacting with the society that was oppressing it.

After 1830, the black cultural practices and performances in Bahia became progressively less clandestine and more open, notwithstanding the increasing police persecution.

At the same time the confrarias, the black religious orders, started to lose importance. However, it was not the decline of these religious orders that primarily incited the black community and its leaders to change their strategies of interaction. In the state of Bahia, the leaders of the black community were mostly the Yalorixás or Mães-de-santo (“mothers of orixás,” “mothers of gods,” or “mothers of saints”; priestesses). They had spiritual power that passed from generation to generation. They were intelligent, educated, and they deeply cared for their community. They also had money and even slaves.

Muniz says that the most important factor in the change in strategy on the part of the black community during the period from 1810 to 1830 was “the understanding, by both blacks and whites, that the possibility of an armed black rebellion that could overthrow the ruling class and seize power no longer existed.”

There had been black rebellions during the transition in the political order from the colonial period to the independence of Brazil in 1822. These rebellions of the African descendants favored several white groups’ actions in their quest for power. But after 1810–1830, territorial control had been achieved, and the last great black insurrection, the Malês in Salvador, had been crushed. From a military point of view, the possibilities of a black rebellion were very small because of the growing numbers of armed men in the army and police.

Up until this point, the white community had feared these rebellions. They knew about the many quilombos, communities of runaway slaves in the jungle, and several mutinies whose political dimension went beyond just escaping slavery and running away. But from 1830 on, the state no longer feared the negroes as an armed group. The state started to fear the black-skinned man as an individual. The state started to fear “small groups of blacks that from then on are looked on as groups of potential criminals.”

Later, around the beginning of the twentieth century, criminology served as the framework of studies by scholars of psychology, such as Juliano Moreira and Nina Rodrigues, who understood groups of blacks as nests of criminality.
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“Soldiers of the Guarda Real (Royal Guard),” (Debret, 1824).

Muniz tells us further:


The Afro-descendants, seeing and accepting the impossibility of a military victory, turned towards the cultural arena, which consequently began to be more fundamental. Culture turns itself into a weapon to conquer space and status, to attack and seduce the owners of power.

Besides that, the slave trade was abolished in 1850 (Brazil was the last country in the world to abolish slavery in 1888). This caused the black community to look deeply into its situation and its perspectives in Brazil. In the rebellions of the first half of the nineteenth century we can feel the myth of the ‘return to Africa.’ But after the abolition of slave traffic, this feeling starts to be replaced by the idea that since they were not going to go back to Africa, they would have to conquer and build their own space in Brazil. They would have to create an Africa in Brazil.

This feeling grew with the social pact that came with the independence of Brazil in 1822. This unwritten pact, created by the rich Brazilians and the Portuguese who decided to stay in Brazil, included the native Indian in a symbolic form. The state had a tendency to create symbolic and ideological apparatus to give a “new face” to Brazil. And this new face was the caboclo, a half-breed of Portuguese and Brazilian Indian.
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“Brazilian Indian” (Debret, 1824).
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“Brazilian Indians” (Debret, 1824).

The Indian was far away in the forest, and the further the better, as far as the white man was concerned. But the Indian was symbolically included. We can see this in the literature of the time: romantic novels with stereotyped Indians who were strong and virile and yet at the same time servile to the colonizer. The black man who had been and still was slave was kept out of this pact.



During the same period of 1810 to 1830, the Missão Artística Francesa, French Artistic Mission, arrived in Brazil. It brought “the occidental notion of ‘culture’ exported from Europe to the New Continent’s leading white classes. In the name of this ‘European culture’ the genocide of millions had been inflicted on Africa during three and a half centuries. Since then this idea/word ‘culture’ has been the center of projects, sciences, etc. Such is the power of belief placed on it.


In our days, cultural domination can be said to be the most dynamic form of western civilization, from a sociological point of view.



There we have the historical events that made the 1810–1830 period so important.

The Brazilian State and the white community changed from a permissive position towards black cultural events to a position of repression, and notwithstanding this persecution, the African cults started to be practiced openly and in their own space (terreiros).

The most important factor was the impossibility of a black rebellion taking over power through the use of weapons. The growing military apparatus and territorial control by the state precluded such a possibility.

But other facts were also important: the decline of the black religious orders, the arrival of the French Mission in 1816 with the European idea of “culture,” the political period from colony to independence, the social pact that resulted from Brazilian independence in 1822 and that left the Afro-descendants out, and the abolishment of slave traffic in 1850.

Besides these events, I would point out something that happened two years before the 1810–1830 period analyzed by Muniz Sodré. Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Portugal, and the Portuguese King Don João VI fled with his family and all his court to Brazil in 1808.

We can imagine the impact on and changes in Brazilian society with the sudden and unexpected arrival of the King of Portugal and his court of 2,500 people to Rio de Janeiro. At that time, Rio had 300,000 inhabitants.

A few years later, in 1814, the first mandates were published that repressed African cultural practices, which until then had been tolerated.
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“Taking it Easy in the Tropics” (Debret, 1824).

A Conversation with Julio Cesar Tavares:
1830 to 1888, The Peak of Repression


Julio Cesar de Souza Tavares is an expert on the History of Communication and Non-verbal Languages. He showed me his thesis on capoeira, “Dança da guerra: Arquivo-Arma” (“War Dance: Weapon and Archive”) and pointed out some highlights of the period from the change of strategy circa 1830 to the abolishment of slavery in Brazil in 1888.



As mentioned in the previous section, in 1808 Napoleon Bonaparte invaded Portugal, and the king with his family and his court fled to Brazil, a Portuguese colony. Later João VI returned to Portugal. His son, Pedro I, stayed behind and followed his father’s advice by declaring Brazil independent “before some adventurer did it.” Don Pedro became the Emperor of Brazil in 1822.

In 1831 Pedro also went back to Portugal and abdicated the Brazilian throne to his son Pedro II, who was still just a boy. Pedro II “is declared emperor although he is not yet 18 years old. He climbs to the throne but is manipulated by a group called ‘Facção Aulica.’ ” Julio Cesar Tavares tells us about this period when Brazil was governed by the tutors of the young Pedro II, from 1831 to 1840:

This was a very troubled period. It was an empire without an emperor. In a certain sense, it was the first republican experience in Brazil, a moment when Brazil was governed by civilians, all of them big landowners. Several big peasant revolts occurred during this period in different regions of Brazil: the Balaiada, the Sabinada, later on the Farroupilha, and the Praieira in the 1840s. These revolts reflected dissatisfaction due to the concentration of authority and power with the big landowners.

The state had an enormous social debt with the black population of the urban area, much more than the white population. In Salvador, capital of the state of Bahia and one of capoeira’s main centers, there was a great number of rebellions.

The Malês Uprising in 1835 shook Salvador for almost a year. The rebels were Islamic and literate, while most of the Portuguese and Brazilian slave owners were illiterate. They organized themselves by communicating through letters and pamphlets in Arabic, which could not be read by the whites. This was a revolt of a black elite that intended to take over the city and dominate other African ethnic groups.

While during the twentieth century the economic debate turned around inflation and debt, in the nineteenth century it focused on protectionism and liberalism. England, which was the world’s most powerful nation at the time, had always been liberal as far as economy was concerned. After 1840, England stimulated the creation of new markets of consumers for its products. In this context, the paid working class was more interesting than the slave class. England started to persecute the slave traffic from Africa to the Americas, and Brazil was one of the strongest consumers.

For the first time Brazil adopts a protectionist policy and creates import taxes on English products. There is constant friction with the English from 1844 to 1850. Some of these taxes were up to 100% and made possible, for example, the creation of the ship-building industry such as the Estaleiro


Mauá, in Niterói just outside Rio de Janeiro. This Estaleiro Mauá was the first basic step towards a Brazilian iron and steel industry. Slaves labored side-by-side with paid workers in the Estaleiro Mauá.



When the King of Portugal fled with his family to Brazil in 1808, Portugal had a deal with England that benefited English merchandise that came into Portugal and Brazil. At the same time, they blocked the French and North American products.

From 1808 to 1840, England was absolutely favored in Brazilian imports. This period includes Pedro I as Emperor of Brazil, Brazil’s independence by Pedro, his abdication, the regency period, and the coronation of Pedro II in 1840.

Starting in 1844, the Brazilian liberals thought it was time to cut these privileges of the British. They taxed English merchandise, increasing the funds of the Treasury, thus allowing them to invest in other activities.

This is different from some of today’s laws that favor Brazilian products in order to protect an industrial block that did not exist in those days.
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“Slaves Unloading British Products at the Docks” (Debret, 1834).

But soon Great Britain, invincible in the diplomatic arena, managed to defeat both the tax law and the Africa-to-Brazil slave trade. The pressure became so great in 1850, with the English bombarding and kidnapping slave ships, that Brazil put forth a law forbidding slave traffic.

As for the tax law on English merchandise, it is the Brazilians who suffer a defeat with respect to the creation and protection of their national industry.

In terms of the slave traffic, the losers were the Dutch, the Jews, and above all the Portuguese dealers who had been gaining profits of up to 7,000%. The Catholic Church also had been benefiting from these deals, requiring the slave dealer to be Catholic and charging him 10%. Portugal charged a tax for the enslavement of Africans in African lands.

However, the slave traffic was not totally suppressed. It continued to exist underground as a form of smuggling.

At this time, the sugarcane industry starts to decline in the northeast of Brazil, which includes Pernambuco and Bahia, and the coffee plantations start to prosper in the southeast, where Rio de Janeiro is. The three largest centers of Brazil get involved in an internal slave trade. A great number of slaves are transferred from Bahia (capital city, Salvador) and Pernambuco (capital city, Recife) to the coffee plantations of Rio de Janeiro. This movement involved black slaves sold to the south as well as free blacks who had bought their alforria and were living as migrant workers.

There was a great fear of these wanderers. They were strange in a double sense: they were black and they were free. The state’s strict watchfulness fell upon them.

The number of negro alforriados, slaves who had bought their freedom, grew to such an extent that in 1864 the Caixa Ecômica Federal, a powerful governmental bank, created specific deposit accounts for negros de ganho, slaves who went out in the morning to do their own business and came back in the evening having to pay a daily sum.

At the same time the abolitionists, groups from both inside and outside the government, increased their pressure. From 1871 on, the sons of slaves are born free. In 1885 freedom is granted to those over sixty years old.

All of this, together with British pressure and the decline of the sugarcane industry, as well as the coffee industry in the São Paulo area, where many slaves had worked, created fissures in the slavery system.

Many slaves bought their freedom, many ran away, and a great many quilombos, communities of ex-slaves, appeared in the outskirts of Rio de Janeiro, the country’s capital at the time. For example, the current favela (slum) Morro do Estado was a quilombo. In Rio, the slave population in 1860 was ten times bigger than in 1870.

The quilombo of Cumbé (1558, in Pernambuco, in northeastern Brazil) is the first one that we have information about. Just a few years after arriving in Brazil, these Africans ran away from the plantations and organized themselves in quilombos deep in the wilderness. This unmasks the stereotyped myth that Africans in Brazil never revolted but instead accepted slavery, their heads hung low.

The 1870’s quilombos, already in the transition to favelas, were different from those of Cumbé or Palmares, in the jungle in the 1600s. They were no longer hidden and far away. They were just outside the center of the city.

There was an intellectual group that distributed pamphlets in the street, wrote in newspapers, and worked towards abolition. There were also certain “not-white” yet highly acclaimed personalities like Lima Barreto and Machado de Assis, two of the most famous Brazilian writers of all time.

When the decade of full abolition arrives in 1880, the blacks, who constitute the majority of the population, are on the streets.

The situation is critical and chaotic. The conditions are favorable for both the abolishment of slavery and for the military coup that will overthrow the monarchy in 1889. In this way the Republic of Brazil is born under the shadow of authoritarianism and militarism.
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“Whipping at the Pelourinho (the town’s whipping post in the main square).” Runaway slaves sometimes received fifty blows, an extremely harsh punishment (Debret, 1824).

This Republican military coup will try to organize chaos. And to organize chaos means to discipline the black population. The existing chaos, according to the point of view of the leading classes, was the runaway slaves, the quilombos just outside the city, the free negroes walking up and down the streets, an enormous number of capoeira players who sold their “services” to all political groups. They intimidated political opponents, set up ambushes and murders, worked as bodyguards, etc.

It was during the last thirty or forty years before the Republic, 1850 to 1880, and especially right before the abolishment of slavery (1888), that, I would risk saying, the most severe repression of the blacks in Brazil occurred.

With abolition and the establishment of the Republic, this oppression became evident. The first penal code created a new category of crime, vadiagem (vagrancy, bumming around), to control the black and free “strange bodies.” It also outlawed capoeira.
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The Paraguayan War was another important element in capoeira’s history.

Paraguay, one of Brazil’s smaller neighbors, had become independent and autonomous, with an economy turned towards its internal market. In 1860, Solano Lopes (himself a mestizo, half-breed) proposed the extinction of all universities, which were formed and run by the Spanish colonizers. In 1860 Paraguay did not have one single graduate, but it had no illiterates.

Economic interests led England to support three South American governments (Brazil, Argentina, and Uruguay) and to want to bring down Paraguay’s economy. In 1865 Brazil declared war on Paraguay, giving as an excuse a Paraguayan attack on a bankroll train in the northwest of Brazil near the border.

To this day it is not certain if actual Paraguayans or British in disguise did this attack (the same way it is not sure if it was the Nazis or the North Americans themselves who torpedoed Brazilian ships around 1940, forcing Brazil into World War II).

Brazil declared war on Paraguay and drafted men from the lower classes into the army.

Most infantry soldiers were blacks coming from the failing sugarcane and coffee plantations. An indemnity was paid to the owner of the slave. The slave himself was paid a monthly wage, and freedom was promised at the end of the war, a promise that many times was not kept.

Among these men was the battalion of the Zuavos, made up exclusively of capoeira players. Some of them were enlisted while in prison, others in the streets, sometimes by force. The Zuavos were a sort of Marines, troops prepared for the front. Their specialty was to invade enemy trenches and engage in body combat with blade weapons (machetes, swords, knifes, etc.).

After 1870, when the war ended and the blacks to whom freedom was promised returned home, there was an enormous increase in the number of runaway slaves.

It is easy to imagine that a man exposed to war’s brutality, armed and killing for months and months, is someone else when he comes back home, much more independent and wild. Many of the Zuavos Battalion capoeiristas found themselves free and unemployed in the streets of Rio de Janeiro. They became central figures in the maltas, big capoeira gangs that ruled over different areas of the city.
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In the 1880s there were a few lucid propositions, an exception to the period’s political/economic ideas. Andre Rebouças, a black engineer, abolitionist, monarchist, and founder of the Engineering Club, who represented Brazil in the 1900 Exposition in Paris, proposed that an indemnity be paid to the slave, not to his owner. He negotiated, with Pedro II, the Brazilian emperor who would later be overthrown by the military coup, something not as grandiose as a radical agricultural reform but the distribution of nonproductive land among the newly freed slaves. It would keep many blacks working the land instead of seeking out the big cities, which were already in a state of chaos.

But the winning proposition was the abolishment of slavery with an indemnity for the slave owners. Those who most profited were the bankrupted owners of big coffee plantations of the Paraíba River area in the state of São Paulo.

A Spontaneous Synthesis

I mentioned the oral tradition that said “capoeira, a form of fighting, disguised itself as a dance to deceive the white masters and their foremen.” But bearing in mind the factors that marked the period 1810–1830 I propose the following:

a) Until 1814, when the first official texts of prohibition appeared, black cultural practices were tolerated and even encouraged. If the violent capoeira had been banned as an exception, it might have disguised itself into dance, since dances were permitted. But that did not happen. We have Rugenda’s drawing and description of capoeira as a fight. The mixture fight/dance happened after 1834.

b) After 1814, the white community perceived “blacks’ games and drumming” as a dangerous social phenomenon and started to persecute it. How would it be possible for capoeira to evade persecution “disguising the fight into a dance” if the dances were also forbidden?

The only possible conclusion is that the mixing of the “warrior’s game” with dance, rhythms, and musical instruments did not happen as a disguise. This synthesis occurred for other reasons.

The black community’s use of culture as a weapon perhaps influenced capoeira as well. The fighting, a weapon inlaid in the body of the player, would tend to something more “cultural,” thus being a more effective weapon of resistance, inlaid in the “body” of the black community itself.
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Muniz Sodré tells us about the capoeira player Santugri who lived in Acupe, in the state of Bahia, and who was (in 1992) more than ninety years old.


Normally the game took place in front of the churches during the festivities of Saint Benedict or Saint Anthony. It was a slow sort of game. So slow that some people found it boring. But Santugri played with such devotion, almost as a religious obligation, that it was something very impressive to watch. This sort of capoeira was done to the sound of a small guitar; there was no berimbau. The singing was always the repetition of “ê, camaradinha, camará … ê, camaradinha, camará, … ê, camaradinha, camará,” “hey, my little friend, my friend.”

Santugri, moving as if in slow motion, would follow the very slow kick of his camaradinha, “little friend.” He would slowly follow the other player’s foot with his hands, almost touching it until the other’s foot reached the ground. Although sometimes Santugri moved near the ground, it was completely different from the ground movements typical of players from the city of Salvador. He did not use the aú (cartwheel) or the acrobatic movements and jumps.

The funny thing is that this same man was an extremely fast and dangerous fighter. He could snatch, no kidding, knives from the hands of any attacker. He also had a curious feature: he would “hat beat” his opponents. He would fold his hat in a special way, and I believe he put a piece of lead in it. It was incredible to see how fast this man could move. And wherever the hat hit, it broke something!



Muniz Sodré also relates the following:


In another small town called Itapeme there was only one person who knew how to play capoeira, the barber. He didn’t even have a partner to play with. This man did not like it when people mentioned that he knew capoeira. Not because he wanted capoeira as a secret weapon. It was a sort of personal secret. Something to do with religious promises and obligations. In all the Recôncavo Baiano, a part of the state of Bahia, capoeira was almost religious and had a very strong African presence. Most of these people were sons or grandsons of slaves.



These examples show the different forms that capoeira took in the state of Bahia. And there existed yet other styles of capoeira in Rio and Recife.

“Many people say capoeira was born in Ilha de Maré in the state of Bahia,” says Muniz Sodré.


But these towns I talked about, in the Recôncavo Baiano area, were completely isolated. That sort of capoeira was local. It’s true that in Ilha de Maré there was capoeira, there was a very big mango tree where many capoeira players got together in the late afternoon. But in many other towns people practiced a sort of capoeira that belonged to their city. And these sorts of capoeiras were different from Valdemar da Paixão’s, who had his roda in the neighborhood of Liberdade, in Salvador. They were different from Samuel Querido-de-Deus’ capoeira, a famous player of the Angola style in the 1930s and ’40s. Different from the playing style of Pastinha, the most famous mestre of Capoeira Angola who had his academy in the Pelourinho Square, in Salvador. And these local capoeiras were also different from the capoeira school of Besouro Mangangá in the city of Santo Amaro. Besouro is one of capoeira’s mythical heroes; he was killed quite young around 1930.

Besouro was a dangerous faquista, an expert with knives, and he used to play with a straight razor on his foot. Mestre Bimba, creator of Capoeira Regional, said that during his youth he also had played a lot “with the razor on the foot, a game for cutting.”



An African Archtype in Brazil

After giving the above examples, Muniz Sodré concluded that he did not think that “there was one single center from which capoeira spread.”

I asked if he thought capoeira had “sprouted spontaneously here and there” with different forms. And I mentioned that in Rio de Janeiro, in the beginning of the 1900s, capoeira had characteristics completely different from those that he had pointed out. Far from having a religious feature, it was a street-fighting technique that employed daggers, straight razors, and clubs in addition to the head-butts, kicks, and swipes. And it was used not only by rogues and bandits but also by high-society bohemians who lived Rio’s nightlife. Furthermore, it did not have the musical feature; at the most it was done to some drumming when it was Carnival time.

Sodré agreed. Capoeira “had sprouted spontaneously, here and there. But, especially in Bahia, there was an underlying thread connected to religion.”

I proposed that capoeira might be “a sort of archetype that existed in the African collective unconscious that then sprouted and materialized itself in Brazil.” (C.G. Jung, one of Sigmund Freud’s most distinguished pupils, theorized the existence of certain pre-fixed models in the unconscious of all humanity, in all historic periods. That would explain, for example, the similarity between certain gods and myths in different archaic cultures that had no contact. He called these unconscious structures “archetypes.”)

“It is like a form,” answered Muniz, “as if it were a river that is running by and takes the form of its bed. But it is always the same river with variations here and there.”
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A friend of mine, who read these pages before the book was published, suggested that capoeira was born in Bahia.

Proponents of different styles of capoeira defend passionately the claim that capoeira “was born here.” For them it is a question of honor, and it is difficult to reason in a theoretical way.

According to my friend, capoeira was “born in Bahia and would have reached Rio just before the proclamation of the Republic (1890), a period with a great internal migration of slaves from Bahia towards Rio.”

I thought his idea was interesting. But then I remembered a letter from 1821 in which the author complains about the “negro capoeira players” in Rio. This proves that before the north-south internal slave migration in 1890, capoeira already existed in both Rio de Janeiro and Salvador.
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Following are some more propositions about how capoeira came to be, based on what was presented above:

The forms of fighting, dancing, rhythms and musical instruments from different African groups did not mix in order to avoid prohibitory laws and to deceive the white masters. The synthesis likely happened in Bahia after 1830, embodied in a general tendency of Bahia’s black community. Armed rebellion, impossible to attain, was replaced by the conquering of space through culture.

I propose that capoeira did not have only one single matrix and point of diffusion, but rather sprouted spontaneously in different forms in different places, materializing in Brazil between 1830 and 1900 a certain archetype that existed in the black collective unconscious.

We propose that the other major centers, besides Bahia, were Recife (in the state of Pernambuco) and Rio de Janeiro. Maybe there were also others.

[image: ]

About this last part, Muniz Sodré made an interesting and polemic commentary.


The hypothesis of ‘unconscious’ is valid for the modern Western society that repressed ritual, repressed the mystical manifestation of the world.

On the other hand, in ritual everything shows up. Ritual belongs to the order of dance, singing, gestures. All hardships that the group or the individual lived through in order to be what they are express themselves. Nothing is repressed. But something hides itself. And it hides itself through the secret that is controlled by the older and the initiated. So, there is no repression, there is secret. And if there’s no repression, there is no unconscious. We cannot use psychoanalytic theories to explain the candomblé or any society of the ‘arkhe’ types [archaic societies based on tradition]. You can use the word ‘archetype’ but that does not allow you to use the concept of the unconscious.



But, because the black culture that we have focused on is not the African but the Afro-Brazilian culture of the slavery period, a group that suffered a great deal of repression, the subject remains open to discussion.
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We think this archetype is very similar to Salvador’s ritualized dance-fight-game. Different from the capoeiras of the Recôncavo, Recife, Rio de Janeiro, etc.

Rio’s and Recife’s capoeiras were to be extinguished by police persecution around 1890. The Recôncavo’s local capoeiras gradually changed, influenced by the nearby city of Salvador.

Meanwhile, Salvador’s capoeira survived the 1890 persecution. Later on, in the 1950s and 1960s, already copied in the Angola and Regional styles, it spread throughout all of Brazil, also occupying the empty spaces left in Rio and Recife.

Muniz Sodré complements my proposition by saying that “capoeira is a conjunction of cult, secret and fight.”


“Secret” has the same meaning as auô, a Nagô word meaning something we wish to withhold from immediate understanding and keep for the subtleties of the initiation process.

When the secret is institutionalized, as it is with auô in African culture, it starts to be passed on through the initiation process. This initiation is an assemblage of ritualistic acts. Gradually and with time the secret contents are revealed.

The secret does not exist to be reduced to a linguistic information content after its revelation. The secret is a communication dynamic. It is a redistribution of axé (energy). The strength of the rules of the cosmic game. These rules circulate as auô. Without being revealed because they dismiss the assumption that Truth exists and that it must be brought into the clear.

As far as fight is concerned (ijá in Nagô), it is not violence or the strength of weapons which come into play. War is a small and episodic feature of fight. What really matter are the strategies, smartness, courage, and the power to act (axé).



In fact, things only exist through the fight to the extent that one can engage with them. Exú, the orixá responsible for the dynamics of things, is also called “Father of Fight.”

Fight is an agonistic movement. A “duel” brought up by a provocation or a challenge. Fight is that which puts an end to immobility. Everything and everyone (orixás, humans, ancestors, animals, minerals, etc.) is obliged to answer immediately in a concrete and ritualistic way to provocations and challenges. In doing so, they give continuity to being.

In the modern order of things, advanced technology also apparently implies a challenge to the immobility of things. But it is a violent act of mere strength without the possibility of an answer by any partner. It is a challenge without equality, without a real duel.

“War Dance: Weapon and Archive”


I think at this moment it might be interesting to present parts of Julio Cesar de Souza Tavares’ paper, “Dança da guerra: Arquivoarma” (“War Dance: Weapon and Archive,” University of Brasilia, Sociology School, 1984). When he talks about “body knowledge” and “weapon-archive” I feel he is venturing into areas that border my propositions.

And here is the crux of our work, a basic research into the understanding of one of the features of the Afro-descendants’ knowledge, body knowledge.

This knowledge is the center of an assemblage of attitudes. As a whole they constitute a strategy whose goal is the building of spaces where social-cultural identity may be preserved.…

Because they were always treated like a body incarnating only work, this side of African culture saw itself being reinforced, preserving and strengthening the body as an instrument of cultural transmission.

That is, in the transmission of socially acquired customs (archive), and at the same time as an individual or community instrument of defense (weapon).

We chose capoeira as an event possessing body knowledge. Of course some other practice might have been chosen, but capoeira was the one best fitting the weapon-archive context.



Further on Julio Cesar points out, as far as I see it, the forces and influences that awoke the sleeping archetype in Brazil during the slavery period:


From this network constituted by partial-bodies considered only a working force, appeared a new body: the productive-body.

The productive-body was constituted in the name of a Supreme Significant: the process of civilization. The negro, when enslaved, was turned into a thing. Turned into an accessory part of a transformation process of material things. The slaves were called exactly by this name: peça (part, unit).

The slave as a unit was like a spare tool … It is then that we see capoeira appear, one of these non-verbal speech acts characterized by features developed by the negroes in order to ensure their survival, be it in war or in peace.

Its development happened as the result of a resistance movement pointing “a way out inside the system of oppression itself.” This way out was through the body.

One either worked or let himself die. Or one trained his body in the direction of liberation through religious practices and capoeira.

It is important to point out the logical articulation of this system of resistance developed by the blacks through the body. We see a network of attitudes inter-penetrating themselves in a dispersive way but always in answer to the same demand: to guarantee the endurance of social-cultural codes that referred to identity in the original day-to-day life.




The Underground Period
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Não estudei para ser padre,

I didn’t study to be priest,

tampouco pra ser doutor.

nor to be a doctor.

Aprendi a capoeira

I learned capoeira

pra bater no Inspetor.

to beat up the police inspector.



In 1888 slavery was abolished in Brazil. In 1892, in the Republic’s first penal code, capoeira was outlawed:


To practice, in the streets or public squares, agility or body skill exercises known by the name of capoeiragem would lead to two to six months in prison. To belong to a malta (gang) or capoeira group was an aggravating circumstance. A double sentence would be inflicted ‘to the chiefs or heads’ of these groups. Those caught a second time could get up to three years. If the capoeira player was a foreigner he would be deported after doing time.



A few years later an edict was issued that authorized the creation of agricultural penal colonies for the “correction of vagrants, tramps and capoeiristas through work.”

In order to understand the underground period, which extends until the 1930’s when capoeira started to be taught in the academias—indoor spaces similar to those for gymnastics or martial arts—we should separate the types of capoeira from Rio de Janeiro (the country’s capital at the time), Salvador (in the state of Bahia), and Recife (in the state of Pernambuco).

Besides these centers, the three biggest in Brazil at that time, there may have been others extinguished by police persecution or time itself and whose memory has not yet been dug up. For instance, some people talk about a big capoeira movement in the city of São Paulo in the 1800s, but no documentation has yet been presented.

Pernambuco (and Its Main City, Recife)

Edison Carneiro in Cadernos de Folclore (1971) tells us that the “final hour for the Recife rogues arrived around 1912. Around that same time a new style of dancing had sprouted, frevo.”

Frevo, in fact, is the name of Recife’s very fast Carnival music. The correct name of the dance done to the frevo is passo (step). This is a very energetic dance with some very rapid and complicated steps, including a lot of movements where the dancer crouches and then jumps up, always holding an umbrella in one of his hands. Edison Carneiro says the passo imitated capoeira movements.

Two rival bands, the “Quarto” of the 4th Battalion and the National Guard’s “Espanha,” paraded in Pernambuco’s Carnival “protected by the agility, the boldness, the clubs and knives of tough and well-known capoeiristas. Jumping and swinging, they would challenge their enemies: “Cresceu, caiu, partiu, morreu!” (Got big, fell down, he’s gone, he’s dead!). Little by little the police exterminated the moleques de banda (the band brats) and their leaders, Nicolau do Poço, João de Totó, Jovino dos Coelhos, until finally they neutralized the biggest of them all, Nascimento Grande.

Rio de Janeiro (Former Capital of Brazil)

It was in Rio de Janeiro, since well before the abolition of slavery in 1888, that capoeira players individually or in mobs most disturbed and terrorized the population, reaching the status of an “apparently inextinguishable urban cancer,” in the words of the period’s writers.

Jair Moura explains,


Rio’s capoeira was mestizo, mixed, mameluca (both European and Indian). The mestizo cleverly borrowed and adopted the straight razor of the Lisbon Moorish quarters’ fadistas, guitar players who had a tradition of being rogues. They also incorporated some samba, Rio’s typical dance, and monkey-like movements from the Africans.



About the Portuguese fadista, Ramalho Ortigão says,


The tools of his trade are a guitar and a “Santo Cristo” (Sacred Christ or “Holy Jesus”), the “technical” name they give their big pointed straight razor. There are only two defenses when the fadista attacks: the gun or the cane, if it is handled by a skilled player. In fact, Rio’s capoeira improved upon the fadista and his “skills.”



Luis Edmundo (1880–1961), in his famous and many-paged O Rio de Janeiro do tempo dos Vice-reis (Rio de Janeiro in the Viceroys Period), depicts the appearance and psychological profile of capoeira players in a romantic and idealized way:


The capoeira player although not having the negro’s athletic build, or even the Portuguese noble’s stocky and healthy look, is an individual everyone fears and Justice itself respects in a prudent way. He incarnates the spirit of adventure, of street smarts, of fraud. He is calm and bold. In the hour of fighting, before thinking about the two-edged ‘iron’ or the straight razor always hidden in his cloak, he makes use of his splendid skillfulness, confounding and beating the strongest and best-armed competitors.

At that moment the frail and light player transforms himself. He throws his hat and his cloak aside, and jumping like a monkey, like a cat, he retreats, attacks, swirls around, agile, cautious, smart, decided. In these unexpected and rapid movements, this creature is a being one cannot touch. An imponderable fluid, a thought, a flash of lightning. He appears and disappears; he shows himself and quickly hides again. His strength resides in this elastic dexterity that astounds everyone. Facing it, the slow European hesitates and, astonished, the African loses his footing.



Already in 1809, scarcely one year after the arrival of the Portuguese King João VI in Brazil, the Secretaria de Polícia was created and the Guarda Real de Polícia was organized under the command of Major Nunes Vidigal. He persecuted candomblés, samba, and especially capoeira players. Vidigal became the main character of M. de Almeida’s “Memóries de um Sargento de Milícias” (Rio de Janeiro, INL, 1944)

For the capoeiristas, Vidigal reserved a “special treatment, a combination of beatings and tortures he ironically called Ceia dos Camarões (shrimp supper),” writes Barreto Filho and Hermeto Lima (História da Polícia do Rio de Janeiro 1565–1831, Rio de Janeiro, Ed. A Moite, 1939). Major Vidigal was a “tall, fat man, the size of a grenadier, slow moving, with a thin voice. But he was a skillful capoeira player, coldblooded and one hundred percent agile. He was respected by the most terrible rogues of his time. He handled the wooden club, the knife, the straight razor and the fist punches marvelously. And in the head-butts and kicks he was unsurpassable.”
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Nowadays some people talk about the “whitening of capoeira.” But that phenomenon should be more associated with Bahia’s capoeira after 1930, when capoeira began to be taught in academies.

In Bahia’s capoeira there was an “underlying thread connected to religion,” and originally almost all players were blacks and mestizos. But in Rio’s capoeira there were examples of white players from the ruling classes, such as Major Vidigal and others, including the Counselor Bassom de Miranda Osório, Chief of Police at the end of the Brazilian Empire in 1890, who was a “turbulent capoeira player and an enemy of the same,” in Jair Moura’s words.

In 1821, still very much the slavery period, the Military Commission of Rio de Janeiro wrote to the Minister of War about the “urgent necessity of punishing, without delay and in public, the ‘negros capoeiras’ caught by the military school while provoking disorders.” The Commission criticized the Chief of Police, who would arrest them and let them go if they were not found guilty in court. From this procedure, “Evil came to their owners who had to pay the prison expenses.” And that did not solve the problem, for, they claimed, “only whipping in a public area intimidates and frightens them, and the example is seen by all.” The letter also says “six deaths and many knife wounds have been caused by these capoeiristas.”

But once in a while these same rogues were seen as heroes, as in 1828 during the insurrection of the Irish and German mercenary battalions.

The mercenaries abandoned their quarters in Rio, at Campo de Santana, São Cristovão, and Praia Vermelha, and started a massacre, killing and looting. J. M. Pereira tells us that “the mercenaries were attacked by groups of blacks called capoeiristas who engaged in mortal combat with them. Although the mercenaries were armed with rifles, they were unable to resist successfully. And under the strokes of clubs, rocks, and by the strength of muscles, the foreigners fell on the streets and public squares, a great number wounded and many dead.”

Jair Moura comments that these battles took place at the Rocio Pequeno Square, known as Onze de Junho Square nowadays.


The most astonishing thing is that the capoeira gangs were led by the terrible Major Vidigal, the military officer who with his trademark whip had been persecuting them.



Jair also teaches us that,


In 1878 when Tito Augusto de Matos was chief of Rio’s police, the capoeira movement grew with leaders such as Mamede, Chico Carne Seca, Natividade, Maneta, Cá-te-espero, and the feared Campanhão who would kill with the same nonchalance as he would smoke a cigarette. To get an idea of these men’s violence and appetites, it suffices to tell the story about one day when Campanhão was walking through the Matadouro quarter in front of his malta. He crossed a butcher called Gigante [Giant] with whom he had some previous disagreement. When Campanhão saw Gigante coming from work with his ax on his shoulder, he pulled out his straight razor and yelled:

“You have your weapon with you, do you? I like to fight such a man!”

And in so saying, he threw himself against Gigante, razor in hand. Gigante, in a broad leap, approached his attacker and with one ax blow cut his right shoulder off.
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“The Lamparina (oil lamp),” a special straight razor attack to the victim’s neck artery (Kalixto, 1906).
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“The Corta-capim (grass cutter),” a foot-swipe to trip the opponent (Kalixto, 1906).

But it was not only in gangs or maltas that capoeira’s presence was felt in Rio de Janeiro. Individuals like Manduca da Praia were the ancestors of a chain that would only die out with the malandros of the Lapa Quarter, characters such as Sete-coroas and Camisa-preta around the 1930s and, even in my days, Madame Satã.

Madame Satã (Madam Satan, 1900–1976) survived all other Lapa malandros, who generally died or were killed very young. He was famous for facing empty-handed the police patrol, generally four men armed with wooden clubs. He was also a famous transvestite and homosexual, parading in Carnival dressed as a sexy lady devil.

According to Moraes Filho in “Feslãs e tradicóes populares do Brasil,” (1901),


Manduca da Praia was known by all of Rio’s population. He was acknowledged as a businessman and a many-votes voter of the São José district.



Capoeira players were employed by politicians. During elections they would vote dozens of times for their bosses. They made trouble and in the midst of confusion would change the ballot box for another. This was known as emprenhar (impregnating) the ballot boxes.

Filho further elaborates the story of Manduca de Praia.


Manduca da Praia answered a total of 27 police charges on causing light and heavy wounds but was always acquitted on all charges though his personal influence or that of his friends.

He was a tall light-skinned mestizo, strong, arrogant, and when we met him he had a long, pointed, copper and gray beard. He wore a white fur or a straw hat on top of his head. Big bloodshot eyes, walking in a rhythmic and resolute way, his figure had something that inspired fear and yet also exuded confidence. Always well dressed in a long thick coat, heavy gold chain with a watch, pointed shoes, a colored scarf with a ring, he used only a thin Indian bamboo cane as a weapon.

Manduca had a fish stall at the Market Square. He was honest in his business, made good money and treated himself very well. Living in the Cidade Nova Quarter, he was not influenced by the local capoeira types, nor by those of other quarters. He kept himself apart, being a capoeira player at his own risk.

Fast as a shadow, he started his career as a tough young rogue on the corner of Curral de Lavradio Street and Senado Street, where today there is a stage coach stop. He would fight and jump on wild bulls and then avoid them easily.

In São José district’s elections he arranged to hand out the ballots, redistributing them to suit his purposes. Nobody disputed his skillfulness in the knifings and fights proper to those occasions. One day, in the big Penha fair, he fought so gallantly against a group armed with clubs that some ended up lying in the streets and the rest were unable to continue the fight. But what turned him into a celebrity in our city [Rio de Janeiro] was the arrival of the Portuguese deputy Santana, an extremely distinguished gentleman, an invincible fighter with the stick, of prodigious muscular strength. Santana, who enjoyed fights and never backed down, had heard about Manduca and went out to search for him. When they met, Santana challenged Manduca, but with one camelo [blow] Santana was projected up into the air. Afterwards they drank champagne together and became friends.
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“The Cocada (coconut candy),” head-butt on the chin while grabbing the opponent (Kalixto, 1906).



Despite the persecution by Major Vidigal, Bassom, and many others, the capoeiristas and “the persistent problem of conflicts with the police especially in the use of ‘white weapons’ (knives, razors, etc.) did not end.”

Waldeloir Rego tells us that capoeira reached its “golden moment and was the live coal set to the gunpowder” in 1890. This was just a little before it was officially outlawed in the transition from the Brazilian Empire to the Republic, when General Deodoro da Fonseca, the first president of the recently born republic, nominated the lawyer Sampaio Ferraz as Chief of Police.

Sampaio Ferraz set out to extinguish the capoeiristas once and for all with the full support of General Deodoro. Among many others, he arrested Juca Reis, a well-known capoeirista and the son of the Portuguese Count São Salvador de Matosinho. The Minister of Foreign Affairs, Quintino Boicaiuva, a friend of the Portuguese count, went to rescue the capoeira player. “He was arrested only because of his record, but in fact he had been living quite peacefully in our city [Rio de Janeiro].” The clash between the Chief of Police and the Minister rocked the foundations of the new republic. The Minister threatened to resign. The whole affair was closely followed by the population.


After a lot of small talk and confabulation involving famous statesmen such as Ruy Barbosa, Campos Salles, Cesario Alvim, President Deodoro himself, during the Minister’s cabinet meetings of April 12 and 19 of 1890, the Chief of Police Sampaio Ferraz’s point of view prevailed. Juca Reis was sent to do time in the prison on the Island Fernando de Noronha and afterwards was deported to Portugal. The Minister Quintino Boicaiuva was dissuaded from resigning.



Despite the repercussions in the press and society, this event was child’s play compared to, for example, the dangerous Guarda Negra (Black Guard) made up of ex-slaves. Created by the famous politician José do Patrocínio, it was financed by a secret police budget. It fought the republicans and tried to save monarchy.

Some historians say that the above situation exploited the Guarda Negra ex-slaves’ feelings of gratitude towards the Princess Isabel, who had abolished slavery a few years before. But a more realistic point of view, that of the historian Carlos Eugenio Soares, affirms that these ex-slaves knew perfectly well what was going on and had deliberately chosen the emperor’s side once the republicans had allied themselves mostly with the middle class, who were prejudiced against the Afro-descendants.

Waldeloir Rego tells us,


The Guarda Negra capoeiristas did terrible deeds. There was not one single private reunion or public meeting of the republicans that was not dissolved by them. Their greatest performance happened on December 30, 1888, during the republicans’ meeting at the French Gymnastic Society. As soon as Silva Jardim started his speech, the room became a battlefield, with many dead and wounded.



Julio Cesar de Souza Tavares tell us,


Each malta had its own name. Três Cachos (Three Curls) in the Santa Rita district, Cadeira da Senhora (Lady’s Chair) in the Santana district, Franciscano in São Francisco de Paula, Flor da Gente (People’s Flower) in Gloria, Espada (Sword) in Lapa, Luzitanos (Portuguese) in Santa Luzia, Santo Inácio in Castelo, Monturo (Garbage) at the Santa Luzia beach, Dança (Dance) in São Jorge, Flor da Uva (Grape Flower) in Santa Rita, among others. But the best-known were the Guaiamuns, in Cidade Nova and the Carioca Square area, and the Nagoas who controlled Lapa and Mata-Cavalos, today known as Riachuelo, as well as the Gloria and Catete areas.”



Many boys and teenagers went in front of the maltas when they attacked enemy quarters. These boys, known as caxingueles, started “the preliminary fighting in the street battles that the capoeiristas engaged in.”

The structure of the drug traffic gangs that we see nowadays in Rio’s favelas, using young kids as olheiros (watchers) and aviões (“airplanes,” intermediaries), is not something that suddenly appeared with the growing demand for cocaine and marijuana. This alternative infrastructure dates from a long time ago and reappears in this or that outlawed activity in different periods.
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“The Peneiração (drizzling, sifting)” (Kalixto, 1906).

It is the result of a society that has constantly denied the minimum conditions of participation to the economically disfavored classes, who in great part are the slaves’ descendants.
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Jair Moura tells us that in 1886 Plácido de Abreu Moraes published his book, Os Capoeiras, in Rio de Janeiro. Two years later he published Guaiamuns and Nagoas about the most powerful maltas of those times. The Guaiamuns were linked to the republicans, the Nagoas to the monarchists. He also presented a list of slang used inside the maltas:


cambar (to change direction with the wind)—to change from one political party to another.

arriar (to lay down)—to stop practicing capoeira.

distorcer (to distort)—to disguise, to conceal.

tungar—to wound an enemy.

sardinha (sardine)—straight razor.

moquette—to hit with a wooden club.

banho de fumaça (smoke bath)—to trip someone and make him fall.

grampear (to clamp)—to hold or embrace an enemy.

pegada (to catch)—a battle between two enemy gangs.

marcha (march)—to go out looking for enemies.

carrapeta—small, smart, daring.

bramar (to yell)—to yell the name of the district or gang one belongs to.

senhora da cadeira (lady of the chair)—Saint Ann.

velho carpinteiro (old carpenter)—Saint Joseph.

velho cançado (tired old man)—Saint Francis.

senhora da palma (lady of the palm)—Saint Rita.

espada (sword)—gang of the Lapa district.

sarandage—small capoeiristas, two-bit bandits.

mole (soft)—coward.

chifrada (to be hit by an animal’s horns)—head-butt.

bracear (to swim)—to hit with one’s hands.

melado (honey)—blood.

firma! (to secure)—don’t run!

caveira no espelho (skull in the mirror)—head-butt to the face.

topete a cheirar (to give your forelocks to be smelled)—head-butt to the nose.

lamparina (oil lamp)—to be struck on the face.

está pronto (he’s ready)—to be wounded.

rujão—battalion or group.

roda! (roll)—let’s run away!

desgalhar (to cut the branches of a tree)—to run away from the police.

jangada (sailing boat)—prison at the police station.

palácio de cristal (crystal palace)—urban penitentiary.

chácara (farm)—rural penitentiary.

fortaleza (fortress)—tavern.

piaba (small fish)—worthless capoeirista.

é direito! (to be honest)—to be courageous.
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“Meter o andante (to stick in the thing that walks)” (Kalixto, 1906).

Jair Moura explains to us,


The final event that made General Deodoro, the first President of the Republic, nominate Sampaio Ferraz as Chief of Police with total powers to exterminate the capoeiristas was the criminal attack on the writer and journalist Castro Soromenho. Soromenho had written a book about the Guarda Nacional and was the director of a very respected newspaper called Arquivo Contemporáneo Ilustrado. Castro Soromenho, a radical republican, was straight razored by a capoeirista named Abel, who was on the monarchists’ payroll.

Curiously, Sampaio Ferraz was also an amateur capoeira player. One day after an argument with his friend the poet Luis Murat, the state of Rio de Janeiro’s General Secretary, both engaged in a fight to decide who knew better the capoeira secrets and movements. Luis Murat proved to be better. With a rasteira [a swipe with the foot that trips the opponent] he sent Sampaio Ferraz to the ground. Ferraz hit his head on the edge of a marble table, but that did not spoil the friendship between them.



Jair tells us that this episode is found in Leocio Correia’s book A boemia do meu tempo, crónicas (1953).
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Julio Cesar Tavares teaches us that,


After the abolition of slavery and the proclamation of the Republic, we had military presidents from 1889 to 1894 and an uncontrollable economic crisis. At the same time there was a strong persecution of the Afro-descendants’ forms of expression. Curiously I did not find in that period’s newspapers one single note about persecutions of candomblé, although they existed. But as far as capoeira is concerned we have a lot of material, maybe as a means to reassure the reader. News about imprisonment of capoeiristas, etc. In the Jornal do Comércio, for example, I found nine such news items, and this was in only one of the five existing newspapers.”



The Proclamation of the Republic gave us the Penal Code of 1892 outlawing capoeira. This event is taught as a patriotic and democratic event in Brazilian schools. But there are critics such as José Murilo de Carvalho, political scientist and professor at the Research Institute of the State University of Rio de Janeiro. His point of view is shared by many contemporary Brazilian scholars:


The Brazilian Republic is in fact the result of a coup d’état. A military intervention with the complicity of many civil republicans. This poisoned the new regime from the very start.



Julio Cesar concludes that


From the proclamation of the Republic on, there was a tendency towards the ‘disappearing’ of the capoeiristas. They were decreased in their numbers and many went to prison. Some still appeared in 1910 in the Revolta da Vacina, an urban rebellion against obligatory vaccination that came along with the tearing down of many old parts of the city where workers lived. Another few capoeiristas also appeared in the Revolta da Chibata, a revolt in four navy ships in Rio’s Guanabara Bay, carried out mostly by black and mestizo sailors, against the use of whipping and torture, which were reminiscent of the slavery and aristocratic mentality.



Marcos Luis Bretas from the Fundação Casa de Ruy Barbosa, a research organization, in a very interesting magazine article titled “Navalhas e Capoeiras” (“Straight Razors and Capoeiras,” Ciência Hoje, Nov. 1989), informs us that “soon after Sampaio Ferraz was nominated Chief of Police, the files of Rio’s Casa de Detenção [prison] show in barely two months, from November 15 to January 13, 1890, at least 110 capoeiristas were arrested. The first thing that strikes us is the great number of ‘white capoeiristas’ (one third) among the prisoners. Half of those were not Brazilian.’

Bretas spotlights the fact that the newspaper columnists started to create a new image of capoeira: “A capoeira of past times to be the hero of present times,” quite different from those belonging to the recently exterminated maltas who terrorized the population with their straight razors. Melo de Moraes, one of the newspaper men mentioned by Bretas, dreams about “the great players of the Brazilian Empire period (1822–1890) such as Manduca da Praia” and others who had not come from “the lower classes.” This “purifying” of capoeira’s image by the media of different periods slowly grows, as we will see in a future chapter, until it reaches our days with the words of Dias Gomes, famous writer and television personality: “[The capoeirista is] an artist and an athlete, a player and a poet.”

Even with a decrease in the numbers of capoeiristas, there still appeared some figures, like Francisco da Silva, “Ciríaco.” He became a sort of Rio de Janeiro hero by defeating with a single rabo-de-arraia (“stingray’s tail,” a typical capoeira blow done with the feet) the Japanese jiu-jitsu champion Sada Maka at the Paschoal Secreto Pavilion. Ciríaco died in Rio in 1912.

At that same time, the Afro-descendant Ruy Barbosa, famous writer and politician, ordered all files on the slavery business to be burnt in public squares. “To erase the stain of slavery.” This has created some difficulties for present-day research. Julio Cesar Tavares comments that what Barbosa really wanted was “to erase the reimbursement debts that the new-born republic had with the slave owners.”

Bahia (and Its Capital City, Salvador)

In Bahia things happened in a quite different way than in Rio during the underground period, 1890–1934, though there were police persecutions here as well. And it is true, as Waldeloir Rego tells us, that the Cais Dourado district (Golden Docks) became extremely famous due to disorders and crimes; it was the city’s prostitution zone.


Antonio Manoel de Souza, an African freed slave, was arrested yesterday at the Cais Dourado while provoking disorders.

—Jornal de Notícias, April 2, 1890

Last night at nine o’clock the whole of the Cais Dourado Street was alarmed by a tremendous conflict. More than forty individuals of both sexes armed with knives and bottles took part.

—Jornal de Noticias, April 4, 1890



Jair Moura (“Capoeira, a luta regional baiana,” Salvador, Cadernos de Cultura, 1979) tells about Manoel Rozentino, born on Itaparica Island (just off Salvador). “He died very young, worked in the House of Deputies, wrote in several newspapers and drew a clear picture of the capoeira of his time” in 1897, slightly after the interdiction by the Penal Code.


Eu amo o capadócio da Bahia,

I love the tough guy from Bahia

Este eterno alegrete,

In his eternal happiness,

Que passa provocante à nossa frente

Who passes provocatively in front of us

Brandindo o seu cacete …

With his wooden club in hand …

 … Adoro o capoeira petulante,

 … I adore the insolent capoeirista,

O cabra debochado,

Who is always mocking everything.

O terror do batuque, o desordeiro,

The terror of the dance floors, the troublemaker,

Que anda sempre com o compasso ao lado …

Always with his compasso [capoeira blow] at hand …

 … Adoro o capadócio da Bahia,

 … I love the rogue from Bahia,

Este eterno patife,

This eternal scoundrel,

Que gosta de bater numa pessoa,

That likes to beat up a person,

Como quem bate beef.

The same way we batter [raw] beefsteak.



But in Bahia we do not find the same context of gangs used for political purposes, typical of Rio.

In Salvador the capoeira, candomblé, and samba persecution was toughest around 1920 under the Chief of Police “Pedrito” de Azevedo Gordilhowho.

During that same period there appears, in Santo Amaro, near Salvador, the famous capoeirista Besouro Mangangá (an insect of poisonous bite). He is praised to this day in many capoeira songs. Besouro was a dangerous capoeirista and expert with knives and razors. He “didn’t like policemen or generals.” He had a corpo fechado (locked-up body, almost invulnerable to weapons, as a result of certain magic rituals). He was finally killed in Maracangalha, in Bahia, when he was around 27 years old. He left several pupils, among them Cobrinha Verde (Little Green Snake), who died recently at an old age. Waldeloir Rego, in his book Capoeira Angola, transcribes a beautiful interview where Cobrinha Verde tells the deeds of Besouro, reality and fiction.

Mestre Bimba, the creator of the Capoeira Regional style, who was 20 when “Pedrito” was active, said, “The police persecuted a capoeirista as if he were a mad dog. One of the punishments for capoeiristas caught fighting was to tie his wrists to two different horses. The two horses were set loose and made to run to the police headquarters. We used to joke saying it was best to fight near the headquarters because many deaths occurred from this procedure.”

This police persecution in Bahia, directed towards the capoeirista as an individual—different from Rio with its gangs—goes on until the 1930s, when the third phase after “slavery” and “underground” begins. This is when capoeira starts to be taught and practiced on premises called academias, similar to academies for gymnastics and martial arts. The academia phase extends up to our day.

Concerning the end of the underground period in Bahia, Waldeloir Rego sums it up well when he says, “[With the academia period] capoeira, which was a game and a popular amusement, starts to suffer ethnological changes in its structure. The fight that had been just a series of occurrences starts to be a goal to be pursued. On the other hand, this happens during a period when Brazilian society reached a turning point in its economy, leaving behind its agricultural past and moving towards industrialization, and, by sociologic determination, capoeira could not be immune to these transformations.”

Conclusion

Now that we have some information on the “underground period,” let’s propose a different version from the one saying that “after the abolition of slavery, ex-slaves who practiced capoeira did not find a place in society and became outlaws and took capoeira to the underworld. As a result capoeira was forbidden by law.”

Instead, it’s likely that the underground period, characterized by the constant police persecutions, began much earlier than the abolition of slavery (1888) and the official interdiction in the first penal code of the Republic (1892).

This phase began at least with the appointment of Major Vidigal as Chief of Police (1809) and the first edicts (1814) pursuing all black social and cultural manifestations.

I am also claiming that things happened very differently in Rio, Salvador, and Recife.


• In Recife, the moleques de banda de música (music band brats) were exterminated around 1912.

• In Rio, the maltas (street gangs) interacting with politicians of all different parties start to be violently persecuted and exterminated under the new Republic (1890). They left behind only a few individual outcast malandros who knew and used some capoeira fighting techniques. Nevertheless, this malandro type becomes an important feature in Rio’s and Brazil’s imagery.

• In Bahia, most strongly in its capital city Salvador, capoeira has a “special and subtle link with religion.” The capoeirista as an individual is also persecuted, but gangs per se did not exist. Bahia’s capoeira survives this period while Rio’s and Recife’s are exterminated.




The Academia Period
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A very important personality in capoeira’s new change of direction was Getúlio Vargas, perhaps the best-known Brazilian statesman of all time. His Estado Novo (New State, 1937–1945) overthrew the military coup d’état of the Republica dos Coronéis (Colonels’ Republic, 1890–1937), which had been in power since the proclamation of the Republic.

Julio Cesar Tavares comments:


Vargas did a “Napoleon Bonaparte” type of political game, he gave some and he took some.

In 1934 he eliminated the law forbidding the practice of capoeira and Afro-Brazilian religions. This came together with other gains and losses such as the gain of women’s vote, the vote of the illiterate, which were many million in Brazil, the soldiers’ vote, etc. On the other hand, the cults as well as capoeira could not be practiced outdoors, but rather only in enclosed spaces with a special police permission, which was a form of controlling these cultural manifestations.

Vargas permits the free, although watched, expression of black culture but extinguishes the Frente Nacional Negra [National Black Front] with its two hundred thousand members, restricting the blacks’ political participation. He did the same with all other political parties.

At this moment, 1934, the period of capoeira classes in academies begins in Salvador.

Legalizing capoeira, Vargas wanted to create support for his policy of social uniformity. Vargas’ republic was supported by a “body rhetoric.” His political platform was marked by obligatory physical education in schools and a sports-oriented curriculum.

Vargas understood that the moment favored a self-controlled and under-control society. This new society should worry about the discipline of the bodies acting in it. Physical Education appeared as the speech of disciplined bodies and spirits, and its teacher acted as watcher and controller.

In his project, Vargas mixed the French physical education methodology of calisthenics with nationalistic speeches, creating the way for a kind of physical education very much inspired by the military point of view.

Bimba’s systematic approach gave this dynamic to capoeira, such that in 1953 Vargas complimented him for developing an unequaled contribution to physical education. Capoeira by its own origins should be considered the Brazilian National Fight.



Julio Cesar Tavares points to Inezil Pena Marinho, who died recently, as one of the main scholars responsible for the execution of Vargas’ physical education and “body rhetoric” program in 1937. Not so long ago, in 1945, Inezil published Subsidios Para O Estudo Da Metodologia Do Treinamento Da Capoeiragem, a gymnastic system that, according to Inezil, corresponds to the Brazilian’s physicality.
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Claudia Mattos in Acertei no milhar, samba e malandragem no tempo de Getúlio (I Struck It Big in the Illegal Gambling, Samba and Street Smartness in the Times of Getúlio, 1982) analyzes this same period, especially with respect to samba, traditional Afro-Brazilian music. She focuses on Rio’s street-smart “malandros, the lonesome heirs of capoeira after the police persecutions eliminated the capoeira maltas in 1890.”

Mattos observes:


The street-smart culture already existed for a long time in the streets of Rio de Janeiro. In the 1920s it went into samba music.

At the end of the 1920s the malandro character appears in popular music, reaching the peak of his prestige in the 1930s.

For some time he was in fashion, but this was a brief period. The change takes place in 1937 when the Estado Novo (New State) establishes a cult ideology of the work ethic, with a paternalistic and repressive political strategy aimed at popular culture. The rules of the game and the scenery of samba’s poetic production change. The samba composers were stimulated to praise the hard-working man’s merits and rewards. At the same time, the deeds and doings of the malandro were censored.

But the malandro had already founded his dynasty in the samba world and did not disappear. The legendary and prestigious malandro, an anti-hero “living” in the 1930s samba songs, is replaced yet continues in the 1940s through the ambiguous character of the “malandro who turned straight,” always in trouble with the police, well-spoken, problematic, always in a defensive mood, saying that he is a honest worker but carrying with him the stigmas and symbols of the street smarts.

In the 1936 song “Lenço no pescoço” (Handkerchief Around the Neck), the composer Wilson Batista puts the following words in the mouth of his malandro character:




Eu passo gingando,

I go by swinging my body,

provoco e desafio,

I provoke and I challenge,

eu tenho orgulho

I’m so very proud

de ser tão vadio.

of being a non-working man.



And in 1941 the same Wilson Batista composes the following verses in “Averiguações” (Police Investigations):


Seu Martim Vidal,

Mr. Martin Vidal [a famous police detective],




eu moro no Lins e sou o tal

I live in Lins [a famous area of rogues] and I am the one




que há muito tempo exerço

who has for a long time exerted




uma fiel profissão.

a noble profession.




Eu não sou mais aquele antigo trapalhão.

I am no longer that old troublemaker.



The malandro theme in its new version goes through the 1940s and into the 1950s. But little by little it loses its strength.
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A commentary by Julio Cesar Tavares might come in handy. He said that in Brazil the whole of the Afro-descendants’ and popular classes’ story had been written by those who oppressed them. The negroes had really left only two testimonies: their bodies (weapon and archive) and oral tradition.

That is why I prize so much Claudia Mattos’ work. The samba songs she analyzes, centered on the composers Wilson Batista and Geraldo Pereira from 1930 to 1957, are this oral tradition in its first interactions with media and established society.

Julio Cesar also suggests the study of the capoeira chulas (music) most appreciated by the old mestres.

If we want to understand the capoeiristas’ motivations at the beginning of this 1930s period, we will see that the subject develops around Mestre Bimba and Mestre Pastinha, but we must understand the wider context of the thoughts of Bahia’s blacks.

Muniz Sodre points out the “love affair” between Afro-Brazilian culture and Power. Although he refers specifically to the candomblé religion, it will help us understand what went on with capoeira.


A lot of people of liberal-democratic ideology criticize cults like the Axé Opô Afonjá, one of the most renowned in Salvador. They consider it “purist.” The “real thing” would be the “wild” candomblé, which is “mestizo.”

They don’t know there was a project beginning around 1830, when the cults start to be practiced openly despite police persecution. This line of action will consolidate itself with Aninha, priestess of the Axé Opô Afonjá, and others in the 1900s who effectively are political leaders with the clear idea that the conquest of space, rights and status would be done by an elite of cultivated blacks associated with scholars.

The obá [an honorific role] is someone who interests the terreiro [candomblé house] because he has one foot there [established society] and the other here [Afro-Brazilian society].

In Bahia at the end of the nineteenth century there was a cultivated black elite, they had wealth and slaves. This is something people do not talk much about. This elite did not have problems when slavery abolition came, in opposition to many blacks who still were slaves. On the contrary, they were reimbursed and gained with that. This group, similar to the founders of the Axé Opô Afonjá, had a project concerning the black community involving concepts coming originally from Africa such as elitism, hierarchy, and the dominance of one black class over the others.

Capoeira, the black cults, the whole Afro-Brazilian thing, has its stronger and weaker moments within this project, this love affair between the State (power) and the Cult.



Mestre Bimba

Now we are going to touch on a very delicate subject.

If we mention Mestre Bimba or Mestre Pastinha to an outsider, it will bring about a healthy curiosity. But capoeira is a vice. It is a passion. And these two names, that in a certain way represent two antagonistic styles, can cause excitement and tension among the players of the dance-fight-game.

I have talked to people who practiced with and knew the two mestres between 1900 and 1981. I have read newspapers and books about them. In fact, I met both of them in 1969 but only had a few brief encounters with them.

People are not perfect, and information sometimes does not match. In interviews mistakes can happen with the one who speaks and/or with the one who hears. In Brazil we say, “Quem conta um conto aumenta um ponto” (He who tells a tale adds a point to it).

For the capoeira reader I would like to stress that Pastinha and Bimba are beyond any judgement that could be made about them. They belong to capoeira’s history regardless of how they were treated by the official institutions of culture and tourism that permitted their deaths under precarious conditions after using their names and images for decades without any form of economic compensation.

What interests us, capoeira players, is to present information not only about what they did but also about their psychology and personalities, in their positive and shining as well as in their fragile and shadowy ways. After all, they were only human beings like me and you. To get to know them is to know what this thing called “capoeira” is. It is to know “who and what I, capoeira player, am.”

I do not find it interesting to build monolithic and monochromatic idols totally made of strength, power, and knowledge … with frail feet.

Bimba and Pastinha do not need that. As Pastinha says in one of his songs: “In the capoeira circle I am already classified.”

Pastinha also sang, “O que eu faço brincando, você não faz nem zangado” (What I do when I’m joking around you can’t do even when you’re angry).

Bimba might have answered, “Quando amanheço zangado, quem pode comigo é Deus” (When I wake up in an angry mood, only God can face me).

It is in this spirit of confronting different sources of information and trying to sketch a profile as faithful as possible within the limitations of this type of book that the following pages are presented to readers.
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Manoel dos Reis Machado, Mestre Bimba (1900–1974), was one of the best capoeiristas of his time. Very charismatic and an invincible street fighter in several public challenges involving any fighter of any type of martial art, he was a living legend. He was also an excellent singer and berimbau player. He was revered by his pupils but viewed badly by many of Salvador’s intellectuals and artists who preferred Pastinha and his Capoeira Angola.

Bimba brought about a revolution when he created Capoeira Regional. He set out to teach capoeira as a “luta regional baiana” (local style of fighting from Bahia) to the upper economic classes of Salvador.

[image: ]

“Mestre Bimba in the Strength of his Thirty Years of Age.”

In Bimba’s opinion, this would rescue capoeira from the underground. Economically it was also more interesting. He opened the first academia in capoeira’s history. On July 9, 1937, he received from the Technical Inspector of Professional Secondary School Teaching the permission to teach, “which was required of Manoel dos Reis Machado, director of the Physical Education Course at 4 Bananal Street.”
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Capoeira went through another change. It caught a lift through Getúlio Vargas’ “body rhetoric,” moved from the streets indoors, and in a certain way capoeira stopped being a “magic theatre” representing life itself.

It stopped being the malandro’s life “philosophy” and became more academic and sports-like. But if it lost something, it also gained something. It was through the academia system that capoeira spread throughout Brazil, and in the 1970s it started to be taught in Europe and the USA.

Bimba was fundamental in this transformation. Today capoeira teaching follows almost the same system set up by Bimba in the 1930s. A few new teaching elements adapted from karate and other Eastern martial arts were introduced in the 1960s in Rio and São Paulo and were then adopted by the rest of Brazil.

The capoeira “invented” by Bimba started to be known as “Regional,” and one of its main features was a rational teaching method. The capoeira from which Bimba came started to be called “Angola,” and its learning in those early years was spontaneous and intuitive, just like how we learn to walk or speak. This original method is no longer used, not even by those who teach what they call the “traditional Angola.”

Cesar de Almeida, Mestre Itapoan, well-known capoeirista, author of several books, and one of Bimba’s pupils, will give us the point of view of those who admire Bimba.

I am also going to quote Mestre Jair Moura, journalist, writer, filmmaker, and another of Bimba’s pupils. A famous capoeira player, Jair has a lot to teach.

Jair Moura from 1950 to 1964, and Itapoan from ’68 to ’74, were a sort of public-relations contingent of the old and respected mestre to whom they were linked through friendship and admiration.

We must also mention Mestre Esdras Santos and Mestre Decânio, doctor, professor, and acupuncturist who was Bimba’s right arm for many decades.
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Itapoan tells us that “When Bimba was 12 years old (1912), he was initiated in capoeira on Boiadas Road, which is the Liberdade district nowadays, in Salvador. His mestre was an African named Bentinho, captain at the Companhia de Navegação Baiana (a ship company).”

“In those times,” Bimba used to tell, “capoeira was practiced by horse-coach drivers, longshoremen, dock workers, and malandros. I was a dock worker but I did a bit of everything.”

Jair Moura says, “Bimba created his first ‘school’ in 1918, when he was 18 years old, in a big veranda. At the time he still practiced Capoeira Angola. There he only taught to blacks and mestizos of the lower economic classes. But although he was very young, he already had pupils from the ‘upper’ classes like Judge Decio S. Seabra, a relative of Bahia’s ex-governor Seabra, and Dr. Joaquim de Araujo Lima, a capoeira fanatic, journalist, and later governor of the state of Guaporé. For these others, he gave private lessons in the back yards and verandas of their homes. Throughout his life Bimba affectionately kept, and proudly showed to his friends, letters and photographs from his private files. In the many visits I paid Mestre Bimba, I saw photos of him with Getúlio Vargas [dictator and later President of Brazil] and Pinto Aleixo [a politician], as well as letters from Donald Pier-son and Monteiro de Lobato [a famous Brazilian writer] praising his perseverance in raising capoeira to the levels we know today. Monteiro Lobato also sent him one of his books that included the short story ‘22 de Marajó,’ telling the deeds of a sailor who played capoeira.


Only in 1930 did he open his academy, receiving the official permit in 1937, where he started to teach his Luta Regional Baiana [Bahia’s Local Fight].



Mestre Atenilo (Altenísio dos Santos, 1918–1986), who started to learn with Bimba in 1929 at the age of 11, stayed with Bimba for 45 years. Atenilo told how Capoeira Regional was created:


ITAPOAN: When he [Bimba] set out to create Capoeira Regional, did he also call all these people from Capoeira Angola?

ATENILO: Yeah, he did. He called all of them. He said to them: “Look, we have [in Salvador] judo, box, karate, jiu-jitsu, and free-style fighters. If we continue with this Capoeira Angola, when one of us goes down the street people will say ‘the pupil of so-and-so was slapped in the face’ and the ‘pupil of that other guy was stomped to the ground.’ ” They all agreed, they said he was right.

ITAPOAN: You mean they agreed to make a fight that was …

ATENILO: … different.

ITAPOAN: This meeting that Bimba called in order to create the Regional, where was it held?

ATENILO: It was in Bogum at the end of the [bus] line Engenho Velho da Fedreação. He owned three houses there, in Bogum. He lived in one of them and gave classes in the other two. That’s where he held the meeting. He held the meeting in order to change capoeira from Angola to Regional.

ITAPOAN: Tell me something. All of these guys, before the meeting, were they all playing [capoeira]?

ATENILO: They played. Valdemar [da Paixão], Pastinha, Aberré … they used to go around with Gigante … that crowd.



Atenilo’s statement that “Pastinha went to Bimba’s meeting around 1930” is viewed with a certain reserve by Jair Moura, who commented that the statement “needed some more confirmation.” Also there is probably a small mistake in Atenilo’s interview with Itapoan because karate was not known in Bahia in those days.

Later in the same interview, Atenilo gives his version of how the antagonism between Regional and Angola players began.


ITAPOAN: He [Bimba] told me as follows: “Itapoan, I created Capoeira Regional because I took out [from the capoeira that was practiced in those times] all the rubbish that was no good.” He called rubbish (porcaria) whatever he didn’t like.

ATENILO: As I was telling you, how he [Bimba] created Capoeira Regional in the Engenho Velho district.… Pastinha was one of those who said: “Bimba, I agree with you, tomorrow or the day after, our pupils might be punched in the street.”

ITAPOAN: Pastinha was also at that meeting?

ATENILO: Yes, yes, all of them were there. The angoleiros [Angola players], all of them. This young guy [in the 1930s] from Liberdade, Valdemar [da Paixão], all of them. Then after they had all agreed, they [changed their mind and] said: “Oh, come on, let’s stay with the Angola style which is the capoeira that came from those ancient times, it’s our capoeira.” Then Bimba called one, called another, and nobody wanted [to turn over to Regional]. Then Bimba “tirou o corpo fora” [“took his body out of the way,” did not talk about it any more]. He let it go. That’s what happened.

ITAPOAN: So that means he got mad because nobody wanted [to follow him]. When he prepared his stuff [his Regional and his pupils] he got even.

ATENILO: When Bimba set up to prepare his pupils he said: “I don’t want to see anyone [of his pupils] being punched by one of those [Angola players].” Then the guys [Angolan players] started to say: “Your mestre is teaching barulho [‘noise,’ trouble]. It’s trouble, it’s to kill. He’s not teaching to play. No, he teaches how to kill. It would be best to pick up a knife and draw blood.” Ha, ha, ha, ha [Atenilo starts to laugh] …

ITAPOAN: And then the tale was built, right? When I entered [Bimba’s academy] he said: “When you go into an Angola roda it’s to punch, really hit, because all of that is rubbish.”



Jair Moura says,


Bimba’s greatest merit was to transform capoeira, from an attack and defense instrument used mainly by undisciplined troublemakers from the most humble classes, into a sport that attracted many followers, due to the technical improvements that he brought, including blows from the batuque [that we will see later on]. He created a true “learning methodology” for the blacks’ way of fighting, transforming it into a real physical education course. It was Bimba who put on the finishing touches, stamping onto capoeira a special feature. He was responsible for the interest that came from other social classes, middle class and the bourgeoisie.



Itapoan tells us,


Having created Regional, Bimba established what perhaps was his greatest contribution: he created a “teaching method,” something that hadn’t existed. Before, the capoeira player had learned de oitiva [“by ear,” instinctively], Mestre Bimba used to say.

What distinguishes Capoeira Regional is the sequência de ensino [the teaching sequence, also known as “Bimba’s sequence”], a series of physical exercises, complete in themselves and organized in a specific number of effective practical lessons. The beginner in the shortest possible time becomes convinced of the value of that style of fighting, a true system of attack and defense. The course consisted of three one-hour classes a week. The pupils would do the cintura deprezada [“despised waist”], a series of throws where the pupil would lose his fear of falling and learn to land on his feet, and the sequência de ensino. This was eight sequences of blows, counterblows, and defenses done by pairs of pupils. These sequences of movements were done without the berimbau.

Afterwards came the game. The mestre picked up his berimbau and played são bento grande. The player had to be quick, alto [“tall,” play mostly standing up], and violent. Afterwards he played iúna for the “graduated” pupils that had already done the whole course, which took six months to a year. If during a game someone knocked at the door, he would change the rhythm to cavalaria, which is a “warning” that something unsuspected and violent might happen. He would do this instinctively. It was a habit from the time when capoeira was forbidden and it was necessary to warn the players that the mounted police [cavalry] was arriving. Bimba also played banguela when he felt two graduated pupils were getting hot-headed, as in this rhythm the game has to be slow, almost the pure dance of capoeira, and the players were calmed down. Afterwards came the esquenta-banho [“warming up for the shower”], a game without the berimbau music. Each player could sometimes choose his opponent. Normally Bimba chose the pairs of players and stopped the game whenever he wanted to correct something. The esquenta-banho started to be practiced because our mestre‘s academy had only one shower, and so the pupils continued to “keep warm” after the class until they took their shower. Normally this esquenta-banho was very violent. It was time to get even with someone who had tripped you into a fall with a rasteira, a vingativa, a banda traçada, or had hit you with a martelo or any other blow during the game with berimbau music. It was the time to set things straight! During the esquenta-banho the graduated pupils tested themselves facing two or three opponents at the same time, and they nicknamed this type of training bumba-meu-boi [the name of a folkloric dance where someone disguised as a bull attacks the audience] or arranca-rabo [“rip off the tail”].



The traditional Capoeira Angola teaching method (we are talking about the one that was used until the 1940s and 1950s, not the one that is used nowadays in Capoeira Angola), in opposition to the new method created by Bimba, had such features that Muniz Sodré, although he was a pupil and an admirer of Bimba, commented:


I think it is this radical approach that must be preserved. There [in the original Capoeira Angola teaching method] we find something effectively original when compared to occidental teaching methods. The teaching is based on initiation [rituals]. It happens with the teacher watching the pupil while he learns. The teacher provides the conditions, he plays the berimbau and leads the capoeira roda, and he watches the pupil learning … it’s the gaze of the elder watching you learning.



This happened in the traditional Capoeira Angola academies that started to appear, up from the underground, shortly after Bimba registered his own academy in the 1930s. The learning happened through observation. The beginner watched the players and started to imitate their ginga (“swing,” capoeira’s basic move), blows, and defensive movements. Very rarely the mestre or a more experienced player would give a lead, correcting an error or teaching a missing detail in the beginner’s game. These rare and precious leads were like a beam of light; it was specifically that one detail that the beginner was looking for. It was that special detail that was missing in a general context that was not complete and “round.” This situation was obvious in the eyes of the elders who, at that moment, would add the final touch. It is the same story that we hear in the East: “When the pupil is ready, the teacher appears.”

The beginner “learned how to learn.” Later on, when he already knew the basics of the game, he learned how to “steal.” That is, watching an elder secretly for weeks to discover how he had done a certain movement or how he had thrown his attacker to the ground.

Bimba, creating a rational and objective teaching method for Capoeira Regional, broke this and other fundamentos (roots, foundations).

Julio Cesar Tavares ponders Bimba’s role in capoeira:


To start with, we would have to consider the African heritage and its cosmos-vision, which understands the world as if it is a wide plane where different energies multiply, going through their bodies. In that sense, in this circular space called roda, we have a miniature of the cosmic world. Inside it we could put to work all our potentiality. It would be possible to recharge our cosmic batteries while interweaving with our ancestors who created culture and praxis.

Capoeira’s speech is the language of recovering original energies. It establishes itself as an effort to reconnect its players with the world that was stolen by the white European colonization.

In fact, this dimension has been lost in capoeira, although it is the starting point of its philosophical premises. These features have been fading ever since the “academization” process has grown, as a necessary part of its survival after Getúlio Vargas permitted its close association with society but in its “proper” place, in enclosed spaces [and with police permission].

So, the question remains: to what extent the roda in enclosed spaces is still linked to the redemption mystique of the day-to-day life that was confiscated? To what extent was Mestre Bimba himself concerned with capoeira’s most ancestral roots? To what extent can we say that its fundamentos were left behind, especially if we consider that in Salvador the pupils of the new academic era came from the white middle class which was distant and had prejudices against capoeira’s founding principles that belong to African epistemology itself.



Bimba also introduced the first “graduation system,” a fascinating and anthropophagous mixture of universities’ graduation ceremonies, warrior’s initiation rituals, and silk scarves around the neck, something used by the malandros as a protection against straight razor cuts on the throat. These scarves had different colors: blue for the formado (“graduated”), red for the especializado (“specialized”), and white for the contramestre (just below mestre). In this last category, Bimba graduated only three students, in 1959, during all the years he taught (1918–1974): Jair Moura, Angelo Decânio Filho, and a third student whose name I could not determine.

Itapoan tells us:


In order to graduate [blue scarf] in Capoeira Regional the student attended class for at least six months. Bimba thought with six months, three classes a week, a normal student would be ready to graduate. For Bimba and even more so for those who would graduate, the Formatura [graduation day] was a very special day.… The spokesman, an elder player chosen by the students, delivered a brief speech on capoeira’s history. When he finished, the mestre would call each pupil’s godfather and hand him the medals and the scarves. These were passed on to the pupils’ godmothers, then the medal was pinned to the pupil’s shirt and the scarf tied around his neck. The formado’s [graduated pupil] scarf was blue. With this scarf Bimba rendered homage to the capoeiristas of the past who had used an esguião de seda [silk scarf] to avoid the enemy’s straight razor cut that always went for the carotid artery on the side of the neck. Bimba used to say the straight razor did not cut silk.

Bimba called the pupils one by one and asked them to do certain movements. Afterwards they had to perform the cintura deprezada, where one player throws the other upward and he must land on his feet. They also had to do a jogo de floreio [“a beautiful and esthetic game”] where the two players could not dirty their white clothes. Then came the esquete, a pre-arranged game with some balões [throws].

When the esquete finished, Bimba admonished the new formados: “Don’t turn a corner [too near the wall] because the malandro may be waiting for you.” “At night and in the early hours, always walk in the middle of the street.” “Don’t show to your friends from the outside your knowledge of capoeira; surprise is the best ally in a fight.…” “When you stay the night at someone else’s house (especially if it’s with someone else’s woman), sleep with one eye closed and the other open, counting the tiles on the ceiling until dawn.” “It’s better to be beaten up in the roda than on the street.” This was a whole ensemble of knowledge, a life of malícia and malandragem. They were things he observed in his almost eighty years and handed out for free to his pupils.

At the end came the tira-medalha [game of ripping the medal off]. The new graduate played with an elder and more experienced player and everything—everything!—was allowed. It was a real “proof by fire.” The elder player tried to rip off the medal from the new graduate’s shirt with a blow of his feet. And if that happened, the new player would not graduate, which was something shameful.



Jair Moura tells us that during his time with Bimba (1950–1964), before Itapoan’s period, the graduation with scarves had not yet been created.


The graduate received from his godmother a medal with two crossed daggers over a berimbau, and it had the date and the letters “CRB” (Capoeira Regional Baiana) or “LRB” (Luta Regional Baiana) stamped on it. The graduates dressed in white shoes, white trousers, and white long-sleeved shirts. Later, tennis shoes and white T-shirts were substituted. It was also a common practice to use a raw leather belt—maybe in honor of the raw leather belt that hung on Bimba’s living room wall, the “Bahia’s Capoeira Champion” belt he had won at Odeon Park, at the Sé Square in 1936 [Bimba was 36 years old then]. In an unforgettable series of fights, the public was shown the basic differences between the form of fighting he had created [Luta Regional] and the decadent capoeira that was common in those days in which unworthy acts were practiced.



Itapoan tells us that in addition to the basic course ending with the graduation and the blue scarf,


Mestre Bimba also taught a curso de especialização [specialization course] for the pupils he had graduated. This was a secret course. Only graduated students who had signed themselves up could attend classes. It was three months long, two in the academy and one in the wooded hills of Rio Vermelho. During this last month Bimba set up “ambushes” for his students. It was a real war! A real guerrilla training! … In this course, among other things, Bimba taught defenses against knives, straight razors, and revolvers. It surprised everyone to see how the mestre handled the straight razor and the facão [machete]. Bimba warned: “The good capoeirista doesn’t need to carry an iron [a weapon] but it’s good to know how to use one.” When the specialization course finished, Bimba gave a party for the new “specialized graduates” of Regional and handed them the red scarf. The specialization course was so violent that the one I took in 1966 started with fifty-one students and only twenty went through to the end. The others gave up for obvious reasons.…



Jair Moura adds,


Besides the fifty different blows that characterized the regional fight from Bahia, of which twenty-two were deadly when properly applied, in the specialization course we learned how to use the machete, long knife, straight razor, scythe, club, chanfolo [double-edged dagger with thin point], and tira-teima [“let’s see who’s right,” a cane with a hidden dagger inside]. During the two first months in the academy, it was common to train wearing suits, ties, waistcoats, and even hats. Bimba would furtively hand a weapon to one of the players and the two players would crouch at the pé do berimbau. When he blew a whistle the game would start, and on the second whistle the one who had the hidden weapon brought it out and the other had to take it from him.



This teaching method quickly developed the movements, blows, and swipes. But a basic feature was lost. The Regional player quickly became effective in what concerns the fighting aspects, but he was weak in the knowledge of the ritual and tradition. Bimba had a certain disdain for the “purists,” although he himself was one of the most representative elements of black culture. He lived it in his daily life and he knew it deeply. He even had a candomblé house of his own in which Jair Moura was ogan (a hierarchic position). But his mind and his goals were tuned in another direction.

In relation to his own teaching method, Bimba made a self-criticism:


Itapoan, I never became rich, and that was because I was very stupid. For any little reason, I would fight, get bent out of shape, send people away no matter who they were.



Probably he was remembering, among other things, a requirement to attend his classes: “When he started to teach, Bimba made it a point that the beginner should resist a neck hold for three minutes, to ‘see if the guy was really macho.’ ” If the candidate resisted for three minutes without complaining he was approved; if not, he should go and learn somewhere else. With time, Bimba changed his admission exam. Later, in order to be accepted as a student, the candidate had to crouch and then do a queda de rins (a sort of handstand from the crouching position) and the ponte (“bridge,” leaning back until the hands touch the ground) helped by the mestre. Bimba used to say, “Show me your juntas [bone joints] and I will tell you who you are; too much or too little junta messes things up.”

Another controversial issue even to this day involves the golpes ligados (linked blows). Itapoan says,


Mestre Bimba introduced the golpes ligados in capoeira as defenses to be used when the capoeirista was grabbed during a fight. These golpes ligados have confused a lot of famous people—writers, journalists, biographers, etc.—all of them saying that these movements came from judo, jiu-jitsu, savate, etc. Where could Mestre Bimba have seen judo in the 1920s and ’30s if it didn’t exist around here [Bahia]? Who could have taught savate and jiu-jitsu to Mestre Bimba so that he could use it later? And we might also ask who taught the Brazilian Indians to fight in a grabbing manner [similar to judo and sumo] as they do up to our day. Our [Brazilian] underdeveloped mind, with its obsession with “importation” and all things foreign, caused these gentlemen, “owners of all truths,” with their fast conclusions and unbiased investigations, to criticize and try to adulterate Mestre Bimba’s work, Regional, which outlived them all.



Bimba’s admirers believe that these new “linked movements” came from the batuque, another form of African fighting that was popular in Bahia but is extinct today. Bimba’s father, Luis Cândido Machado, was a skilled batuqueiro.


The batuqueiro did not sing. Fast and sure in swiping movements with his feet, he would trip and throw down the other player who, erect, firm, undisturbed, waited for the blow. The two players measured their skills under different conditions.

—Antonio Viana, in the newspaper
O Imparcial (Salvador, January 25, 1928).



According to Jair Moura:


Batuque was very popular in Bahia. Talking with the old Tibúrcio José de Santana [a.k.a. Tiburcinho] in Jaguaripe, in the 1950s, he remembered the names of famous batuqueiros he knew and had fought with. Among the ones who made a name for themselves in this activity were Lúcio Grande from Nazaré das Farinhas, Pedro Gustavo de Brito, Gregório Tapera, Francisco Chiquetada, Luis Cândido Machado who was Bimba’s father, and Eusebio de Tupiquara who was a slave of the Abdom family from Jaguaripe.

When I started to become familiar with batuque, in fact I saw only its remains. Nevertheless I attended some rodas: a batuqueiro stood ‘planted’ in a guard position in the center of the circle and the other negaceava [moved around fooling him] until he could take him off balance, which was no easy thing to do. Only swipes were delivered (no kicks or hand or head hits): banda solta, banda amarrada, cruso de carreira, encruzil-hada … those are some of the swipes I remember.

The major worry was one’s sexual organs, due to the violence of the blows that were given thigh against thigh and then followed by a swiping movement with the foot. For that reason when the batuqueiro ‘planted’ himself [stood firmly without moving] waiting for the attack, he kept his thighs closed together.

Originally batuque was done to singing, clapping, and the tambaque, war drum, different from the atabaques I knew from candomblé. Later on other percussion instruments were introduced to the practice.



A very popular song of those times said:


Ê aloande

Hey, aloande

Tiririca é faca de cortar

Tirirca is a knife for cutting

Não me corta, moleque de sinhá.

Don’t cut me, you slave who belongs to the boss’s daughter.

Ê aloande

Hey, aloande

Mata-me embora

Kill me and go

Cada um tira o seu

Each one takes out his own

Vai s’embora.

Go away.

Geme no peito

Moans in the chest

Morre na voz

Die in the voice

Iaiá, Ioiô, pancada no peito doi

Young boss, young mistress, blows to the chest hurt

Eu vi dizer, eu vi contar

I heard someone say, I heard someone tell

Rainha de Lodez morreu no canaviá

The queen of Lodez died in the sugarcane plantation.

Folga negro, branco não vem cá

Have fun, negro, the whites won’t come here

Se vier, cruz há de levar.

If they do, he will be hit by a ‘cross’ [batuque blow].



The outsider cannot perceive the importance of the batuque swipes in Capoeira Regional. But anyone experienced in fighting immediately sees what Bimba’s intention was in introducing these swipes to the Regional fighting style.

Although capoeira has resources for close combat, such as head-butts, it is more effective for fighting at a certain distance in an open space. With the inclusion of the batuque swipes, capoeira becomes complete as a fighting system.

In Jair Moura’s description, “… due to the violence of the blows which were given thigh against thigh and then followed by a swiping movement with the foot,” it is obvious that the batuque blows are to be applied with the opponent close by, almost body touching body.

In Rio de Janeiro one could find the pernada (leg hit), very similar to the batuque.

Sergio Cabral’s As escolas de samba (Rio, Ed. Fontana) gives us this description:


Marcelino José Cláudio, “Tio” [Uncle] Maçu, who died in 1973 when he was 75, was the first mestre-sala [the male dancer who parades with the lady holding the samba school’s banner] of the Estação Primeira de Mangueira [a famous Rio samba school]. He was also an ace in the pernada circles. “It was for men only,” Maçu recalled once. “When someone yelled, ‘All the skirts out!’ the pernada began, using the banda de frente, de lado, and de costas.” Only those who had a name for themselves could remain standing up, and even they might lose their status in a moment of inattentiveness. The most dangerous swipes were the banda de frente, banda jogada, banda cruzada, dourada, and amarrada. But all was done in a playful manner because the rhythm [percussion instruments] didn’t stop and the guys kept improvising songs.



Demerval Lopes de Lacerda, Mestre Leopoldina who initiated me in capoeira, remembers the pernada circles in front of Central do Brasil (the main train station) during Rio’s Carnival:


The smart thing to do was to await the malandro “planted” on only one of your legs. When the banda [swipe] hit you, you followed the impulse going up in the air and then changed legs while turning your body, landing on your feet and already dancing the samba.



Many swipes introduced by Bimba in the Regional came from batuque. But did other blows come from non-African martial arts?

During many decades there was a lot of discussion on this subject. Mestre Esdras dos Santos, who had a close relationship with Bimba from 1946 to 1949, tells us in his book, Conversando sobre capoeira, that Bimba was inspired by “movements from jiu-jitsu, Greek-Roman style, box, and batuque.”

Bimba came to know foreign fighting systems through his pupil Cisnando Lima in the 1920s and ‘30s when Capoeira Regional was being created. Cisnando Lima was from the state of Ceará and “well acquainted with jiu-jitsu, boxing, and Greek-Roman wrestling.” Cisnando’s teacher was the Japanese Conde Koma.

Andre Lace (Jornal dos Sports, Rio, August 25, 1996, p. 10) tells us that Abel Magalhães told him about a certain Conde Koma, “a Japanese man who established himself in the state of Pará” around 1920 and gave classes at the Clube do Remo, confirming Esdras’ statement.

Some of Bimba’s ex-pupils do not accept this version. They do not want to see Bimba accused of “adulterating capoeira” by introducing foreign ingredients. In the 1930s introducing movements from alien martial arts could give status to a certain style—it was a sign of “progress.” But this is not “politically correct” today, and this fact undoubtedly has some influence over what is said by some of Bimba’s admirers.

Nevertheless, there can be no doubt that the throws that are done in the cintura deprezada sequence—an essential part of Bimba’s teaching method—are strange to capoeira. But the question of whether they came from judo or jiu-jitsu, or if they were spontaneously created by Bimba, is a fruitless and useless discussion.

Still, we might make two additional reflections on the matter. For capoeira as a fighting method, these newly introduced movements are valuable because if the capoeirista is grabbed, he can learn how to free himself, and if he is thrown, he lands on his feet. But regarding capoeira as a whole, the introduction of these judo type of throws was unfortunate. Up to today, we see the sad and boring sight of players grabbing each other and rolling about an arm lock, even though the berimbau rhythm would not permit this kind of game.

Jair Moura says,


Famous [Angola] capoeira mestres would go to Bimba’s house on Sunday. The conversation always centered on feats of the past and the events of the day. The capoeirista in those days [1950s] was sly, and when you sat to talk you always kept alert without showing it. They were not like the street-smart types of Rio, exuberant and well-spoken. The players [from Bahia] of the old days had a cult of falsidade [falsity, treason], and they always won by tricking and cheating their opponents.

While engaged in conversation, although everyone was relaxed, you did not face or look a capoeirista directly in the eye, but rather you used your peripheral vision. This was a reflex of the olhar manhoso [sly way of looking] used in the game to deceive and confound one’s adversary.

Just as we had to learn a new way of acting and being accepted in the trade unions [Jair is referring to his time in the illegal Communist Party], likewise we had to learn a new way of speaking and acting to be accepted and to live in the capoeira world of those days.



[image: ]

Bimba did many capoeira exhibitions throughout Brazil. Here are some of them:


• In the 1930s a government officer showed up in his academy and handed him a letter inviting Bimba to the governor’s palace. Bimba thought he would be arrested because capoeira was still outlawed. But to his surprise Governor Juraci Magalhães wanted a capoeira demonstration for some guests.

• In 1949, his pupils participated in five fights with wrestlers in the city of São Paulo (Brazil’s biggest city) and won three by K.O.’s.

• In 1953, he was congratulated by then President Getúlio Vargas, who was visiting Salvador.

• In 1955, Bimba presented capoeira with great success in the Theater José de Alencar in the city of Fortaleza.

• In 1956, he was at the inauguration of Record TV in São Paulo. And in the same year he presented at the theaters ABI and the Maracanãzinho in Rio de Janeiro.

• In 1968 he presented a show for more than three thousand people at the Cattle Fair of Teófilo Otôni in the state of Minas Gerais.

• In 1969 he went to the Second National Capoeira Meeting in Rio (he had sent Angelo Decânio to represent him in the first meeting), sponsored by the Air Force Sports Committee. He stayed only for a day because he thought that “it would amount to nothing.”
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We must remember that all of this took place during a time in Brazil when even for famous artists it was not easy nor common to present in cities other than their own. Besides that, there was a strong prejudice against capoeira, especially in the middle and upper classes.

One of Bimba’s most curious aspects, unknown even to his closest pupils, is revealed by Muniz Sodré:


Bimba had an understanding for what power was and how he could expand it by using the middle class. At the same time, he hated the System.

Very few people know this but he sympathized with the Communist Party [which at the time was illegal in Brazil]. Not only did he sympathize with the party, but he helped them. He brought all those people from the candomblé and capoeira who lived in the Nordeste de Amaralina to the CP. After the military took over [1964–1984], Bimba was afraid he would be arrested. In a shy way, as if he had been stupid and not understood certain events, he told me: “You know something, Americano [Muniz’s capoeira nickname], people are saying that Decânio is part of the homens [‘men,’ that is, belongs to the police or to the Army’s Secret Service].”

And it was true. The eminent medical school professor who was Bimba’s right arm for years, and who knew about Bimba’s work for the Communist Party, put a gun on his hip and went out with other police officers arresting people. But nothing was done to Bimba.



(It is also true that Mestre Decânio helped many capoeiristas who had trouble with the police due to their political beliefs. And not only that, but for many years Decânio, a doctor and acupuncturist, helped innumerable players and people who had health problems and no money to pay a doctor.)

When I told the story about Decânio’s participation in the secret police force to Augusto “Baiano Anzol” Lopes—graduated and specialized by Bimba, as well as one of Senzala’s oldest members—Augusto said he had felt “things getting cold between Decânio and Bimba after that date [1964].” But that probably did not last long, because in 1968, Bimba sent Decânio as his representative to the First National Capoeira Meeting in Rio de Janeiro.

It was Jair Moura who finally explained the whole matter:


I belonged to the [Communist] Party’s Municipal Committee and had been charged with restructuring a workers’ “cell” at the Alto do Barana. Many people of this cell were capoeiristas, and when I would go there on Sundays we would talk mostly about capoeira and the Party. In 1963 there was a campaign to legalize the CP, and I was supposed to further this campaign among the working classes. I already knew Bimba was a sympathizer [to the CP] since 1945 when the Party was still underground and Aquiles Gadelha, a strong member of the student movement within the Communist Party, was one of Bimba’s students. There were several articles by Gadelha about Bimba in the Communist newspaper O Momento. Bimba allowed me to use his academy as a center for sympathizers who wanted the CP legalized. I took several comrades [from the CP] there to talk: Fernando Santana, Mario Alves, Marighela, etc.



Based on this information we might even consider a new perspective on Bimba’s goals and motivations, especially keeping in mind his specialization course, “a real guerrilla training.” But Jair Moura explained that this specialization course “was the result of Bimba’s childhood memories—one played capoeira hidden in the woods,” and “it also had something to do with the negro’s own history, seeking refuge in the woods when they ran away. This specialization course had no direct connection with Bimba’s sympathy for the Communist Party.”

I find this story very interesting, first because Mestre Bimba, who was a living encyclopedia of malandragem (street smarts), never imagined that Dr. Angelo Decânio Filho, whom he trusted and leaned on for many years, was a sort of secret agent of the army. As a joke I proposed to Muniz Sodré and Jair Moura that this part of the book could be called “The Day Mestre Bimba Stepped on the Ball” (a Brazilian saying based on soccer), something that made everybody laugh.

Second, consider the fact that Decânio, a right-winger and eminent scientist and professor, was one of only three of Bimba’s students to receive the contramestre’s white silk scarf in 1959. Together with him in the same ceremony was Jair Moura, who was fifteen years younger, a journalist, filmmaker, and active member of the Communist Party. This shows us the vast range of people Bimba influenced with his labors and the controversial aspects of his personality.

Despite his sympathy for the Communist Party, Bimba taught for quite some time in the (right-wing) military milieu. Jair Moura tells us,


At the end of the 1930s several of Bimba’s students who were serving the obligatory military service established a connection between him and the military. They wanted Bimba to teach at the Forte do Barbalho. At first Bimba was reluctant. After all, the police and in a certain way the military had always been the enemies and repressors of the lower economic classes where the capoeira players came from. Bimba went against his will, but, as the initial impact faded and he perceived that economically things were going well, he opened himself up to the situation, and things clicked into place. Bimba became a sought-after instructor by members of the armed forces. It is understandable that of all the courses he offered, it was the Curso de Emboscada [Ambush Course] that most fascinated the military.
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Itapoan tells us about the last years of Bimba’s life:


Before going to Goiania [the capital city of the state of Goias, far from Bahia], Bimba graduated his last group of students. This graduation received a lot of attention from Salvador’s media, and it was dubbed “the goodbye graduation party.” After this, Bimba left Bahia, which he loved so much but where, as he put it, “the government has never helped me.” He went to Goiania, to his Eldorado, but he was quite mistaken about things!

Before going away, Bimba looked for his pupil Jair Moura, asking if he could buy his [Bimba’s] house. If things didn’t work he would return and buy the house back. This house had been bought through a “Golden Book” organized by Jair Moura. This book passed from one hand to another, especially among his ex-students who had achieved a good economic status and who contributed a sum of money. But as Jair Moura was not in a good financial situation when Bimba went to Goiania, he could not buy Bimba’s house.

After Bimba left, he returned to Salvador only twice. He would say he was doing well in Goiania, teaching and always doing shows. But Dona Nair [one of Bimba’s wives] told us that “Bimba was tricked. He doesn’t come back because he is excessively proud.” We also felt Bimba wasn’t well in Goiania. For example, Alegria [one of Bimba’s students] ran into him once while he was waiting for the bus in Salvador, something he hadn’t done for several years (he always took a taxi).

Mestre Bimba died on February 5, 1974, one year after he left Bahia. Saturday morning Bimba was feeling a bit sick but agreed to do a show in the Workers Club of Goias, being paid Cr$2500, showing as always all of his capoeira art from Bahia. Bimba was buried in Goiania because when he left Bahia he said he “would not come back. Here I’ve not been supported by the local authorities, and if I find no advantages in Goiania, I’ll take advantage of its cemetery.”



That was a master’s blow given to Bahia by one of its most distinguished sons.

To bring Bimba’s body from Goiania to Salvador was not easy. “He had asked to be buried in Goiania but we thought his place was here [in Salvador]. The idol does not own himself; he belongs to his public.”
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“1970: Mestre Bimba in the Axé (Energy) of his 70 Years of Age” (drawing by Bodinho, Jornal da Capoeira, Rio de Janeiro, Oct. 1981).

Bimba is considered a creative genius by some, and as someone who distorted the authentic capoeira of Bahia by others, “whitening” it in opposition to its African roots. The truth is that the charismatic and controversial personality of Mestre Bimba forever changed capoeira’s history.

Capoeira Angola

While Bimba was creating his “revolution,” the other capoeira players from Bahia, who started to be called “Angola” capoeira players (in opposition to Bimba’s Regional), tried to adapt themselves to the new times, or they simply stopped practicing capoeira due to their disagreement with the changes that were happening.

Among the capoeira players of the first half of the 1900s, Mestre Atenilo notes Aberrê, Geraldo “Chapeleiro” (hat maker), Totonho Maré, and José “Gata Magra” (Skinny Cat).

Waldeloir Rego in his book Capoeira Angola quotes Besouro and Samuel “Querido de Deus” (Loved by God) in the first half of the 1900s and others who have reached our days such as Canjiquinha, Gato, Waldemar, Bigodinho, Arnol, Traíra, Caiçara, Paulo dos Anjos, Rozendo, Carlos Sena, Cobrinha Verde, and Najé. I met many of them in the 1960s and ’70s, but most have since died.

We must also mention João Pequeno and João Grande, the best-known Angola mestres of our days, nicknamed Cobra Mansa (Cool Snake) and Gavião (Hawk) by Mestre Pastinha.
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Jair Moura tells us that the first time he saw capoeira “was in 1949 in an exhibition Mestre Bimba performed at the Carneiro Ribeiro School in Salvador,” where Jair studied as a boy.


I was ten years old and was very impressed. As I was part of my neighborhood’s “gang” I had many rivalries with other boys, and capoeira was of great practical interest to me. Some years later, as a teenager, I sought out Mestre Bimba in order to join his capoeira school. As I was very young, small and thin, Bimba asked for written permission from my parents, which was something impossible in those days, because of the strong prejudice against capoeira. As I could not learn with Bimba, I started to contact other mestres and to get acquainted with other capoeira circles.

I met great players who knew the roots of the game in depth. These men’s names should have come to define the Capoeira Angola movement, but for some reason or another, most of them remained practically anonymous: Maré, Manoel Rozendo, Delfino Teles, Tiburcinho, Bilusca, Noronha, Reginaldo dos Santos, Américo Pequeno, Juvenal, João Clarindo, Rogendo, Livino Diogo, Francisco Sales, João Grande, João Pequeno.

I met, as an example, Livino Diogo who was the mestre of a roda at the Gengibirra area in Salvador. I used to go there almost every Thursday. The Gengibirra was a dead-end street with a butcher shop, a big tree—a jaca tree if I’m not mistaken—and a room with a hard earthen floor. Aberrê was always there, and it was also at the Gengibirra that I met João Pequeno, who had not yet developed the style of playing that would later make him famous. There was a slim black guy called “Lamiti” (from “dynamite”) who worked at the Cais do Ouro [the docks], and when he played the berimbau he looked like the Dog [devil] himself.



Normally the capoeirista had his preferred orixá (god), such as Oxóssi (the Hunter) or Ogum (the Warrior). They always wore their patuás around their necks: small bags of cotton that contained strong prayers or talismans to avoid bad and dangerous moments. The Cinco Salomão (Solomon Five, a five-pointed star with a circle around it topped by a cross) and the letters “JMJ” (Jesus, Mary, Joseph) had prodigious effects against evil, especially ambushes set up by enemies, death in combat, etc. The Prayer of Saint Solomon was widely known among the old mandinga (magic, sorcery) mestres, and it was the most popular amongst the capoeiristas. It ended with the following words:


Close yourself, body

Guard yourself, brother

In the sanctified ark of Solomon.



Cinco Salomão probably comes from “Signo de Salomão” which means “Sign of Solomon.” In Brazil there is a strong mixture between African sorcery and other kinds of magic. The Cinco Salomão is the five-pointed star of Solomon from the Jewish Cabala and is well-known in European “white magic,” or “black magic” when it is drawn upside-down.

[image: ]

“In those days, other than Bimba’s, there was no capoeira ‘school,’ ” says Jair Moura. “You would go to this meeting place here or so-and-so’s shack out back somewhere, and you would learn by watching. There was no teaching methodology—nothing like that existed.”

Among all the capoeira players of those times it was Vicente Ferreira Pastinha (1889–1981), Mestre Pastinha, who became, together with and in opposition to Bimba, the most famous of all. He represented the spirit of Capoeira Angola.

He was a small, light-skinned mulatto, gentle and sociable, good-humored and a real gentleman. Pastinha gathered a great number of excellent players around him, not only because of his playing style, but mostly by the strength of his personality, his philosophical and poetic approach to life, and his love and knowledge of the roots of Capoeira Angola.


Ê, maior é Deus.

Eh, God is great.

Ê, maior é Deus, pequeno sou eu.

Eh, great is God, small am I.

O que eu tenho foi Deus quem me deu.

What I have, it was God who gave it to me.

Na roda da capoeira, grande e pequeno sou eu.

In the capoeira roda, big and small am I.



This is the opening song of an LP vinyl record that Pastinha recorded around 1970 with capoeira music and also some stories of his youth.


Mandinga de escravo em ânsia de liberdade.

Sorcery from slaves who long for freedom.

Seu princípio não tem método,

Its principles [or beginning] have no method.

Seu fim é inconcebível ao mais sábio dos mestres.

Its end is inconceivable to the wisest of mestres.



This is one of Pastinha’s definitions of capoeira.

“The secret of capoeira dies with me and with many other mestres,” Pastinha would say. This might have been in reference to the changes that came with the success and expansion of Capoeira Regional.

He would also say, “Capoeira isn’t mine, it belongs to the Africans in Brazil,” perhaps as a criticism to the “whitening” process capoeira was going through. But he also said, “All can learn, generals and doctors.” And regarding the excessive violence, he would highlight the friendship aspects of the game, saying, “Capoeira is loving, not evil … it is a habit like any other, a gentle practice that we create inside ourselves.”

He also said, “Capoeira is something vagabunda [vagabond, vagrant, tramp, that does not engage in ‘serious and hard work’],” and perhaps this meant that it had no compromises, no immediate practical goals, unlike the typical sports approach.

Many times capoeira is tenderly called vadiação by its players. Vadiação means to play like a child, to have fun and enjoy, to waste time doing nothing, as opposed to “serious” and “hard and honest” work.

It is said that Pastinha was initiated into capoeira by an African from Angola called Benedito, who had witnessed how Pastinha was constantly beat up by an older boy. But some say he started in capoeira later. This second version is not endorsed by the old Mestre Atenilo, from Capoeira Regional, in the interview he gave to Mestre Cesar Itapoan which later became a book (Atenilo, o relâmpago da capoeira regional).


ITAPOAN: But Canjiquinha [an old mestre of Capoeira Angola] said he taught capoeira to Pastinha.

ATENILO: Hmm!

ITAPOAN: He [Canjiquinha] said: “Pastinha learned capoeira when he was old, I taught it to him.” Could that be, Atenilo?

ATENILO: Listen, I’m going to tell you: I can say that when I was a boy I already knew Pastinha playing capoeira at the Sangradouro. He was already well versed in capoeira.



Jair Moura says he researched all of Salvador’s newspapers, from the beginning of the 1900s to the 1970s, and that Pastinha’s name appears for the first time in 1950 when he started to do capoeira shows sponsored by the Tourism Office (Waldeloir Rego will tell us about the Tourism Office of Salvador at the end of this section).

Jair Moura also says, “It’s funny that Pastinha always mentioned Tiburcio and Bilusca as exceptional capoeira players, but even though they lived in the same city, he didn’t know them. It was I who took both of them to Pastinha and introduced them to him. I cannot say if Pastinha began capoeira early or late, but I have a feeling that, despite his previous initiation, he only started to be known in the capoeira world after 1950.”

Another curiosity is that some say Pastinha didn’t play berimbau. When I asked Mestre João Pequeno (who was his pupil) if that was true he answered: “… but it was he who taught me how to play [the berimbau].”

This story that Pastinha could not play the berimbau is very bizarre, even more so since we see him playing the instrument in several photos, such as in Mestre Bira “Acordeon’s” excellent book Capoeira, a Brazilian Art Form (North Atlantic Books, 1987, p. 39).
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“Mestre Pastinha (1889–1981).”

For all the gentleness that Pastinha may have had, he himself said, “In the mandinga I was not naive.”

At the age of 16 he was invited to take care of a gambling house in a wild neighborhood of Salvador. The local Chief of Police explained to the owner of the house that he should not hire a boy to do a job that would be difficult even for a grown man.

“But it’s this guy that I want,” insisted the owner of the gambling house.

“What’s your name?” the cop asked the teenager.

“Vicente Ferreira Pastinha.”

“Ah! So you’re the young fighting rooster I’ve got in my neighborhood.”

“That’s it,” Pastinha thought, “I’ve been caught.” But happily nothing happened.

With a good sense of humor in his old age, Pastinha used to say, “Because I was very tender and loving towards those who wished me evil, when I was young I used to carry a small scythe sharpened on both sides … if there existed a third side I would have sharpened that too, but as the blade had only two edges.…” He would fix a ring to the handle of the scythe and “in the ‘moment of pain,’ I would fit the blade to the end of the berimbau,” and the musical instrument would turn into a deadly weapon. “I would then proceed to wield it.”

Pastinha dedicated his life to Capoeira Angola and became an important figure of Afro-Brazilian culture and one of the (unpaid) highlights of Salvador’s tourism propaganda. On November 14, 1981, seven years after Bimba’s death, Pastinha passed away at the age of 92. He had been blind for his last eighteen years, had no help from the government, and died in near misery, abandoned by almost all of his pupils.
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Bahia’s capoeira, in the 1950s and 1960s, just before spreading through all of Brazil, suffered dangerous influences that could have perverted it permanently. These negative forces were not specifically due to the novelties introduced by Bimba and the Capoeira Regional.

Waldeloir Rego in his Capoeira Angola (1968) tells us,


If we look at things from a sociological or ethnological point of view, the negative agent in the process of capoeira’s decadence was Salvador’s Tourism Office. It had the money and promoted different capoeira groups. It perverted things as much as it could. Although this Tourism Office should serve to preserve our traditions, the men who directed it have directly or indirectly done the opposite, whether through ignorance or through incompetence.

I clearly remember seeing one of them changing the way capoeiristas used to dress. The leaders of that academy would agree with everything. And if someone did not agree, he would be banned from public life forever. The truth is, the more an academy plays the clown, the more the Tourism Office supports it. Unfortunately this is the current scene of the capoeira academies, and the only difference between them is the degree of sociological and ethnological changes as well as the degree of their decline.

But in far-away neighborhoods there still are capoeiristas practicing the game for fun, with great purity and authenticity, firmly inserted in their social status. Maybe because they are far away from the temptations that we have criticized.



Rio de Janeiro

We have seen how Bimba revolutionized Bahia’s capoeira. We have followed the path of Capoeira Angola in Salvador (the capital city of Bahia).

Let’s see what happened in Rio de Janeiro in that same period, in the 1930s and 1940s, at the beginning of the era of the academias.

Rio de Janeiro was for many years the capital of Brazil. It is a big city, with more than four million inhabitants. The rich, southern part of the city spreads between beautiful beaches, such as Ipanema and Copacabana, and it has hills with luxurious tropical forests, little rivers, and waterfalls. It is one of the world’s most beautiful urban areas.

There are a few other parts inhabited by the middle and rich classes. The population that leads an extremely hard life, in incredible misery and poverty, lives in the rest of the city.

In this rich, southern area, paradoxically we also find many favelas (slums) crouched on the slopes of some of these hills. This is not so common in big cities; the slums are generally in far-away areas.

The favelas are like separate countries. The laws are set by the gangs, which control the cocaine and marijuana drug trafficking. These gangs are made up of teenagers, including even the warlords among them. This is the part that is seen, while the multimillion-dollar drug business roots itself in the richest parts of established society, involving politicians, bankers, powerful executives and businessmen, high-ranking police and military, etc. As happens in all other countries of the so-called Third World (now called “Peripheral Countries” in our globalized era), corruption and a lot of money, from both Brazil and abroad, parade about together, hand in hand.

Rio continues to be the cultural and artistic center from which things spread out into other parts of the country. The all-powerful TV Globo is based in Rio. It is one of the richest and most sophisticated in the world, and it has strongly influenced Brazilian politics, economics, and society since the 1960s.
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After the proclamation of the Brazilian Republic in 1890, Rio’s capoeira maltas (gangs) were swept off the map by the police. The only heritage they left were some lonely malandros in Lapa, the center of Rio’s bohemian nightlife. Paradoxically capoeira also survived in small military groups, even though it had been forbidden by law.

Jair Moura points out that at the beginning of the twentieth century,


Capoeira was practiced by army and navy personnel, as well as by officers and soldiers of the Brigada Militar in the Mata-Porcos quarters. A navy or army officer published O guia da capoeira ou ginástica brasileira (The Guide to Capoeira or Brazilian Gymnastics) in 1907.

Some years later, in 1916, Captain Ataliba Nogueira together with the Lieutenants Lapa and Leite, all from Rio’s Police Brigade, published a capoeira manual exclusively for the military, complete with drawings illustrating fighting techniques and movements. I presume this manual is one of the most representative of Rio’s capoeira of the early 1900s.



But even with the malandros and the small groups inside the military, Rio’s capoeira was dying. Very soon it would be replaced by the capoeira “with roots in the methods of the ‘luta regional baiana’ [regional fight from Bahia] that had been built and taught by Mestre Bimba.” But in Jair Moura’s opinion, Bimba’s influence on Rio’s capoeira “had already been adulterated,” due to some publications after Captain Ataliba’s that left evil seeds persisting up to our days.


In our days capoeira has lost its authentic character. This is perceived by those who have gone deep into the subject. This is due to the instructions spread by Mario Aleixo and Anibal Burlamaqui [in Rio].



Moura adds,


In the 1920s Professor Mario Aleixo proposed an aristocratic capoeira, “revised, made bigger and better” in the pages of the very popular magazine Eu Sei Tudo. From Aleixo’s point of view there were “weak points” in capoeira and he would “make it stronger” in a way I [Jair Moura] totally condemn. He brought in blows from jiu-jitsu, Roman fighting, boxing, and the Portuguese stick fighting, and he mixed them with Rio’s capoeira and called this new thing “personal defense.” He perverted the primordial traditional characteristics that had been preserved and maintained by mestres who knew this art.

In 1928 Anibal Burlamaqui (a.k.a. Zuma) published a pamphlet called Ginástica nacional, Capoeiragem metodizada e regrada (National Gymnastics, Capoeira with Teaching Method and Rules). Following Mario Aleixo’s footsteps, he inserted a series of movements and blows from alien fighting techniques, while maintaining others belonging to the mestizos’ original and traditional fight. The adoption of these influences and forms damaged contemporary capoeira, which consequently lost its genuine character. The lessons disseminated by Mario Aleixo and Anibal Burlamaqui still have a lot of influence.

Later, in 1945, Inezil Pena Marinho, still working on the “body rhetoric” of Getúlio Vargas [the dictator who permitted a “controlled” capoeira in the 1930s], published his Subsídios para o estudo da metodologia e treinamento da capoeiragem (Information for the Study of Capoeira’s Methodology and Training), also following Burlamaqui’s footsteps in the sense of perverting Rio’s capoeira.



Jair Moura also mentions that Rubem Braga (a famous Brazilian writer) published an article on Burlamaqui’s work and that this led Jair to write another article, in 1983, criticizing such information.


By chance I had been in the house of a dentist in Copacabana who was a relative of Anibal Burlamaqui. Shortly before Burlamaqui died, he said he wouldn’t publish the 1928 book. But the harm had already been done.



An article, “A Capoeiragem no Rio nos Primórdios da República” (Revista Nacional, June 11, 1983, Rio de Janeiro), printed a series of photos showing Mario Aleixo using jiu-jitsu techniques to defend himself against someone armed with a long stick. The mocking caption read: “In the photo we see Professor Mario Aleixo’s ‘defesa pessoal’ [personal defense] transforming Rio’s capoeira into a cocktail.” On the next page another photo: “The dangerous rabo-de-arraia, used in the past, is still used by Anibal Burlamaqui.” Jair Moura explains that “this blow is rarely used in our days and few players know it—if this is because of incompetence or ignorance, we do not know.”

Later, in this book, we see the traditional rabo-de-arraia. To someone who does not know capoeira, this blow may seem absurd. The player stands on his hands in front of his opponent and hits the opponent’s head with his heel. But those who have had the chance to use it on the proper occasion know its effectiveness and its destructive power, given the element of surprise as well as the enormous force of the kick.

Jair Moura finished this part of the interview by saying:


 … I ask my friend Nestor Capoeira to print the following: I appeal to those who practice this fight that belongs to the people to unite themselves to realize the patriotic task of eliminating the mercenaries and those without scruples who infest our area. In doing so they might keep intact the original national essence of our ancestors.



Despite Moura’s worries about Burlamaqui’s, Aleixo’s, and Marinho’s writings and influences, it was only later that a book made a real success among capoeira students: Capoeiragem, a arte da defesa pessoal brasileira, written by Lamartine Pereira da Costa, a navy officer who had majored in physical education and who was the navy’s chief physical education instructor in Rio de Janeiro.
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The “ginga,” a drawing from Lamartine P. da Costa’s book, Capoeiragem, a arte da defesa pessoal brasileira, published around 1960 and later republished, with great success for those days, under the name Capoeira sem mestre.

The year of publication cannot be found in the book. But João Fontes, a skilled capoeirista from Rio and a pupil of Sinhozinho, told me that in 1960 he was going to do a demonstration at the navy headquarters of the fighting technique he was developing, capoeira with luta livre (“free fighting,” a Brazilian technique). He met a group led by Mestre Artur Emídio and his pupil Djalma Bandeira, who were doing a capoeira demonstration at the same event, and by this time, Fontes recalls, Lamartine had already published his book. Later, in 1962, it was re-published as the paperback Capoeira sem mestre (Capoeira without a Teacher), and the book enjoyed great popularity.

Mestre Sinhozinho had come from São Paulo to Rio and already in 1930 taught a street-fighting capoeira style. There was no music and no ritual. The ginga was a series of jumps that resembled boxing.

In Lamartine’s book we find a curious fusion of the original capoeira practiced in Rio’s military context, Sinhozinho’s capoeira and Artur Emídio’s capoeira from the city Itabuna. One of the people to whom Lamartine most referred was Artur Emídio, who taught in Rio in the 1950s.

Mestre Artur Emídio came from Itabuna in the state of Bahia. His style could be considered close to Capoeira Regional although he also practiced a capoeira similar to Angola. Artur is now (in the year 2000) reaching his seventies but is still “in one piece,” in his own words.

In the 1950s and ’60s he became Rio’s most famous player of the time. He was also well known in luta livre (“free style,” which is similar to today’s “Ultimate Fighting” championships that we see on TV). He engaged in combat with the best fighters of jiu-jitsu and other styles, sometimes winning, sometimes losing. Artur was Leopoldina’s mestre, and Leopoldina initiated me in the 1960s.

The interesting thing in Lamartine’s book is that we can see what was happening to Rio’s capoeira just before it started to be so popular and well-known not only in Rio but also São Paulo (Brazil’s largest city, very industrialized, with more than eight million inhabitants), and then later in the 1970s throughout all of Brazil, Europe, and the USA.

What follows are some excerpts from Lamartine’s book, which has some sixty pages and includes forty drawings illustrating various strikes and movements:


Since capoeira is the subject at hand, I cannot escape the old cliché about the need to preserve the cultural and artistic patrimony of our country. Although it is the only Brazilian contribution to physical education, this so-called “national gymnastics” is quickly disappearing and being forgotten by all.

Initially I had problems finding sources of information. I found nothing other than three old books that focused only on the merits of the fight, the photographic beauty of the movements, the legends and stories about famous capoeiristas. The presentation of techniques was secondary. These books would help someone seeking a folkloric approach but not someone who looked for a technical point of view, as was my case.

So I decided to base myself on oral tradition and on the teaching of old capoeiristas who survived in the capital’s [Rio’s] historical places and in the interior of Bahia.

The different forms of this fight, the Medieval-style teaching methods, and the fact that the way to do certain blows is kept secret so as to avoid competition, led me to create a new teaching method based on two years of practice and observation.

 … capoeira has its limitations: it is effective only in a confrontation at a certain distance. In my opinion an ideal fighter would be someone who practiced judo, boxing, and capoeira.

 … a musical percussion instrument, the berimbau, is used to help in the learning of the ginga. In Bahia the capoeira game is practiced to the sound of a berimbau orchestra, pandeiros (tambourines), ganzás, and calabasses.



Lamartine presents us with a brief history of capoeira and then a practical part: the ginga, five defensive movements, six swipes and throw-down movements, nineteen blows, and some suggestions on how to use “different blows together,” “movement training,” “warming-up exercises,” “a teaching method with pre-established movements,” and the “use of certain blows” against other capoeira players, fighters from other modalities, several opponents at once, and armed opponents, resulting in a book with quite a wide scope for its time, and of great value if we keep in mind that there were no other books on the subject.
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Let us see how the Capoeira Regional created by Mestre Bimba in Bahia took the place of the almost-extinct original capoeira of Rio.

Jair Moura, quoting Waldemar de Oliveira, who based his information on J.R. Tinhorão, tells us that when the Republic was proclaimed (1890), there was a great migration movement inside Brazil (which we have already mentioned). Many blacks and mulattos from Bahia “migrated to Rio de Janeiro to work on the docks. They settled in the Saúde area, which was close to the docks, and became the founders and main organizers of the ranchos [that later on became the schools of samba that parade in Rio’s Carnival]. These men from Bahia brought with them the seed of Bahia’s [Angola] capoeira.”

But it was sixty years later, around 1950, that a large number of capoeiristas, many of them practitioners of Capoeira Regional, went from Salvador to Rio or São Paulo, looking for better economic possibilities. The capoeira in those two towns was practically extinct by then. In the following twenty years Salvador’s capoeira occupied the empty space left by its “sisters.”

From then on it quickly spread to other cities through the action of dedicated young mestres who had little to no knowledge of the game’s roots.

Mestre Leopoldina is a good example of how Bahia’s capoeira replaced the almost-extinct capoeira of Rio.

Leopoldina was a street kid selling candy at the main station of Central do Brasil Railways in Rio. As a teenager he had served one or two years at the terrible SAM, a prison for juveniles. Due to his lucky star or maybe his malandragem (street smarts), he managed to get through this period without any deep damage. At eighteen he was on the streets again.

Leopoldina narrates this story for us:


One day I was hanging out doing nothing at the Central Station when two street kids started to fight. I came closer and a third street kid called Pitoca also came by with a guy about twenty-two years old. The stranger put one hand on the ground and his body turned and spun in the air doing incredible and bizarre movements. Then he said:

“You guys want to fight? Then fight like this!”

I had never seen anything like that and I asked him what it was.

“That’s capoeira.”

I soon found out that the stranger’s name was Quinzinho. He was a young and respected tough guy who had already done some time in prison. Little by little I started to approach Quinzinho, paying him a beer one day, some cachaça [similar to white rum] the next. Finally he agreed to teach me and we arranged to meet the next day at the top of the morro [hill, ghetto] in a small space in front of a small cachaça bar.

“Do it like this, do it like that, now do it this way.” Quinzinho would show me the blows and I imitated him until he was tired or felt satisfied with the day’s work. The following morning I wouldn’t be able to walk.



One year later something unexpected happened: Quinzinho was arrested and murdered in prison. Leopoldina disappeared, in order to avoid any possible revenge from one of Quinzinho’s enemies, but he continued to train by himself. A bit later he heard that the famous professional fighter Valdemar Santana had brought a capoeirista named Artur Emídio from Bahia to Rio.

Leopoldina was introduced to Artur. That same day during a public exhibition in a boxing ring, Artur invited him to play.


I went into the ring a bit embarrassed and did what Quinzinho had taught me. In the beginning I was doing well but slowly Artur’s game started to grow and I could hardly understand where the blows were coming from. I realized he was much better than Quinzinho ever was.



This is how Leopoldina, who was an apprentice of Rio’s capoeira through Quinzinho, was introduced to Bahia’s capoeira through Artur Emídio.


During all that time I had never seen or heard a berimbau. Even that first game with Artur was done without music. It was only later that I heard the sound of the gunga played by the late Mestre Paraná.



At first the berimbau did not impress Leopoldina. He told me that when he played to the sound of the berimbau for the first time, he felt no difference. But little by little he started to admire the instrument and all of Bahia’s musical heritage to such an extent that today Leopoldina is respected for his style of playing as well as his ability with the berimbau and the songs he composes, sung and admired throughout all of Brazil.
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Another important factor in Rio’s capoeira history was the military dictatorship.

The military took power from 1964 to 1984, and capoeira, already threatened by “the tourism that transforms the ritual into a show,” as Waldeloir Rego taught us, and by the “pedagogic mania which tries to transform the game/art into a sport with rules and norms,” as Muniz Sodré pointed out, had to face yet another enemy: the tendency towards militarization and uniformity already active in the Vargas period (1934–1955) and which was coming back with a lot of power and the possibility for even more status.

The most obvious evidence of this tendency materialized in the 1960s with the Senzala Group in Rio.

The Senzala was a bunch of teenagers training by themselves without a teacher. They tried to follow Bimba’s teaching method but also introduced the repetition of a single blow having the outstretched hand of a partner as a target, and systematic attack-and-counterattack training done by two players. They also adapted training methods that they had seen in Eastern martial arts academies. They started to do a hard gymnastic routine at the beginning of each lesson. And as they were future university students, they unconsciously based themselves on a model reproducing the Western teaching model as it is found in Brazilian universities.

This was quite different from the cultural context that Bahia’s capoeira belonged to, even if we take Bimba’s novelties into account. As a result, Senzala’s youngsters quickly developed an excellent physical condition with an attack technique based on fast, strong, and precise blows. But they lacked malícia, dodging movements, and rasteiras, foot swipes that throw the attacker to the ground. They also had no idea about the game’s philosophical roots.

A few years later, around 1965, they already were the best-known capoeira group of Rio de Janeiro and started to be a model copied by new groups popping up in other cities. Senzala even influenced Salvador’s new generation.

We must keep in mind that Senzala’s influence was so strong because capoeira was not well known as it is today, and there were not even ten groups in Rio.

Besides that, Rio was not only the capital of the country in those days (today the capital is Brasilia), but it was also the big cultural and artistic center that influenced all other cities.

Because they did not have a teacher and did not have any roots, the young Senzala innovated freely, and many times had good results with respect to their methodic and codified teaching system. But they were also slowly and surely turning their backs to capoeira’s inner essence, something they in fact did not know. All of this was done with a lot of love, dedication, and youthful energy, which gave even more strength to the movement.

But the young players from Senzala started to be conscious of their strength as well as their ignorance through contact with other capoeiristas and their short trips to Salvador’s traditional academies. In a certain sense, they tried to catch up with what was missing. Over the years they became a symbol, and they marked contemporary capoeira with their style of teaching, playing, and relating to other groups and amongst themselves.

This is what we will see in the next pages.

Dear Senzala, Birthplace of “Bambas”

The idea of writing a chapter exclusively on the Grupo Senzala is due to the fact that it was the most famous group in Brazil, starting in the mid 1960s up to the mid 1980s. During this time it strongly influenced the evolution of capoeira teaching methods and the style of playing the game.

But I wrote these lines also for emotional reasons. I was part of the Senzala Group for almost twenty-five years.

After being initiated by Mestre Leopoldina, I moved into Senzala, finished my basic training and received the coveted corda-vermelha (“red rope,” Senzala’s highest graduation) from the hands of Wan-dencolque “Preguiça” de Oliveira in 1969.

Nowadays Mestre Preguiça lives and teaches in California.

In fact, I was the group’s first pupil to graduate as a corda-vermelha. In those times it was much easier than today; the technical level was lower. It took only about five years of intensive training and integration with the rest of the group to climb the five or six “ropes” of different colors.

Today there are some twenty “ropes” and it takes more than fifteen years of sweat, work, and dedication to reach the “red rope.”

Gil Velho, one of Senzala’s founders, tells us about the “heroic” years in the beginning of the 1960s when the group started to take shape:


I discovered capoeira in 1962 when I was thirteen years old. Me and my brother, Fernando “Gato,” used to train with a friend in Ipanema, in the southern, upper-class part of Rio de Janeiro, where we lived. Later we met some guys from Sinhozinho. They trained at the Clube Leblon and had a ginga with a lot of jumps and hard kicking without any berimbau. Finally in 1964 Gato met the Flores brothers, Rafael and Paulo.

These two teenagers trained on the terrace of the building where they lived, in Laranjeiras, another high-middle-class part of Rio. They took a few capoeira classes with Mestre Bimba in Salvador during their school vacations and continued to train by themselves. There must have been some ten teenagers training on Rafa’s terrace. There was no teacher, the learning was organic and intuitive, and each one learned the little the others knew.

Today, only a few are left from this original group: Gato, Rafael, myself [Gil], and Garrincha and Sorriso, who were two kids from the Santa Marta hill, one of Rio’s favelas. It was during these terrace training sessions that Claudio “Brasilia” joined us, bringing his friend “Peixinho,” who is still in Senzala and became its best player.

The capoeira we practiced, especially me and my brother Gato, was objective and crude but already done to the sound of the berimbau. We trained with so much enthusiasm that we cracked the walls of the terrace with our benção and pisão kicks. The neighbors forbade capoeira on the terrace.

At those times there were some four other places where capoeira was practiced, none in the richest parts of town except Sinhozinho’s. The only contact I had with other players was in a roda that happened every Saturday afternoon behind the Central do Brasil railway station [the same area where Leopoldina grew up and met Quinzinho in the 1950s, ten years before]. Although we were youngsters from the southern part of the city and belonged to a different social class, I made some friends, especially because it was a rough game, no sophisticated technique, kicking ass here and there, rasteiras that didn’t throw you down but made your ankles blue. It was a tough and ignorant form of playing but everybody had fun. At the end everything was zero to zero. [It must be said that Gil, when young, weighed 100 kilograms (about 220 pounds) without a single gram of fat and was always known for being very friendly but someone you would not want to anger.]

In 1966, at the end of the terrace period, there was a show from Salvador called “Vem Camará” organized by some of Mestre Bimba’s top players. Acordeon and Camisa-Roxa [Purple Shirt] used to come around and give us some free lessons on the terrace. Since around 1975 Camisa-Roxa has successfully created and promoted a Brazilian show called “Brazil Tropical” throughout Europe. Acordeon has taught capoeira in California since around 1985.

When the “Vem Camará” returned to Bahia, Preguiça, one of its younger members of around our age, stayed with us in Rio.

In my opinion that was when the group of youngsters started to organize themselves. Rafael was a sort of public relations man, attracting and keeping people around him. Me and Gato had a tough game for anyone who might come around with funny tricks in our territory. Claudio Brasilia was a great player with a very good head, and Peixinho would later become one of the most renowned of the corda-vermelhas. Two kids, Garrincha and Sorriso, were the only blacks not coming from the upper-middle class, and Preguiça had graduated from Bimba’s academy and brought some of Regional’s infrastructure to the group.

We had to leave the terrace and we found a training space in the Teatro Jovem, an alternative theater in the 1960s. This was when we met Itamar, who knew how to play the berimbau and had a good and deep voice for singing. He was introduced to us by the capoeirista Boca.

At that time we gave our first presentation. We had already participated in some shows and events with the group of Valdo Santana, brother of the famous free-style fighter Valdemar Santana, the same who had brought Artur Emídio to Rio some ten years before. Valdo had an academy downtown where we used to play and train.

The Bonfim group of Capoeira Angola, whose leaders were from Salvador, was also very well known, and it continues today. Besides them there was Artur Emídio and his group. But all these guys were in faraway neighborhoods, and we would go there only once in a while. In a certain sense we remained isolated from Rio’s [small] capoeira movement.

In 1966 with a new teenager in our ranks, the late Mosquito, we gave our first presentation in the Clube Germânia using the name Senzala and with a red rope tied around the waist of our cotton sugar-bag abada trousers, made specially for that event. I would say that that event marks the birth of the Senzala Group.

We didn’t stay long in the Teatro Jovem and had to look for another space in the Largo do Machado area. Finally in 1967 we established ourselves in a big terrace behind Helinho’s house (the house has now been transformed into a public square), in the Cosme Velho neighborhood, next to the little touristy electric train that climbs the Corcovado Hill to go to the Christ statue, Rio’s main tourist symbol. This was when you [Nestor] appeared, coming from Leopoldina’s group.

In the next years the group firmly established itself. And to our surprise in 1967 we won the first “Berimbau de Ouro” [Golden Berimbau]. And again in ’68 and ’69 when the trophy came definitively to Senzala.

This had a big repercussion in the capoeira world.

In the “Berimbau de Ouro,” each group would present itself and receive a grade from the judges, among them Mestre Artur Emídio. There was a special grade for a pair of players who had to perform for three minutes in são bento grande rhythm. In ’67 and ’68 our pair was Gato and Preguiça. In ’69 we presented Mosquito and Borracha.

During these years Senzala had its golden period. It was a solid group with rodas every Saturday afternoon in the Cosme Velho neighborhood.

In 1971 the house was demolished and we moved once again—this time to the big salon of the Associação dos Servidores Civis beside the Canecão theatre in Botafogo, just off Copacabana. And in ‘74 the group split up, with each corda-vermelha giving classes in his own space, a rented room in an academy or at some university or club.



Many of Senzala’s original members are still active today (the year 2002). During its “golden years” from 1967 to 1971, Senzala absorbed new members: Fausto “Borracha” (which means “rubber” in Portuguese); Augusto “Baiano Anzol” from Bimba; Caio, who spent some time teaching in São Paulo; and the young “Camisinha” (now called “Camisa”), who was brought both to Rio and to Senzala by his older brother Camisa-Roxa and who would stay in Senzala for some twenty years, getting to be quite well-known before starting his own group, “Abada.”

When the group split up in 1974, Senzala did not end. On the contrary, as each member started to do his own thing in different places the number of pupils grew considerably. What ended was the comradeship and the everyday common training of the first ten years.

From then on the corda-vermelhas got together every once in a while. They had the same uniform and graduation, the same teaching method, and they all worked under the name Senzala. But they had reached 25 to 30 years of age and started to become “professional capoeira teachers.” The quarrels that used to be teenage fights became more serious. But for those outside Senzala, the group seemed to be a united and solid structure.

Senzala was and still is, thirty-five years later, one of the most interesting forms of working in a group I have experienced. Among the corda-vermelhas there were some with a dictatorial mentality, and others who were complete anarchists; some gave all their energy without thinking about money, and others were like an adding machine; there were the “straight arrows” who did not drink a single beer, and the “freaks” who went out and got wasted every night in Rio’s bohemian underworld.

There was a bit of everything, with the only thing in common a deep passion for the game and love towards the group we had created. A group without a boss, without written rules or norms, without bureaucracy.… And it worked and is still working.
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In an interview, Gil Velho told me,


After 1974 a new period began, marked by the graduation of new cordas-vermelhas: Caio, Arara, Mula, Claudio Moreno, Lua, Negão Muzenza, Toni Vargas, Nagô, Capixaba, Luis Paulo, Jelon Vieira, Ramos, Elias. And even a dissident group that left Senzala—Boneco, Paulão Ceará, and Paulinho Sabiá, creating a new group called Capoeira Brazil.

Senzala today [1992] is a result of the Senzala Group of the 1970s, strongly influenced by Bimba’s work. It is an evolution of the way my brother Gato played. The diversity of styles that existed in the original Senzala was lost. This Senzala style strongly influenced the whole of capoeira in Brazil during the 1970s and 1980s.

What I see today, in 1992, is everyone in Senzala, and to a very great extent throughout all of Brazil, playing the same way. Some play better and some play worse but they all play the same way. Everything becomes robot-fashion and stereotyped.

Of course that isn’t valid for the old mestres or for players older than 40, and there are a few exceptions like the Pelourinho group, created by Moraes here in Rio around the 1970’s, who really play Capoeira Angola.”



More recently, after 1985, Capoeira Angola had a revival with many new students. Maybe due to the great number of new students, and perhaps to the success of the Senzala method, the Angola teachers adopted the new teaching method (warming up before the class, learning through pre-established sequences of movements, acknowledging the necessity of doing the movements and blows in a very precise and “correct” way, etc.).

This is completely in opposition to the traditional Capoeira Angola learning structure, practiced until the 1960s and even later. The learning was done intuitively and by observation, just like a child learns how to ride a bicycle. There was no mechanical training based on the repetition of movements.

In the so-called contemporary Capoeira Angola, although they are always claiming to be the legitimate heirs of the “traditional and true” capoeira, there is a visible rupture with tradition.

All the contemporary angoleiros of a certain academy play the same, some better, some worse. In the past, movements were created according to the moment and were not a repetition of what had been trained in the classes. Pastinha used to say, “Ninguem joga capoeira como eu,” “Nobody plays capoeira like me,” not in the sense that he played better, but meaning that he had his own individual way of playing.

We still find differences from one Angolan group to another, which I think is very good. It introduces a basic richness of diversity. But the main thing, individuality and improvisation, is lost.

It is a task, and a lonely one, to find and develop your own style, breaking with the “correct” way of playing that you learned from your teacher, who many times presents himself as “owner of the truth.” But this can be done after one has experience and an idea of what capoeira is … maybe after ten or fifteen years of practice.

One thing we must say. The angoleiros brought back the tradition of well-played berimbaus, pandeiro, and atabaque that the Regional-Senzala style never cared for. And that is basic.
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Mestre Gil continues to tell us that in his opinion,


Toni Vargas is the only exception to this popularized and “photocopied” way of playing capoeira. I believe he is the most complete player coming out of Senzala. That happened because he came from the suburbs of Rio, already playing in a different style before joining Senzala, and he had the luck to become the pupil of Peixinho, whose liberal way of being does not interfere as much and lets the pupil develop his own thing.



São Paulo

São Paulo with more than eight million inhabitants is the biggest, richest, and most industrialized city of Brazil. Which does not mean there are no slums and people living in miserable conditions.

On the contrary, perhaps half of the population lives in such conditions. People migrate into São Paulo from everywhere, especially from small cities and villages in the far northeast, where they are periodically hit by droughts, making survival and agriculture impossible. People look for work so as not to die of hunger.

The place where one might find work would be São Paulo.

But there is not enough work and what there is is badly paid. There are too many unemployed workers, on the one hand. On the other hand, cheap labor is what creates and maintains the fortune of the very few who are on top.

It is an easy money-making game for those who have power and invest in Brazil. Among rich Brazilians and foreigners, no one wants to change the rules of the game. It is what is called capitalism and (ironically) democracy.

In São Paulo, as in the rest of Brazil, you find a great part of the population living in miserable conditions, a smaller part who live a hard life, a few who live what would be middle and upper-middle class, and the very, very few who are very, very, very, very rich and powerful. In São Paulo you also find wonderful restaurants, sophisticated shopping centers, and a rolling nightlife that can be extremely expensive.

Among other big-city problems, such as loneliness and violence, in São Paulo we also find a winter that is humid and cold by Brazilian standards, something unknown to those coming from the north and from Bahia.
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Almir das Areias tells us, in O que é capoeira (Ed. Brasiliense, 1983), that in the 1960s the capoeiristas from Bahia arriving in São Paulo, “the humid and rainy land,” did not teach capoeira, which was unknown and did not lend itself to a consumer’s market. They would meet informally in the backyards of the lower-middle-class neighborhoods where most of them lived.

Maybe this is one of the reasons for Senzala’s success in the 1960s in Rio. The Senzala teenagers belonged to the upper middle class and the bourgeoisie. They were locals, had more contacts, and they had more status than Bahia’s capoeiristas who moved to São Paulo.
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Almir das Areias highlights Valdemar Angoleiro, Paulo Gomes, Suassuna, Brasilia, Joel, Gilvan, Ananias, Zé de Freitas, and very soon some new players born in São Paulo who graduated as mestres such as Paulão, Pinatti, Melo, and Japonês Seiko.

The first capoeira schools in São Paulo in the 1970’s attracted a small group of young middle-class students looking for “authentic Brazilian” culture. The military had taken over from 1964 to 1984, and certain sectors of the student class, as well as some artists and intellectuals, were eager for more freedom. Some of these started to appreciate capoeira as well as other cultural affairs “belonging to the people.”

This happened more in São Paulo than in Rio.

For Bahia’s capoeiristas all of this was a big novelty. Some of their students were a young cultural elite in revolt. Not to mention the beautiful, free, lusty young ladies.

Almir says, “The capoeira mestres felt as if they were in a dream. A consumer market started to appear.” The capoeiristas from Bahia see the possibility of supporting themselves entirely through their art, conquering a space as individuals inside established society with a security and a status that they had never before experienced. This was something they “would not accept losing.”

On the other hand, we have the country’s repressive intelligentsia. “There was a demagogic strategy of offering advantages and support which started to attract the heads of this capoeira movement and to create and impose norms for the practice of capoeira.” It was the revival of Vargas’ cultural project, now based on the military’s National Security Law with the hypnotic slogan, “Brazil, love it or leave it,” copied from the past’s right-wing slogan, “America, love it or leave it.”

Government organisms linked to the Ministry of Education such as the Capoeira Federation were created. Initially they were under the Boxing Confederation and later on under the Capoeira Confederation.

Some capoeira mestres joined this Federation movement as a means of surviving, just as Bimba and Pastinha had joined the dictator Vargas’ movement in the 1930s, when practicing capoeira was permitted but only in “closed spaces” and with police permission. But other mestres who assumed the political views of the rebel youths were against the idea of the Federation.

It is understandable that behind the ideological sympathies there were also other interests such as attracting a specific part of the market and getting more students, money, and status.
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In São Paulo, similar to Rio, we had a period where violence in the rodas, and especially in street rodas frequented by different groups, grew tremendously. The “best” players attracted more students. Trying to show who was the “best” led to violent and bloody combat. And “capoeira became simply a type of merchandise for consumption and violence,” as we read in Almir das Areias’ book.

Despite all of this, capoeira grew in the city of São Paulo and quickly started to spread to other towns within the wealthy state of São Paulo. Many teachers and mestres participated in this movement, but perhaps the most representative and active throughout was Suassuna. In a certain way Mestre Suassuna, originally from Itabuna in Bahia (like Artur Emídio), was heir to the role that the Senzala Group had. But his work was not so evident in the beginning, as he was only one person as opposed to an entire organization.

Other Cities

In other Brazilian cities in the 1960s there were occasional small bursts of capoeira that occurred because a capoeirista from Bahia had passed through. Also, some local youngster might have learned something in Rio or São Paulo and started to practice and teach it back home. But adulthood, marriage, and society would eventually lead them back to a “serious and respectable” job.

As an exception we have Helio Tabosa, who went from Rio to Brasilia (the capital of Brazil, a bureaucratic town like Washington, D.C.) in the 1960s and practiced and taught capoeira until the 1990s.

After several of these “bursts of capoeira,” often separated by a year or two, finally someone would appear from Salvador, Rio, or São Paulo and establish himself definitively as the local mestre, giving continuity to the teaching.

Other times, this initial capoeira seed was a group of local youngsters, brought together by teenage friendship and the love of capoeira, similar to what happened with Senzala in Rio. Very frequently when money started to come in and the status of “teacher” or “mestre” was reached (by different means, which sometimes involved “buying” a “diploma” in Salvador, Rio, or São Paulo), this union was dissolved and friendship often turned into hatred. Different academies would come out of this initial group, and many were enemies to others.

During the next decade, the 1970s, this expansion process grows, or we might even say it “explodes.” We find capoeira starting to be practiced in all big cities and very soon in the smaller towns and villages.

This chaotic expansion movement happened mostly among youngsters passionately in love with capoeira but with very little rooting and knowledge. Many mature players were afraid capoeira would lose all of its traditional characteristics.

A good example of this “demographic explosion of capoeira” in the 1970s occurred in the south of the country, in and around the city of Curitiba.

The south of Brazil, together with the state of São Paulo, is the richest part of the country. The weather is much cooler and it even gets cold in winter. Most European immigration during the 1900s was directed towards this region. There is a great influence of German, Italian, and Scandinavian as well as Japanese immigration. But, more so than in the United States, the foreigners quickly melted into Brazil’s multi-ethnic population.

Around 1975 a 19-year-old capoeirista from Rio called Burguês (a pupil of Paulão and Mentirinha, mestres born in Rio) established himself in Curitiba. His academy belonged to Rio’s Muzenza group. Fifteen years later the Muzenza group in Rio was practically extinct, while in Curitiba it was enjoying success, despite a certain radical European mentality that holds a lot of prejudice against Afro-Brazilian culture. Today Burguês’ Muzenza has more than fifty teachers spread throughout the south of Brazil as well as in North America and Europe.

Burguês has also published capoeira books, magazines, and many CDs with capoeira music.

During that same period, around 1975, in Belo Horizonte (capital of the state of Minas Gerais), a young capoeira player called Mão Branca who had come from Rio’s Negrinhos de Sinhá group started to be noticed. Nowadays the Negrinhos de Sinhá have disappeared, but Mão Branca’s Capoeira Gerais is one of the best-known groups in Brazil and abroad. The teachers of this group were “raised” inside it and Mão Branca, up to now, has not absorbed teachers from “outside”—that is, teachers who abandoned their original groups and want to join a new one (a very common practice).

Mão Branca says that he practices Capoeira Regional but the students have the opportunity to do workshops in their own academy with Angola teachers, which is very uncommon in Brazil but is normal abroad.

I find that very interesting and I think it opens the scope and understanding of the students.

In that same period of 1975 João Mulatinho, from Rio’s Senzala and student of the late Mosquito, went to Recife in the northeast of Brazil. Some years later he spun off two teachers: Berilo and Corisco. Later the two separated and opened their respective groups, Meia Lua Inteira and Chapeu de Couro, which are some of the biggest and most representative of the northeast of Brazil.

These are only three examples of how capoeira spread out from Salvador, São Paulo, and especially from Rio de Janeiro around 1975. And it must be said that all these new groups were strongly influenced by the Regional-Senzala style and model of capoeira group.

Very soon, in the 1980s, these expansion dynamics were happening with capoeiristas from all over the place.
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But capoeira has its own mysterious ways of growing and expanding without losing its roots. The general and overwhelming tendency that reached its peak with the Senzala Group in the 1980s—all players with the “same” game—and the capoeira championships with judges, rules, winners and losers, sponsored by the new Federações linked to the government wore out to a certain extent.

The capoeira championships, which were very competitive and sports-like, lost their initial attraction, and one could perceive a very shy rebirth of the Capoeira Angola movement in the 1970s. This revival would become very visible around 1985.

It was also in the early 1970s and more strongly in the 1980s that capoeira started to be taught and recognized in Europe and elsewhere. First in London, Paris, Amsterdam, and Hamburg, it later traveled to New York and California.

Most of the old Angola mestres had retired. They no longer taught due to the lack of pupils. They no longer went to rodas due to the invasion of this new “Regional-Senzala generation” and all the changes that came with it. But some of the best and most representative mestres of this Regional-Senzala generation, born around 1945 to 1950, slowly started to be more interested in the philosophy, the roots, and the old Angola mestres.
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In 1969 I received my corda-vermelha and started to teach. In 1971 I was very curious about the hippie movement in London and Amsterdam. I put my berimbau in a leather bag, and I bought a sleeping bag and a ticket to Europe.

Similar to the capoeiristas who moved from Bahia to São Paulo in the 1950s, I could not imagine it would be possible to make a living giving capoeira classes in Europe. I thought I would have to do the hippie scene, playing berimbau in the metro.

But I ended up staying three years in Europe, until 1974, and although I did many shows with small groups that I organized, my main activity was giving capoeira classes in dance and martial art academies.

I taught one year at the London School of Contemporary Dance in 1971, and more or less six months in Copenhagen, Amsterdam, Paris, and Ibiza. In all of these places capoeira was completely unknown. But after giving a small presentation in a new academy, many times I managed to start the classes mostly at a base of 50/50% with the academy’s owner. I believe I was the first to teach capoeira in Europe, although I knew that Artur Emídio and Djalma Bandeira had been there for a couple of months with a Brazilian show some ten years before.

This was quite a fascinating period, although sometimes things got really rough, and the solution would be to play the berimbau in the streets and sleep in the metro.

When I returned to Europe in 1980 and spent a year in Paris, the situation was quite different. There were already some ten capoeiristas teaching in different towns, doing shows, and some already had their little group. The only one from that group that I know of who is still in Europe is Grande da Bahia, who established himself in Paris.

In 1983 I returned to Paris for another year, and things were starting to grow very quickly. There were already some thirty malandros dedicated exclusively to capoeira in Western Europe, and I knew that in the U.S., especially in New York and California, things were moving rapidly after the initial work of Jelon Vieira and Loremil, and later Acordeon.

It was unbelievable but true: capoeira was being taught, practiced, and propagated in the so-called “First World.”
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Many capoeiristas who have taught or are now teaching in Europe were originally taken there by a Brazilian show called “Brazil Tropical” that has been touring around Europe since the mid 1970s. Brazil Tropical’s show has beautiful and expensive costumes similar to Rio’s shows for tourists in places such as Scala or Plataforma. It has more than fifty artists on stage. The original owners were Domingos Campos, dancer and choreographer, and Camisa-Roxa, who in the 1960s was considered one of Bimba’s top capoeiristas. In the last twenty-five years they must have taken more than a hundred capoeiristas to work in their show. There is a lot of coming-in and going-out due to the stressful one-city-a-day tours that go on for most of the year. Most of these capoeira players, after some time with the Brazil Tropical, stay in Europe for a while as free-lancers giving classes here and there and sporadically working in smaller shows. But others have established themselves in one city and developed their work there for some years before going back to Brazil.

Many people criticize this sort of show, which we also find in many Brazilian towns. Too much glitter and not enough roots. But from capoeira’s point of view, Brazil Tropical brought all those guys to Europe and has the merit of propagating the game, especially in the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s.

A smaller part of this meritorious phenomenon belongs to European ladies of different nationalities who fell in love with capoeiristas in Brazil and sponsored the young gentleman’s stay in Europe for some time.

Around 1985 a manager called Franco Fontana put together a similar show in the U.S., and that increased to a certain extent the capoeira activity there, especially on the West Coast.

In 1987 and 1988 some of my friends from Senzala—Toni, Peixinho, Garrincha, and Sorriso—put together a show and a capoeira workshop in Europe with some of the guys who were teaching there: Paulo Siqueira, Samara, and others. These workshops and shows have continued ever since then, and in the year 2000, for example, I had the pleasure to be at Samara and Marreta’s Eastern Meeting in Amsterdam, and at Paulo Siqueira’s Summer Meeting in Hamburg, which are the biggest European capoeira happenings. They go on for a whole week, with a big show at a well-known club at the end. They attract more than three hundred students and some fifty capoeira teachers every year.

The first national capoeira meetings were in 1968 and 1969 in Rio, sponsored by the military. In 1984 there was a big capoeira meeting at the Circo Voador, a famous circus that functioned as a cultural multi-media place in Rio. This meeting counted not only the presence of local teachers but the presence of others who were living abroad. From then on we have had several important meetings in Brazil.

Today (2000) the capoeira movement in Brazil is so big, with some 25,000 teachers, that it is impossible to have one single meeting that represents the whole.

What we can perceive if we watch the dedication of several Americans, Canadians, and Europeans is that very soon, probably in the first decade of the new millennium, we will see local, non-Brazilian mestres and groups. This is similar to when capoeira’s center moved from Salvador to São Paulo and Rio around 1970. But now the movement is from Brazil to the U.S. and Europe.

I believe capoeira’s center will soon expand to New York, California, Vancouver, London, Paris, Montpelier, Amsterdam, Copenhagen, and Hamburg and other German towns. All these cities, and their future local “mestres,” will strongly influence the general panorama.

Similar to Bahia’s mestres who did not admit “independent” capoeira in Rio and São Paulo, nowadays many Brazilian mestres are worried and do not admit “gringo” mestres—especially if they work on their own and not under the supervision of a Brazilian mestre.
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We have read about the worries of different writers throughout more than one hundred years. Capoeira “was dying,” “was losing its roots,” “was not as it had been.” These are not paranoid insights. These are the worries of those who loved capoeira, based on real events. And in some periods it seemed that the game had definitely changed into something else.

As for myself who lived through and took part in the changes from the 1960s on, I acquired a small knowledge of capoeira’s mandinga, its history and its stories, its way of moving and changing direction. I no longer fear the ghosts of “the loss of roots” and “the loss of authenticity.” I believe that capoeira as a whole, as a “mystical entity,” knows its own ways.

But the older players must help in this process. They must continue to do their thing, as small as it might seem.

Conclusion

It is interesting to observe the change in points of view from the beginning of the 1900s to contemporary writers. Although only one hundred years have gone by, the descriptions are very different.

For example, Manoel Rozentino described the capoeira player as:


Esse eterno alegrete

This eternal joker

Que passa provocante

Who passes by provocatively

Brandindo o seu cacete.

With his weapon in his hand.

Esse eterno patife

This eternal scoundrel

Que gosta de bater numa pessoa

Who likes to beat up people

Como quem bate beef.

Like others beat up beef.



Later on, around 1960, we hear Dias Gomes (a very famous theater and television playwright):


Capoeira is a fight for dancers. It is a dance for gladiators. It is a duel between pals. It is a game, a dance, a struggle, a perfect mixture of strength and rhythm, poetry and agility. The only one where music and singing command the movements. The submission of force to rhythm. Of violence to melody. Sublimation of antagonisms.

In capoeira the opponents are not enemies, they are comrades. They don’t fight, they pretend to fight. In a very ingenious way they try to give an artistic view of a combat. Above the spirit of competition there is a sense of beauty.

The capoeira player is an artist and an athlete, a player and a poet.



It is obvious that any way you look at it, it is better to be an “artist/athlete/player/poet” than a “joker with his stick who likes to beat people up.”

Dias Gomes’ description gave capoeira a wide scope of action.

Capoeira and its players with their flexibility and capacity to adapt, with their malícia and falsidade (the capacity to fake, which is capoeira’s way of dealing with the world and mankind), went into this “trip” without even having to adulterate their roots. They simply reinforced some aspects of their game in order to fit into the image that was being given to society. They put some make-up here and there without seriously damaging their roots.

In the 1930s through Mestre Bimba and Mestre Pastinha, and picking up a lift with dictator Vargas’ “body rhetoric,” capoeira expanded the image it presents to society. Without throwing away its malícia and falsidade, and while maintaining its fighting characteristics, capoeira in the 1960s merited Dias Gomes’ description of the artist/poet.

But something was still missing in order to reach the status of “a way of being and a way of living life,” as capoeira has been described by its players since around 1980.

It was necessary to add the philosophical subtext. It was necessary to present to society the concepts of mandinga and malícia.

And among others for that job, dear reader, capoeira put to work this vagabond and bohemian who is addressing to you these lines.

My books, O pequeno manual do jogador de capoeira (published in 1981 in Brazil and in 1995 in the U.S.) and Galo já cantou (1985 in Brazil), functioned as a channel to express the ideas and desires of capoeira’s avant-garde.

The few words printed in small letters on the front cover of Galo já cantou gave a very good picture of what was going on and where capoeira was heading:


No Oriente existe o Zen.

In the East there is Zen.

A Europa desenvolveu a Psicanálise.

Europe developed Psychoanalysis.

No Brazil temos o Jogo da Capoeira.

In Brazil we have the Capoeira Game.



But make no mistakes, dear reader. In the end there is no great difference between the tough rogue who survived due to his street smartness and our contemporary mestres with their teaching methodology and their philosophical/didactic/ecological talk.

Deep down, at the bottom of both, what we have is mandinga and axé.
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Capoeira changes the player’s head and body. It provides the economic and practical means to survive.

Besides being a game to groove on. A fight/dance/game, a philosophical approach to life, capoeira is also a tool for making money and making a living.

The genius Moreira “Kid Moringueira” da Silva, a very well-known samba singer and composer who died at the age of 90 in 2000, used to explain that the malandro was not someone “who didn’t work but someone who did not engage in hard, stressful, and badly-paid work that would make the boss’ wallet thicker.” In a certain sense this is also true for capoeira’s way of understanding things, whether it concerns the players who lived in the maltas (gangs) of the 1890s or our contemporary players.

The difference between our ancestors and us, today’s capoeira players, is that we do not have to work as bodyguards, hit men, or bouncers. We have the benefits of the historical moment that capoeira is going through, as well as a wider vision and understanding of how society works as a whole.
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In the beginning of the 1900s a few books on capoeira are published by and for members of the Brazilian Army and Navy despite the existing law forbidding its practice. Capoeira slowly manages to change the way it was viewed by society.

The key figure of the “academy period” beginning in the 1930s is without a doubt the controversial and charismatic Mestre Bimba. In the background we see another great leader, dictator Getúlio Vargas and his “body rhetoric.”

Capoeira expands throughout Brazil in the 1950s and more strongly in the 1960s. In the 1970s it starts to be known in Europe and the USA through the performances of a few players with a taste for adventure.

In our days, still in the “academia period,” capoeira has conquered a constantly growing space in society and in the System.

It has lost some things and it has gained others, but it continues to be capoeira.
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In its history capoeira acts the same way the good player acts in the roda.

He changes his direction unexpectedly. Fakes. It seems he is going but he does not go, and then he has already gone and is back once again.

We may perceive, in this dynamic process, that capoeira does not move in the direction that this or that person wants. And when it does, it is for a brief and illusory period of time.

On the contrary. Capoeira uses these players with strong personality and radical ideology in order to create antagonistic tension points. And it is between these points that things happen for a certain while. But suddenly the wind changes and radical ideologies of certain mestres, who thought they had tamed capoeira and had things under control, have no more meaning.

We have seen again and again the carpet being pulled from under the feet of players who used capoeira for their private power ego-trips.

And we have also seen players who loved it with all their heart and were left behind, abandoned and lonely, and many times in extreme poverty.

We could imagine capoeira like a wave, always moving. And it is only possible to be with it, to be nourished and protected, while one is extremely lucid, in good health and physically fit.

That is what I learned watching the performances of Bimba and Pastinha and so many others I had the luck and pleasure of meeting when I was a young man and also later on. This is the way I understand the work, the advantages, and the risks for every mestre and player of my generation and for those slightly older or younger.

Capoeira’s spectrum is so wide, presents so many possibilities, that anyone reaching a certain level of knowledge/passion/vice will also reach a specific and particular way to express himself through capoeira.

That will put him/her in a certain position. This will interact in harmony and antagonism with other players in other positions.

And all of this, the totality of contemporary players and the influences and energies from the past, together with the historical moment and the general context of things, will compose a picture.

And then it is already gone.

The picture of a cosmic and dynamic form of energy, of a living and acting Brazilian archetype called Capoeira.

And someone might ask:


But what do capoeira players want? What do they imagine for capoeira’s future? And where do they want to place it?



The answer is very simple:


We want capoeira to be the best known and appreciated form of body/mind/soul practice on the whole of the planet Earth. Just that.



When I say something like that in Brazil to scholars, politicians, businessmen and artists, it is common for them to look with an astonished or cynical regard as if I were crazy.

The minds of almost all of Brazil’s elite are completely colonized by the French and German point of view in the older generation, and the North American mentality in the younger. Besides that, they have an enormous and unconfessed prejudice towards anything that comes from the lower economic classes and/or from Afro-Brazilian culture.

The Brazilian elite is incapable of a neutral “camera position” that would observe what capoeira is and compare it to other practices from other parts of the world, such as different martial arts, yoga, different styles of dancing, different psychotherapeutic practices that incorporate bodywork with ideas from Freud or Lacan or Reich, etc. Only then could one reach a “neutral” conclusion about capoeira’s value and potentialities.

Many of these international practices are a big success in a global context, and that is okay. But to me, it is obvious that capoeira with the many things it involves, and with the way all of this is expressed, is something as interesting as these other international practices we are talking about.

We, the capoeira players, have no doubts. Capoeira in the world is not something we are dreaming about. It is something that is happening now. And we—you and me—are part of this process, which is a very exhilarating feeling.
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Until this moment capoeira’s expansion movement has been spontaneously and chaotically carried out by those who practice it, and that may be one of the keys to its success.

It seems there is not a “genius” among Brazil’s elite, among the minds (minds?) that govern our country, that make movies, CDs, that would understand that one’s own culture is not only necessary to build up a country and its people, but it is also an extremely effective weapon to conquer new economic markets.

The U.S. did this in a brilliant way after the Second World War with Hollywood films, the music industry, and later on with the TV programs (I am not discussing their artistic or cultural value, but their efficacy). But the men who own power and money in Brazil are so short-sighted they do not even use properly Brazil’s music and Rio’s Carnival, which already are on the global success list.
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“The only movie that has been made in Brazil on the subject of capoeira. Nestor Capoeira is the hero of the 1978 ‘Cordão de Ouro’ (‘Golden Necklace’).”

In a certain way, this is very good for capoeira and its players.

When these schmucks wake up and try to take control of things, we, the capoeira players, will already be in the strategic key points with our game rehearsed and ready.

It will be more difficult for them to cheat and rob us.

We’re not going to give it over easy to those motherfuckers.
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Introduction
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One might ask: Can you learn to play capoeira just with a book? Of course not.

Not even with a video series. It is not just a matter of learning the movements, familiarizing yourself with the berimbau, and reading about the philosophy. The contact with older, more experienced players is fundamental.

It is when you “feel” what capoeira has done to those guys that you start to feel what capoeira is. Axé (energy) is transferred only through personal contact.

What books can do is to act like a map of a city, with explanations. You do not really “know” the city by reading the map but maybe it can help you find your way more easily.
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In Brazil television is extremely powerful. Those who study the media worry about what is shown on television: violence, pornography, consumerism, etc. These tendencies and fears became quite evident in my attempt to better understand processes that have a significant influence on Brazil and capoeira. This effort was part of my master’s degree and later a Ph.D. in Communication and Culture at the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro.

Television is a powerful “society shaper” or a “second pedagogic process” everywhere, but in Brazil it is even more so. It influences the entire society, changing the way people relate to each other and the way they relate to reality; it also changes individual and group identities, and it changes people’s traditional customs (capoeira, for example).

But some scholars are even more radical. They say that what is shown on television is important, but furthermore, they claim that the mere act of sitting in front of a television set for hours a day, regardless of what one watches, brings deeper changes than what our rational thought can grasp.

What should we do?

Maybe it would be more correct to ask, what can we do, what options do we have? We know how powerful the media industry is.

These are complex problems.

Nevertheless, our proposition is quite simple. Instead of attacking the TV Goliath, we propose strengthening the mestizo David.

On the one hand we have television invading the imagination and very existence of those who watch it, seeping though their way of seeing the world and giving them an entirely new and simulated space/time social context. On the other hand we will try to strengthen another option to be offered to people and society, an option which is like a child’s game—playful, mythical, ritualistic, with dancing, fighting, body dialogue, music, and rhythm.

We should note that this strategy of “not fighting Goliath but strengthening David” has everything to do with malícia and the ways of capoeira.

In capoeira one does not oppose or block a blow. On the contrary, one dodges and goes along with the attack and, when possible, counterattacks in the same movement. Blocking a blow is interesting for a martial art that focuses specifically on man-to-man combat, but capoeira is also a “school of wisdom for life” and we must prepare ourselves to face “enemies” that are so strong that it is impossible to block their blows.

As the late Mestre Canjiquinha revealed to us once, “You can block the blow of a very strong man, but you can’t block a truck at 100 mph.”

In these last decades we have tried to think what we could do to strengthen capoeira.

It is impossible to bring back the “good old days” before media and globalization.

So we must understand the ways of our times and try to present some alternatives, remembering that the System is not all-powerful. There are always the gaps and the cracks where a person can do his own thing.

If modern capoeira class is something copied by all, with only slight differences according to the style, and if repetitive and mechanical training methods are the building blocks of all capoeira classes, then we should try to create antidotal training, anti-mechanical exercises, exercises that are fun to do and that bring back the spirit of a “playful game.” Exercises that can nourish and stimulate creativity and improvisation.

The importance of “playing,” in the sense of games like children make up and play by themselves, is radically underrated in our society. Winnicott, a well-known and respected English doctor and “shrink,” has stressed that those who lose the capacity to “play” get sick. I thank Rogerio Luz and Maria Helena Junqueira, teachers of the Communication School at the UFRJ, for highlighting this point in their classes.

If these training techniques prove to be effective, many other teachers will adopt them. And done together with the methodical and repetitive training exercises, also important in developing an advanced level of technical performance, we will develop a game that is technically advanced, while also marked by a playful, creative, and improvised performance.

Which is what capoeira is all about.

[image: ]

In The Little Capoeira Book (1995) I presented the main teaching methods of our time, Regional-Senzala and what I call Contemporary Angola, with the advantages and disadvantages of both discussed.

I also showed the general scheme of a class where orthodox training is mixed with improvisation exercises. Warming-up, improvisation exercises, sequences similar to those of Mestre Bimba of pre-determined movements for pairs, the practice of particular blows and swipes, and the roda: This method more or less covers the first two years of training.

Among the exercises, and this was the method’s essential novelty, were the “improvisation exercises.” In a playful mood they were called “television antidote exercises,”

In hopes that they would strengthen a capoeira possessing the power to break the “black magic” that contemporary society casts onto the individual, trying to transform him into a “normal” citizen: someone who works, consumes, watches a lot of TV or is addicted to the Internet, does not have dreams or fantasies, no lust for life, and most of all keeps quiet. Someone who is “well adjusted.”

In this book, Roots of the Dance-Fight-Game, I present deeper and more sophisticated concepts than those in The Little Capoeira Book, whose greatest quality is, in my opinion, to be a “general map of the city.”

In the same spirit, I am going to present training exercises for more advanced players. But I must stress that these new training exercises should be done together with the “improvisation exercises” shown in my first book.
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Last, but not least, one must not exaggerate the number of repetitions for the ground movements (jogo de chão) presented here. The type of negativa that will be discussed in this section is more effective than the negativa with the whole sole of the foot on the ground (as we will see) but it stresses the knee to a great extent. I think five times to each side, and doing only one of the sequences a day, is reasonable. The “upside-down” exercises can be done as much as one wants.


Movements on the Ground
for One Player
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To start with, we will see a series of movements on the ground used by almost all players of what I call the Regional-Senzala style. The movements have become a cliché, and these players use them on the ground the same way they use the ginga when standing up.

These movements function very well; the only problem is that players use only these (and a few other cliché sequences) all the time and do not improvise to create certain moves while on the ground that could be more effective and proper for what is happening at that precise moment.

And that is the function of our “movement improvisation” exercises. The player will be prepared to respond “directly” to the specific situation that he encounters. Sometimes he will create movements on the ground that adapt to the precise moment. Other times it will be one of the “classical” sequences of movements that we shall see in the upcoming pages that happens to be the most appropriate for the specific moment.

Changing Negativa and Moving Forward
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1. The player does the ginga.

2. From the ginga position we see in drawing #1, he goes down by stretching his left leg forward and putting his left hand on the ground, doing the Regional type of negativa.

3. Now he will support his weight on his left hand (which is on the ground). In a quick movement he pulls his left foot in, and at the same time he stretches his right leg forward. Only then does he change hands by putting his right hand on the floor at the same time that he lifts his left hand, finishing at the posture we see in drawing #3. When finished, he has moved forward a bit.

Now he should move a bit more forward by supporting his weight on his right hand (which is on the ground). In a quick movement he pulls his right foot in and under, and at the same time he stretches his left leg forward. Only then does he change hands by putting his left hand on the floor at the same time he lifts his right hand, finishing in a posture similar to #2.

The player will continuously repeat this change of negativa, always progressing a bit forward with each move.

(Do this only five times on each side and avoid other repetitive “ground movement training” exercises during the same day, for they can stress your knee in the long run.)

If the player is accustomed to doing the negativa with the whole sole of the foot on the ground and the weight of the body pulling him backward (as we see below in drawing B), he should try to do this other sort of negativa (shown below in drawing A) during this exercise as well as in the other “movements on the ground” that follow.
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The negativa with the whole sole of the foot on the ground (as in drawing B, above) can be used in certain moments of the game, as required. Our exercises have the goal of preparing the player who is moving on the ground, in the sense that he is ready and able to throw down an attacker who comes onto him from a standing position. This will be shown and practiced in the training exercises for pairs later on in this chapter. For this specific case, the negativa that is shown in drawing A—with the weight of the player on his heel and not dragging him back, and his body slightly forward—is more effective (as we can see in the small drawing to the left of drawing A).

Changing Negativa and Moving Backward

This is another form of changing negativa which is done while moving backward. It is not so well known but can be very helpful.
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1. Here we see the player already on the ground with his right leg stretched out in front.

2. He puts his weight on his right hand (which is already on the ground) and pulls his right foot in, passing it behind his left foot (on top of which he was “seated”). Only then does he take his right hand off the floor as he puts his left hand on the floor. Drawing #2 tries to capture this exact moment.

3. Now that his left hand is already on the ground, he stretches his left leg forward. And in doing so he has moved backward a little bit.

In the drawing below we see the whole movement.
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1. The player is doing the ginga.

2. From the ginga position we saw in #1 he goes down to the negativa position. To do this he does not move his feet, he simply flexes his left leg and “sits” on his left heel while his right leg stays stretched forward. As he goes down and slightly backward he puts his right hand on the ground.

3. He puts his weight on his right hand (which is already on the ground) and pulls his right foot in, passing it behind his left foot (on top of which he was “seated”). Drawing #3 tries to capture this exact moment. Only then will he take his right hand off the floor as he puts his left hand on the floor.
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4. Now that his left hand is on the ground, he stretches his left leg forward. And in doing so he has moved backward a little bit.

In these first four drawings (#1-4), we see the player go down and move to his left and slightly back-ward. Now, in the lower three drawings (#4-6), he starts in the same position #4 and moves back to his right, thus moving backward a bit further.

5. The player is in position #4 as he puts his weight on his left hand (which is already on the ground) and pulls his left foot in, passing it behind his right foot (on top of which he was “seated”). Drawing #5 tries to capture this exact moment. Only then does he take his left hand off the floor as he puts his right hand on the floor.

6. Now that his right hand is already on the ground, he stretches his right leg forward. And in doing so he moves backward a little bit.

Reaching position #6, he will repeat the same sequence of movements he did when going to his left but without standing up (#2-4), and then he goes to his right again (#4-6), etc., always going slightly backward with each sequence.

(Do only five times each side and avoid doing other repetitive “ground movement training” exercises for the rest of the day, as doing these too much can stress your knee in the long run.)

Changing Negativa and Moving Backward, and Threatening to Get Up

Here we have a sequence of movements similar to the one we just saw. The only difference is that when the player reaches the end of a movement, to the left or to the right (drawings #4 and 8), now he threatens to get up, as if he were going to start the ginga again or maybe go off in an aú (cartwheel).
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1. The player is doing the ginga.

2. From the ginga position we saw in drawing #1 he goes down to the negativa position. To do this he does not move his feet, he simply flexes his left leg and “sits” on his left heel while his right leg stays stretched forward. As he goes down and slightly backward he puts his right hand on the ground.

3. He puts his weight on his right hand (which is already on the ground) and pulls his right foot in, passing it behind his left foot (on top of which he was “seated”). Drawing #3 tries to capture this exact moment. Only then will he take his right hand off the floor as he puts his left hand on the floor.

4. Now that his left hand is already on the ground, he stretches his left leg forward. And in doing so he moves backward a little bit.

5. Without moving his feet from their position in drawing #4, he gets up.

In these first five drawings (#1-5), we have seen the player go down and move to his left and slightly backward and then get up.

Now, in the next four drawings (#6-9) we’ll see the player moving back to his right and a little further back.

6. He does not move his feet from where they were in #4 and #5, and he moves back to a position similar to #4, “sitting” again on his right heel. So, in drawings #4, 5, and 6 the player just got up and went back down to the same position without moving his feet.

7. Now he puts his weight on his left hand (which is already on the ground) and pulls his left foot in, passing it behind his right foot (on top of which he was “seated”). Drawing #7 tries to capture this exact moment. And only then does he take his left hand off the floor as he puts his right hand on the floor.

8. Now that his right hand is already on the ground, he stretches his right leg forward. And in doing so he moves backward a little bit.

9. Without moving his feet from their position in drawing #8, he gets up.

Reaching position #9, he will repeat the same sequence of movements he did when going to his left (#1-5), and then he goes to his right again (#6-9), etc., always going a little further back with each sequence.

(Do only five times each side and avoid doing other repetitive “ground movement training” exercises for the rest of the day, as doing these too much can stress your knee in the long run.)

We repeat these three previous exercises continuously, five times to each side. We do so in order to get acquainted with these sequences of movements. In fact, during the game the most common thing is to do each of these sequences only once, as shown in the drawings. However, this is not a strict and absolute rule.

Changing Negativa Going Backward and Then Doing a Rolê

This is a variation of the two previous sequences of movements, but at the end the player does a rolê and ends up in a standing position.
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1. The player is doing the ginga.

2. He goes down in a negativa from position #1, without moving his feet, but simply by flexing his left leg and “sitting” on top of his heel while he puts his right hand on the floor and keeps his right leg forward.

3. He still does not move his feet from where they were in #2 and #1. He rises part-way, pretending that he is going to get up all the way to do the ginga or maybe go off into an aú.

4. From #3, keeping his right hand on the floor, he pulls his right foot in and under, passing it behind his left foot (on top of which he was “seated”). Only afterwards does he change hands, taking his right hand off the ground and putting his left hand onto the ground.

5. He stretches his left leg forward.

6. Now he will continue with his left hand on the ground and he will turn over, putting his right hand on the ground as well. As he does this, his left leg carries out the movement shown by the arrow, and he finishes in position #6. Note that he is looking between his legs.

7. He will continue to turn his body over while he takes his left hand off the floor (still with his right hand as a support). With his left leg he does the movement shown by the second arrow, ending up in a standing posture that will enable him to start to do the ginga immediately.

He will do a bit of ginga and then do this sequence again but to his right side.

(Do only five times on each side and avoid doing other repetitive “ground movement training” exercises for the rest of the day, as doing these too much can stress your knee over the long run.)

The player must not forget that all of these sequences are done in one continuous fluid movement. We divide them into drawings #1, #2, etc., simply in order to give step-by-step instructions. When one has memorized the whole sequence of movements, he should try to do it in a very fluid way.

Getting Up From the Negativa and Going Forward

The player who is moving on the ground might be attacked by the other player who is standing up. Capoeira has many resources for this type of situation. One of the simplest is to get up going straight forward and go into an arrastão, throwing the attacker down, as we see below in drawings #1, 2, and 3. We will see this in detail later with the exercises for pairs of players.
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For the time being we are going to do two simple exercises that will prepare us for the exercises with another player.

The first exercise involves getting up from the negativa, going forward, and then coming back to the same negativa position, as we see below in drawing A.

The other exercise (drawing B, below) involves putting all your weight on the hand that is on the ground (the left hand in drawing B) and getting up in one single, quick movement by changing the position of your feet; the left foot moves backward and the right foot moves forward.
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(In order to reduce the risk of knee stress over the long run, do this exercise only five times per side and avoid other repetitive “ground movement training” on the same day.)

Note that in drawing A the feet do not move at all; it is only the body that moves forward.

In drawing B the body gets up almost in the same place while the feet switch places.

We use A to get up when the attacker is at a slight distance. When the attacker is already on top of us and we do not have time or space to move forward, we use B.

Preparing the Tesoura or Meia-Lua-de-Compasso
Directly From the Negativa

This is another resource we have when we are on the ground and someone standing up attacks us.

When the attacker comes directly at us from the front, then we get up using A or B from the previous exercise.

[image: ]

But if he comes slightly toward the side where our leg is stretched out, we get up as shown below and we are ready to take him down with a tesoura (#1-3) or, if he is further away, we can attack him with a meia-lua-de-compasso.

In fact, if he is further away, we could also attack him with a martelo-do-chão (see The Little Capoeira Book) with the right leg, directly from the negativa, which would be simpler. But the meia-lua-de-compasso is more dangerous. Note that in the drawing on the left showing how to prepare the tesoura or the meia-lua-de-compasso the player does not move his feet.
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We could also, under similar circumstances, use a vingativa directly from the negativa (we will see this later in the exercises for doubles). We use one resource or another depending on the relative distance between the two players. These mechanical and repetitive training exercises prepare us to respond automatically to these different situations.

(Like the other exercises described above, this one should be done only five times per side and not in combination with other repetitive “ground movement training.” This is to prevent long-term knee injury.)


Example of a More Complex
Ground Movement Exercise
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After mastering the ground movement exercises we have seen, you can create combinations that are more complex.
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1. The player is doing the ginga (in the drawing to the left).

2. From the ginga position we see in drawing #1, he goes down to the negativa position. To do this he does not move his feet, he simply flexes his left leg and “sits” on his left heel while his right leg remains stretched forward. As he goes down and slightly backward, he puts his right hand on the ground.

3. He puts his weight on his right hand (which is already on the ground) and pulls his right foot in, passing it behind his left foot (on top of which he was “seated”). Drawing #3 tries to capture this exact moment. Only at this point does he take his right hand off the floor as he puts his left hand on the floor.

4. Now that his left hand is on the ground, he stretches his left leg forward. And in doing so he moves backward a little bit.

5. Without moving his feet from the position they were in in drawing #4, he gets up.
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In these first five drawings (#1-5), we have seen the player go down and move to his left and slightly backward and then get up again.

Now, in the three middle drawings (#6-8) we’ll see the player moving back to his right and a bit further back.

6. He does not move his feet from where they were in #4 and #5, and he moves back to a position similar to #4, “sitting” again on his right heel. So, in #4-6 the player just got up and went back down to the same position without moving his feet.

7. Now he puts his weight on his left hand (which is already on the ground) and pulls his left foot in, passing it behind his right foot (on top of which he was “seated”). Drawing #7 tries to capture this exact moment. At this point he takes his left hand off the floor as he puts his right hand onto the floor.

8. Now that his right hand is on the ground, he stretches his right leg forward. In doing so, he moves backward a little bit.

In the last three drawings (#9-11), the player will move to his left again.

9. Now he supports his weight on his right hand (which is on the ground) and in a quick movement he pulls his right foot in, at the same time stretching his left leg forward. Drawing #9 tries to depict this moment. Only then will he change hands by putting his left hand on the floor at the same time that he lifts his right hand.

10. He puts his weight on his left hand (which is already on the ground) and pulls his left foot in, and stretches his right foot as we see in the drawing. Drawing #10 tries to capture this exact moment.

11. Without moving his feet, he turns his body over, supported on his feet and on his left hand (which was already on the ground), puts his right hand on the ground, and is ready to give a meia-lua-decompasso or a tesoura. He gives the meia-lua-de-compasso (which is not shown in the drawing) and finishes the blow standing up.

He does the ginga a little bit, and then does the same sequence of movements but to the other side.

(Do this exercise only three times each side and avoid other repetitive “ground movement training” during this day, in order to avoid stressing your knee excessively.)


Throws When Attacked on the Ground
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As we have said, there are many resources to be used when we are moving on the ground and are attacked by someone standing up. Below are presented three exercises that will prepare the player for such situations: the arrastão, the tesoura, and the vingativa done Regional style negativa. The Angolan-style negativa is different; it is similar to the Regional esquiva but lower—see The Little Capoeira Book.

Each of these exercises is to be repeated mechanically for some months until the player has fully incorporated the movements and can do them automatically and very quickly when attacked. They cover three situations:


• when the attacker comes on directly with a frontal attack (arrastão).

• when the attacker comes from the side of the outstretched leg of the player who is down in a negativa, as if to kick his face (arrastão or vingativa).

• when the attacker comes from the side where the player in the negativa is sitting on his heel. In this case the player should get up “changing the position of the feet” (that we saw in drawing B in the section called “Getting Up from the Negativa and Going Forward”).



After exercising these movements mechanically and repetitively for a couple of months and becoming familiar with them, we can do an exercise that is closer to what really happens in the roda.

One player is standing up doing the ginga and improvising as well (without striking blows), and the other one is moving on the ground. They are interacting with each other, playing the game without striking at each other. Suddenly the player standing up rushes into the player moving on the ground. The player on the ground will try to use one of the four throws that we are examining, depending on the way the situation goes.

Players who are skilled in these throws from the ground many times go to the ground and “open” themselves up in order to attract the attack of someone who is standing up. When they are attacked, they react very quickly, especially because they were expecting it, and they throw the attacker to the floor.

Arrastão Directly From the Negativa
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1. One player is in the negativa position and the other one is a bit away, standing up and doing the ginga.

2. The one who is standing up suddenly goes forward in a direct frontal attack, as if to kick the opponent’s face. The player in the negativa gets up, going forward without changing the position of his feet, and blocks the kick that was aimed at his face.

3. The player who was in the negativa continues to move forward going into the arrastão. He will finish the arrastão standing up, after having pulled the attacker’s legs upward, causing him to fall backward.

In the drawings above, the player who started out in the negativa had enough time to get up and go forward. But if the attacker is closer or moves in extremely fast, the defendant would have to get up “changing the position of the feet” (that we saw in drawing B of “Getting Up from the Negativa and Going Forward”).

This is a very dangerous throw because the attacker might hit the back of his head on the floor when falling backward. For this reason we suggest that one should not finish the arrastão by pulling his partner’s legs up, but only do the sequence #1-3 shown in the drawings above. To train the whole throw, the pair of players should do it on the soft sand at a beach, the soft grass of a park, or on a judo tatami.

(Do only five times to each side and avoid other repetitive “ground movement training” during this day, as they can stress your knee over the long run.)

Tesoura Directly From the Negativa
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1. One player is in the negativa position and the other one is standing up and doing the ginga.

2. The one standing up suddenly moves forward, attacking the player on the ground by coming at him on the side of his outstretched leg as if to knee him in the face. The player in the negativa moves to #2, without changing the position of his feet “throwing the attacker on the ground with a tesoura.”

In the drawings we do not see the final part of the tesoura when one twists his body and makes the attacker fall backward.

(Do only five times per side and avoid other repetitive “ground movement training” during this day, for they can stress your knee over time.)

Vingativa Directly From the Negativa
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1. In drawing A, one player is in the negativa posture and the other one is standing up and doing the ginga.

2. The one standing up suddenly moves forward, attacking the player on the ground by coming at him on the side of his outstretched leg as if to knee him in the face. The player in the negativa moves to #2, going into the vingativa.

3. He continues his movement by getting up and bumping his shoulder and part of his back on the attacker’s chest, while at the same time his right foot is placed behind the attacker’s heel. The movement will trip the attacker and cause him to fall backward.

(Do only five times to each side and avoid other repetitive “ground movement training” during this day, for they can stress your knee over the long run.)
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Sometimes it happens that the player on the ground is not quick enough, and the player standing up grabs him by the neck, as we see in drawing B, above:

1. The player who was on the ground and went into the negativa moves his hands down and grabs the hem of the attacker’s trousers.

2. He pulls the attacker’s feet off the ground with a quick jerk (in this drawing we have the impression that he is lifting the attacker off the ground by using force, but this is not so because he only pulls the other’s hem so that the other loses his balance). He will then proceed to #3.

3. The attacker is off balance but is still holding the neck of the player who was on the ground. The one in the vingativa throws himself backward, falling with all his weight on top of the attacker. This is an extremely dangerous throw and should not be done casually because the attacker will hit the ground violently with the back of his head first.


One Blow After the Other
for One Player
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Now I will present exercises where the player does several blows with the same leg, one after the other without any ginga between blows. This is good to “loosen up” the blows and make them faster. The exercises should be done with both legs as many times as desired (at least five to each side).

If the player is a beginner and does not know these blows, please refer to The Little Capoeira Book.

1. Do several armadas with the same leg. Start with two, and some months later you may reach up to ten.

2. Do the same thing with the meia-lua-de-compasso. Deliver the meia-lua-de-compasso with only one hand on the ground. Using two hands on the ground makes it safer (in case of a rasteira, for example), but it is not as fast.

3. Again do the same thing, now with the meia-lua-de-compasso without any hands on the floor, which is called chibata, or rabo-de-arraia or meia-lua-solta in different places.

4. Do a queixada, and immediately after do an armada with the same leg, and immediately after do a meia-lua-de-compasso with the same leg.

5. Do an armada com martelo (the martelo with the right leg) and immediately after do a meia-lua-de-compasso (with the left leg).


Exercises For Pairs of Players
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1. Do a game where the players cannot move standing up. They can only move and attack on the ground. From the ground they can also go up in acrobatic floreios.

2. Do a game where one cannot deliver any blows and can only move standing up, doing the ginga; improvising while moving freely in the standing position (without doing the ginga); and going down into dodges (of possible attacks that in fact are not done) and coming quickly back up to the standing movements.

3. The same thing as #2 (no blows), but also doing aús and acrobatic floreios.

4. Do a game where one can only give “round kicks” such as armada, queixada, and meia-lua-de-compasso. One should not use the ginga, nor improvised movements standing up, nor movements on the ground. Just the blows and the dodges.


Finishing the Kicks Quickly
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In drawing A, below, we see an armada. The kick went up fast and powerful, the leg outstretched, until it reached its peak of maximum strength in #1. Now the player will finish the movement. Many players let the leg’s own initial impulse carry it to #2 and then go down to the ground at #3. The foot went up fast and powerful until #1 and then it made a beautiful arch in #2 and #3. No doubt, a beautiful movement. But if the opponent dodges the armada by going down (in a cocorinha, for example) and stands up quickly, counterattacking with a martelo like in drawing B, he will catch the player who did the armada with his leg still in the air, completely vulnerable and “open.” This is due to the slowness in finishing the kick.

[image: ]

[image: ]

Now let’s see how this armada would be with a quick finish, in drawing C. After reaching its point of greatest strength in #1, the player pulls his leg down to the floor using his leg and stomach muscles until his leg touches the ground in #2. The kick starts the same way as before but when it reaches #1 the player makes an effort to finish the movement as quickly as possible instead of letting the kick continue on its own inertia. The leg goes up fast and will come down even faster. And if there is a counterattack, as we saw in drawing B, the player who performed the armada will already be on his base and can swipe or dodge the counterattacker’s blow.


Different Exercises to Do Going
from One End of the Room to the Other
 [image: ]

The students will cross the room doing these exercises and come back by the edge of the room (other students will be crossing in the middle of the room), and from the starting point they will do a new exercise.
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One of the exercises consists of crossing the room on all fours like a cat. Another would be to cross the room on all fours, backward, looking in the direction you are going from under your legs.
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Do several negativas with rolês continuously, as above, one after the other. We can do variations up high or down low or we can use the martelo-do-chão, etc.
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Cross the room walking on your hands, first forward and then backward. Note that the player is not looking at the ground.
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Cross the room doing one aú after another. They can all be done with the same starting hand or, after finishing an aú, we can change sides by taking a step forward and continuing in the same direction but starting the aú with the other hand.
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Cross the room with one queda-de-rins after another, as above, one time on one side and the next time on the other side.
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Cross the room jumping like a frog using one hand as support and then the other.
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Cross the room as above, doing one quique-de-cabeça after the other.
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Cross the room as above, one pulo-do-macaco after the other, each one being supported by a different hand.


Upside-Down Exercises
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Here are some exercises using the aú (cartwheel) and some of its variations. We should stress again that although each movement is shown by a series of drawings to make it understandable, it should be carried out in a fluid way without stopping (except when there is a specific instruction for a sudden “stop” in the middle of the movement).

Those who have difficulties in the upside-down movements should do exercises flexing their arms as in #1-3, with their feet against the wall. At first it may be impossible to do even one single arm-flex. Within a couple of months one can do ten. Within a year one can do five series of ten.
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The following exercises develop the acrobatic floreio (beautiful movements), strengthen the body, and irrigate the brain with blood, which is very good. Besides that, they work the flexibility of the spine, which many say is the secret to a graceful, youthful body even with old age.

As we will see, these movements are not only an aú or one of its variations. Some are done slowly, others rapidly, and most are composed of a sequence of both fast and slow movements intertwined.

In order for this series of exercises to be complete one should also study the kind of breathing that goes along with each of these exercises, the pursuit of which is left to the individual initiative of those who are interested.

These exercises should be done ten times each, five times per side.

Aú From the Cocorinha
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1. The player is standing up (see drawing above).

2. He crouches down in the cocorinha.

3. From the cocorinha, without getting up, he slowly bends sideways and puts his hand to the ground.

4. In the same movement, he goes off in a slow or medium-speed aú.

5. He finishes the aú.

6. He stands up.

Aú Closing Itself In Front

In the game this is used when someone tries, for example, to give a cabeçada (head-butt) while we are doing the aú.
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1. The player is standing up.

2. He slowly bends sideways and puts his hand to the ground.

3. In the same movement, he goes off in a slow or medium-speed aú and then he stops for a second in position #3.

4. He closes his legs quickly, in a “snap,” and stops for another second in #4.

5. He goes down slowly (this last drawing is shown sideways to make it more understandable).

Aú Falling Backward
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1. The player is standing up.

2. He bends sideways and puts his hand to the ground.

3. In the same movement, he goes off in a slow or medium-speed aú and then stops for a second in position #3.

4. He closes his legs quickly and stops for another second in #4.

5—7. He falls slowly backward (this last drawing is shown sideways to make it more understandable).

8. He starts to get up slowly, looking backward.

9. He finishes the movement quickly.

Coice Duplo (Double Backward Kick)

This is a dangerous attack movement that can be used when going under an armada, a queixada, a meia-lua-de-compasso, etc. We dodge and get near the attacker doing a “half” rolê. The coice duplo goes violently into and under the attacker’s chin.
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1. The player is in position #1 as shown in the drawing above.

2. He moves quickly into #2.

3. In the same movement he stretches his legs out in a powerful motion and stays in position #3 for a second. Then he brings his legs back in at medium speed to #2, and slowly he goes back to #1.

Aú with a Martelo From Above

This movement can be used when someone tries to “come in” while we are upside-down. It can also be useful when we are performing an aú and the other player, who is standing up or on the ground, leaves his head vulnerable.
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1. The player is standing up.

2. He bends sideways and puts his hand to the ground.

3. In the same movement, he goes off in a slow or medium-speed aú, stopping for a second in position #3.

4. He suddenly gives a powerful martelo, from above, with one leg and then with the other (see also the side drawings 4A and 4B to the extreme right).

5. He then continues the aú.

6. He finishes the movement standing up.

Aú with Negativa and Rolê Running Away

This movement is used to dodge an attack when we are upside-down. The negativa can be done “high” as in #5 and 6, below, or very “low” and near the ground. The movement can be done slowly or it can go rapidly in #4-7.
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1. The player is standing up.

2. He bends sideways and puts his hand to the ground.

3. In the same movement, he goes off in a slow or medium-speed aú.

4. He twists his body as he takes one of his hands off the ground.

5. He goes down softly in the negativa.

6. He does the rolê.

7. He finishes standing up.

Aú with Negativa and Rolê Coming In
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1. The player is standing up.

2. He bends sideways and puts his hand to the ground.

3. In the same movement, he goes off in a slow or medium-speed aú.

4. He twists his body (but in a different way than in the last exercise) as he takes one of his hands off the ground.

5. He falls softly into the negativa with his leg stretched forward.

6. He does the rolê.

7. He finishes standing up in a low base.

In #5 he could give a martelo from the ground with his right foot.

In #6 he could deliver a meia-lua-de-compasso with his left foot.

Pião de Mão (Spinning Hand Top)
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1. The player is standing up.

2. He bends sideways and puts his hand to the ground.

3. In the same movement, he goes off in a slow or medium-speed aú with only one hand on the ground and his body spinning in the air.

4, 5. He continues to spin, alternating one and then the other hand on the ground.

6. He finishes the aú.

7. He finishes standing up.

Aú with Queda de Rins (Aú with a “Fall Over the Kidneys”)
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1. The player is standing up.

2. He slowly bends sideways and puts his hand to the ground.

3. In the same movement, he goes off in a slow or medium-speed aú, stopping for a second in position #3.

4. In a quick “snap” he closes his legs and goes down in slow motion to the queda de rins in #4, where he stops for a second.

5. He moves his feet slowly to the ground.

6. He gets up quickly.

Rabo-de-Arraia

Many movements in capoeira are called rabo-de-arraia, including the meia-lua-de-compasso. This is one of the most traditional ones, from Capoeira Angola. The idea is to hit the opponent’s face with your heel. One can go under an armada, queixada, meia-lua-de-compasso, etc., and attack unexpectedly, dangerously, and with an extremely powerful and devastating blow by using this movement.
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1. The player puts both hands to the ground.

2. He strikes with a powerful kick of one of his heels.

3. He then kicks with the other heel as in #3 and goes back to position #1.


Frontal Angola Guard
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In drawing A, and sideways in B, we see a frontal Angola guarda (guard).

The feet do not move, the waist is flexible, the body is bent forward as if offering the face to be hit, and the body and hands move sinuously like a snake ready to attack. The arms are also ready to block even before the attack begins (amarrar, “to tie up” the opponent), or to push away an attack as a last resort (in case the body and head do not dodge the attack).

From this position one takes the opponent from his own center of balance, dodges, fakes, amarra (ties up), blocks, pushes blows away with the hands, or goes into an attack, as in the case of the classical rabo-de-arraia (drawing C) we saw in the previous exercise.
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To Follow the Attack Movement
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In the old days one of the only theoretical teachings for the beginner was: “When the attack comes, you dodge it by going along with the attack movement.”

Below, we see a typical example of this teaching. Someone attacked with a meia-lua-de-frente and the other dodged, going under the attack, and releasing a meia-lua-de-compasso in the same dodging movement.
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Here we see yet another example of the same principle.

1. A player moves standing up and the other is on the ground.

2. The player on the ground, starting in the negativa position, starts to move quickly using the rolê. The guy standing up does not know the other’s full intentions yet, but he already starts to go along with the movement.

3. The guy on the ground finishes the rolê and put his hands in position to give a solid meia-lua-de-compasso. The guy standing up does not yet know if the attack is a fake movement or if it is really going to come. He continues to go along with the attacker’s movement.

4. The meia-lua-de-compasso came fast and hard but the player who was standing up went along with it, giving a rasteira that will probably throw the attacker down.
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In the drawing above we see a case of a counterattack that disobeys the rule of “going along.” Nevertheless it is successful.

The attacker has just finished an armada, and the other player went down in a cocorinha, and now he comes up placing a left-footed martelo in his opponent’s face. If he had followed the basic rule of “going along” he would have bent slightly to his left when going down in the cocorinha, to go along with the attacker’s movement, and when he got up, he would have given the martelo with his right foot. But he saw that the way was “open” to his left martelo, directly into the other’s face.

This example shows that “to go along with the movement” and “not to offer resistance” are general principles in capoeira and not fixed rules.

There are no fixed rules in capoeira. Or in life.

To do the “wrong” movement at the “right” time is proof of mastery.
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Introduction
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In August 1990, what was billed as “the first big international” samba and capoeira meeting took place at the Circo Voador, a circus that had very successfully been transformed into a theater and dance hall in Rio de Janeiro.

The name of the event in English, “World Samba Capoeira Meet,” was probably a marketing idea accepted by those who organized it. These people were Biel, Perfeito Fortuna, Paulo Lotulfo and Cristina Aché (from the Circo Voador organization), Antonio Carlos Migliora dos Santos (from the Fundação Rio Esportes, a governmental institution), and a group of capoeira mestres, especially Camisa from the newly created Abada group (Camisa had recently left Senzala after almost twenty years) aided by Garrincha, Sorriso, and Peixinho from the Senzala group.

Unfortunately the meeting was only slightly larger than another one of enormous success and repercussion in the capoeira world which had been put on at the same Circo Voador in 1984. The 1990 meeting had only three mestres who were teaching in the U.S., another three from Europe, five of Salvador’s old mestres, and a dozen younger ones who taught in different cities in Brazil. These numbers may seem small nowadays, but for 1990, it was very big, although not as big as everyone expected.

The reason for this limited success was the lack of money from the state, a result of the restrictive cultural policy of then President Collor. In addition, many mestres from Rio and other cities decided not to participate. The meeting that intended to get three thousand players together on its final day at Rio’s Sambódromo, where the schools of samba parade during Carnival, managed only one-fourth of the expected number.
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Street roda at the São Cristovão Northeast Fair, Rio de Janeiro, 1978. Photo by Pedro de Moraes.

Part of this failure can be attributed to Camisa, one of the main organizers of the event, who had made a lot of enemies during the previous fifteen years in the capoeira world. On the one hand, Camisa’s dedication and his qualities as a player are exceptional, very difficult to match. On the other hand, his personality—with its many conflicting aspects and a strong dose of authoritarianism—has little by little driven away old pupils and friends. Furthermore, the name of Mestre Peixinho and others who helped organize the meeting did not appear in the press releases, and the event appeared to be an accomplishment exclusively of Mestre Camisa and Perfeito Fortuna.

Similar to the 1984 meeting, I was invited to keep track of and write about what was happening, as well as deliver the opening speech. Nei Lopes and Joãozinho Trinta presented two different points of view on Rio’s Carnival and samba world, which was interesting for the capoeiristas because Carnival and samba have suffered certain changes and influences that now appear to be filtering into capoeira as well. Dr. Maria Inês Pereira, a charming and extremely capable physician, delivered a masterful speech on the “Prevention of Accidents on the Major Joints of the Body during the Practice of Capoeira.” Mestre Santana from São Paulo presented a new and more suitable proposal for the Federação de Capoeira. Muniz Sodré, who has been quoted throughout this book, talked about “Tradição na Corporalidade” (Tradition in the Body Context). And finally, Mestre Moraes from Salvador talked about “The Berimbau, Capoeira Toques [Rhythms] and Songs.” This last presentation, in my opinion, was the most important of all, for it is of no use to expand into Europe and the U.S. if the foundations of the capoeira we practice are not firm and solid.

Unfortunately, that is what happens regarding the berimbau. Aside from the old mestres and a few younger ones, the majority does not know the use of each of the three berimbaus for each toque. Every capoeira player knows how to play it. And even how to do good improvisations on it. But when it is time to put the “orchestra” together, with the gunga and the médio and the violinha, things do not function properly (things got better since this was written).
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Before presenting the different speeches of Rio’s 1990 World Meet, which brought Mestres Canjiquinha, João Pequeno, Bobó and Curió representing the “Velha Guarda da Angola” (old mestres of Angola style) from Salvador, and Ezequiel and Acordeon representing the “not so old” mestres of Regional, I would like to talk about another meeting that took place the week before in Casa Branca, a small town of the state of São Paulo.

Mestre Izael, a good friend who lives in São Carlos (in the state of São Paulo), invited me to this smaller event whose main organizer was the young Mestre Maciel from Casa Branca, supported by Ricardo, Zé Carlos, and Tadeu from the Nupadecome (a governmental organization) and by the City Hall. This event, with the presence of fifteen young mestres who live in neighboring small towns, impressed me with its “organic” organization. Its organizers are an informal group that functions without rules or bureaucracy. Everything is based on mutual friendship and help, and on the good times they have together, including in the capoeira rodas. I hope that money and power games and older age and its so-called “responsibilities” do not manage to warp this group in the future.

I believe this type of organization, democratic and without a central power, flexible and organic, without the influence of the State and its institutions, free of bureaucrats or other types of schmucks saying what “must be done,” is ideal for us capoeira players. And, if need be, in the future it can change into an “official” and properly registered organization in order to, for example, receive money from private or governmental organizations.

Another thing I found interesting is that this group did not wait for the public to “come” to their event. They took the rodas and the talks to the public. We did twenty presentations in four days, covering most of the city’s public schools and low-income communities.

There was also an “official” conference with Florestan Fernandes (well-known scholar and writer) talking about the black community of São Paulo from the era of Vargas (1930s) to the present; Clovis Moura talking about popular rebellions and quilombos (runaway slave communities in the jungle), destroying the false myth that Africans were subservient slaves in Brazil; and I talked about capoeira.

Some questions (common and repetitive in this sort of event) were asked. Perhaps it would be interesting to present them here. Even though this happened many years ago, the issues remain relevant, especially to new players of capoeira.
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Someone asked how I would define malandragem.

From my point of view, society builds an impressive, false wall of appearances, the same way many people do. People believe that in order to live in society, or to deal with certain people, it is essential to obey the rules that are part of that façade. But malandragem is a way of looking at things that shows that the “invulnerable” wall is fake and that the rules are created to benefit only a small group.

There are cracks and hidden trails. In these cracks and trails the malandro performs and acts with his flexibility and creativity without having to go radically against his own way of being, making his own rules and dodging codes that appeared to be unbreakable.
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Someone else asked what one feels when playing capoeira.

I imagine different people feel different things. But the berimbau toque is basic to every player. In a slow and hypnotic rhythm such as Angola, I (and maybe other players as well) feel like an animal on the hunt in a mysterious jungle, the sun coming through the vegetation in sparse golden rays while I prepare ambushes knowing that unexpectedly I could be the one to be ambushed.

In the são-bento-grande rhythm, which brings about a fast game-almost-fight, I feel part of an ancient and dangerous ritualistic warrior’s dance coming from immemorial times. Excitement and adrenaline are the key words.

In an iúna rhythm, that is to be played only for the game between formados (graduated players) of Regional, I feel and am part of a sort of energy similar to the sea. It has large and fluid moves, harmony and mastery within strength and violence; it is the wave that grows like a wall and slowly starts to break, rolling, going among and over the rocks, spraying foam to finally end up on the sandy shore in order to go back into the sea once more. It is a specific rhythm materializing the energy that flows harmonically and powerfully through the universe and through living beings.
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They also asked how a person becomes a mestre and why I do not commonly use that title before my name like so many of my colleagues.

Well, some time ago, the title mestre was given spontaneously by the community to old and knowledgeable players. But its use has changed. Any young teacher reaching the last degree of his academy’s hierarchy is called mestre nowadays.

When I was a young man and received my corda-vermelha in 1969, I loved to be called mestre. But with time I sensed that both pupils and other teachers had a preconception of how a mestre should be and behave. I thought it was too high a price to pay, especially because I enjoy a great number of things that are not accepted by “straight society morals.” So I prefer to be called Nestor Capoeira, a player who loves life and wants to live and enjoy it my own way. I think this is a feeling that comes, stronger or weaker, to all capoeira players.
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Well, that is enough of that. Let’s go on to the main subject: the speeches and questions and discussions that took place at the 1990 World Samba Capoeira Meet, at Rio’s Circo Voador.


“New Elements for a History
of Capoeira”
Nestor Capoeira
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In this speech I presented some of the topics from this book, which at the time had not been published in Brazil or anywhere else. I discussed the War with Paraguay, Bimba’s links with the Communist Party, and Professor Luis C. Cascudo’s theory from Folclore do Brasil (Ed. Fundo de Cultura Brasil-Portugal, 1967) based on information given by Albano Neves de Souza from Luanda in Africa.

We have seen that Cascudo says that capoeira came directly from the N’golo, the “fight of the zebras” done by pairs of young men during the efundula, an initiation rite when girls passed into womanhood. This ritual is supposedly performed by the Mucupe from the South of Angola, in Africa, and the champion of the N’golo chooses a wife without paying the normal fee to her father.

My doubting Cascudo’s theory brought on debate, especially when I quoted from the excellent Capoeira Angola (Waldeloir Rego, Ed. Itapoan, 1968) which says that we should look at this “bizarre thesis” with a certain reserve because the arguments and proofs presented by Cascudo were not reliable. I agreed completely with Rego and asked how it could be possible for capoeira to descend directly from the N’golo, the “fight of the zebras” which implied kicking, when it had been described and drawn in detail by Rugendas (1834) in Brazil as a warrior’s game where the opponents threw themselves upon each other with “head-butts similar to goats.” The most I would admit is that the N’golo (if it really existed) could be one of the different African cultural features that came to Brazil with the enslaved Africans and mixed itself with the “warrior’s game” described by Rugendas resulting later in the capoeira we know and practice. It could not be considered the “original source” of capoeira.

Mestre Braga, someone I like and admire, replied that Rugendas (who was not a capoeira player) might not have had the sensibility to observe capoeira correctly in the 1830s. The only thing he saw that impressed him deeply were the head-butts.

I think this is a weak line of reasoning. Rugendas has given us minute and detailed descriptions and drawings; he was an artist obsessed with detail. How could he see only head-butts and not see the kicks?

Braga also explained that he received this background information about capoeira coming directly from the N’golo from his mestre (Moraes) and that it came originally from Mestres João Grande and Pastinha. As for the lack of written information about the N’golo, this was not exceptional because African culture was passed on through oral culture from old to new, from initiated to beginner.

In relation to this last part (African culture being transmitted orally), I agree entirely. But Mestre Pastinha did not receive this information (capoeira coming from the N’golo) from his ancestors through the oral tradition. He received it from some well-intentioned scholar in the 1960s or 1970s. Pastinha’s own book, Capoeira Angola, published in 1964 and republished in 1988 (Salvador, Fundação Cultural do Estado da Bahia), says:


There is no doubt that capoeira came to Brazil with the African slaves. It was a form of fighting presenting its own characteristics, maintained up to our days.… The name “Capoeira Angola” comes from the fact that it was the Angolan slaves in Bahia who mostly distinguished themselves in its practice.



As we see, Pastinha says it came from Africa, he mentions the slaves from Angola, but he does not mention a single word about the N’golo or the “fight of the zebras.”

Why?

If Pastinha had received information about N’golo being the basic source of capoeira from his mestre or his ancestors, certainly he would have mentioned it when he talked about the Angolan slaves. But, not a single word!
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Toni Vargas and Nestor Capoeira playing at the street roda at the São Cristovão
Northeast Fair, Rio de Janeiro, 1978.
Photo by Pedro de Moraes, 1978.

The explanation is obvious. When Pastinha published his small book in 1964, he had never heard about the N’golo because this information was only passed on to him after 1964 by someone who read about Cascudo’s theory (whose book was published in 1967).

If we read Pastinha’s book carefully we will see that he asserts that “… Capoeira Angola is, above all else, a [form of] fight and a violent fight.” And I agree absolutely.

Later on he says, “The African negroes, when Brazil was a [Portuguese] colony [up to 1822], were slaves and under these very inhuman conditions they were not permitted the use of any type of weapon nor to practice any form of self-defense that would put in danger their master’s security.” I agree with only part of this. Today we know that until approximately 1816, when we have the first decrees that forbid African cultural practices including capoeira, in many places capoeira’s practice was allowed. And Pastinha deduces: “Capoeira saw itself held back in its development, being practiced in hiding, or being disguised, cautiously, with dances and music from its homeland.”

I have no doubts that capoeira absorbed “dances and music from its homeland” (Africa) in Brazil. But this happened after the 1830s, when we have Rugendas’ description of the violent “warrior’s game.” And this was not aimed at “disguising” in order to fool repression, because all other African cultural phenomena were also repressed after 1816. There were other reasons for absorbing these other African “dances and music,” as we tried to understand at the beginning of this book.
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To someone who is not into capoeira this discussion must be extremely boring. But for us capoeira players, it is very important. It is emotionally linked to old disagreements between mestres of past times (Bimba and Pastinha). It also has to do with Brazil’s role in capoeira’s history, something being questioned by players of other countries. (We will read about this in the following pages.)

I believe it is a mistake to say capoeira is the N’golo, that it came completely structured from Africa and received only some last touches in Brazil.

I know it is difficult for anyone (like those who believe the N’golo theory) to change ideas and concepts that have been transmitted to them inside “tradition.” It is also difficult to change speeches serving to reinforce a certain ideology we find valid and important. But sometimes, due to new evidence, change is necessary in order not to be ridiculous in maintaining a false theory and compromising the rest of our practice.

To deny due to one’s previous statements and beliefs that capoeira is the result of the mixture of different fighting forms, different dances, ritualistic and profane, many rhythms and diversified musical instruments, which have all come from different African ethnic groups, is equivalent to diminishing one of capoeira’s major roles: the role of embodying, absorbing, and sheltering all of these African cultural features. To say that this is not so with the evidence we have today decreases the strength of the negro’s and mulatto’s cultural resistance and creativity. In exile they maintained African traditions, such as candomblé, as well as created others (like capoeira) as strong as the original ones.

Following this exchange of ideas between Braga and myself, Mestre Acordeon pointed out that it was extremely important to reach a conclusion on how to present capoeira outside Brazil—its origins, history, philosophy, etc. Mestre Acordeon (Bira de Almeida) has taught capoeira in the U.S. (California) since 1979 and is one of the most renowned of Bimba’s pupils. He wrote Capoeira, a Brazilian Art Form (North Atlantic Books, 1986).

Acordeon perceived a tendency in some Afro-American radical minorities to use capoeira and other arts of African origin to support private interests or certain ideologies. And in doing so, they distort capoeira’s essence and diminish Brazil’s role in capoeira’s history and origins. “If we don’t mark our position, these [radical Afro-American] minorities will do it for us, distorting capoeira as we know and practice it.”
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Mestre Jelon Vieira was initiated by Mestre Bobó in Salvador, and he also trained with Mestres Ezequiel and Bimba “without graduating.” In 1974 he went around Europe with the show group “Viva Bahia.” He told me, “When I reached Paris I almost bumped into you [Nestor] and later when I taught in London I learned you had recently left town.”

I finally met Jelon sixteen years later at this 1990 Rio meeting, although we knew about and kept track of what the other was doing. In April 1975, Jelon went to New York and started a capoeira project that has continued to the present. Jelon, together with the late Loremil, is one of the pioneers of capoeira outside Brazil and the first to establish himself in the U.S.

He tells, “In the beginning I had many difficulties just surviving, and it was only in 1979 after four years in America, when I created the Capoeira Foundation [a non-profit organization that promotes Brazilian culture in the States] that I managed to receive some money from federal, state, city, and private institutions.” To give you a better idea, in 1979, when the Capoeira Foundation was created, it received only $900 that whole year, whereas in 1990 it received $400,000 to be invested in capoeira, folkloric dance, and other projects. Jelon explains that “projects and shows with a folkloric base quickly exhaust themselves, since the U.S. is a true consumerist society. So it’s necessary to use other aspects of Brazilian popular culture in order to give continuity to one’s work.”

In 1990, for example, they staged Jorge Amado’s book, Tenda dos Milagres. Another part of the money was used to research the origins of capoeira. Jelon attempted some research in Brazil but it was difficult, “the house was a mess.” His research is going to continue in Guadalupe and Africa, where there are arts that have the same original African roots. In Guadalupe it seems there is something similar to our capoeira, and Jelon promises more information in upcoming years. In the last few years we’ve had information on fight-dances with African roots in the Carribean Islands (“ladja,” “mani,” etc.). We could say that they are Capoeira’s cousins.

Jelon worries about capoeira’s expansion among non-Brazilian players.


There are several American students (sociology, anthropology, Afro-studies, etc.) doing graduate studies with capoeira as their topic. Americans have the tradition of going into a specific area with determination, embodying everything. Some believe and try to prove that capoeira is exclusively African without any Brazilian influence. With time, some may believe Brazilians have to go to the U.S. to do their research, making Brazilian capoeira a secondary thing.



Sabrina, an Afro-American Stanford medical student who was watching the speeches, noted that everyone should understand that people with a radical racial mentality exist in every country, in every social class and group. The facts presented by Acordeon and Jelon were not valid to understand or explain the ideas of the Afro-American community as a whole.

Farol, from Rio Grande do Sul, brought up a different subject: capoeira teaching in Brazilian schools and universities.

There are projects, in different governmental areas, to make the teaching of capoeira available from primary school to university as an option in physical education. There is a group of bureaucrats who want to employ physical education teachers to do this job. The capoeira mestre who has not gone to university (in Brazil only the top 10% of the economic classes have a chance to go to university) would be disqualified from this work market, while the young physical education graduate who had done two semesters of “capoeira” would be able to apply for such a job.

Another subject that came up at several points was racism and the issue of racial prejudice. It would be bizarre if this subject did not come up, since capoeira is an art created and developed by the African negroes and their descendents. Racism and prejudice in society and specifically in capoeira had already been discussed at the 1984 meeting (see the new Little Capoeira Book edition, from 2003 on).

This causes uneasiness in many white players who would like to transmit a fake and “clean” image of capoeira, but the subject of racism continues to be as active and alive as ever.
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It is interesting to compare the contents of the speeches and discussions of these two important meetings, 1984 and 1990, especially because many of the main personages that were present at one of the meetings were also at the other, and we can compare their doubts and points of view at these two moments.

In the 1984 meeting the capoeira community suddenly realized and effectively “visualized” that capoeira was spreading all over Brazil and starting to grow in other countries.

In the 1990 meeting everybody could feel that the number of players, teachers, and groups was growing at an unbelievably fast rate all over the place.

The 1984 meeting’s speeches and discussions are part of the new expanded edition (from 2003 on) of The Little Capoeira Book.
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Street roda at the São Cristovão Northeast Fair, Rio de Janeiro, 1978. Photo by Pedro de Moraes.


“Tradition in the Body Context”
Muniz Sodré
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As mentioned in earlier parts of this book, Muniz Sodré is a well-known scholar and professor who has written many books on the media, on Afro-Brazilian culture, and on the Brazilian people’s strategies (candomblé, capoeira, samba, etc.) in interacting with the overwhelming hegemonic power. He is also an ogan at the Axé Opo Afonjá, one of the traditional candomblé houses of Salvador. He was a pupil of Mestre Bimba.



When Bimba died in 1984, Muniz wrote an article called “The Death of a Son of Zumbi” for one of Rio’s largest newspapers, Jornal do Brasil.

Zumbi was the legendary leader of the Quilombo dos Palmares, a runaway slave community in the jungle that resisted colonizers’ attacks for decades.

In his article Muniz asked, “What was the lesson Bimba left for us? What sort of heritage did he leave?”

Muniz read this article and highlighted some of its parts, showing more clearly Mestre Bimba’s complex personality and at the same time throwing light on several characteristics of capoeira, Afro-Brazilian culture, and other facets of contemporary society.

He commented on the debate between Bimba and Pastinha in 1965, published in a Salvador newspaper. Pastinha supported the theory that capoeira had been created in Africa, while Bimba asserted, “The negroes, yes, were Africans but capoeira is from Cachoeira, Santo Amaro, and Ilha de Maré [all three in Bahia], camarado [comrade]!” Bimba had been a turning point and a mark in Brazilian culture, but at the moment of his death (1974) in Goiania (capital of the state of Goiás), they refused him entry at two hospitals due to his lack of money.

Muniz also pointed out the great value of capoeiristas who are teaching outside Brazil and being ten times more effective than Brazilian official government ambassadors. He read the ridiculous article by the Brazilian ambassador in Sweden published in Jornal do Brasil saying that Brazilians should try, on a cultural level, to continue with “what Europe did in the 18th century.”

Can you believe that, my friend? And this diplomat is considered to be well-educated and intelligent. For such a person, who obviously knows nothing about Brazilian culture and our current moment in this world, Mestre Bimba and Zumbi could never be part of the Brazilian hero’s hall of fame.

And Muniz asked, “Bimba died?” He answered himself with, “No, he is alive. He went to [the Quilombo of] Palmares.”

Muniz believes that an important feature of capoeira in our days is that it is a sort of antidote for “avoidance rituals” in which the body’s presence is avoided because it bothers many people. “But man is not to be found only in the mind, he is also in the material context, in his gestures, in the body’s movement, and it is because of that that capoeira is so important.”

To finish, he said that Bimba had been one of the last representatives of the “heroic period” of black culture in Brazil. Bimba had been part of a creative movement that, by embodying certain values, had “seduced” another social class. He was a negro with roots who felt the need to infiltrate the middle class because Tradition many times, in order to survive, has to interact with the System.
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The discussion began, and I asked if Muniz thought Bimba had in capoeira a role similar to some well-known personages of candomblé, in which there has always been an interaction of seduction towards Power and the System.
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Street roda at the Sao Cristovão Northeast Fair, Rio de Janeiro, 1978. Photo by Pedro de Moraes.

Muniz answered that under the dictator Getúlio Vargas (in 1935) and the policy of the Estado Novo (New State), the black elite, who essentially ran Salvador’s main terreiros (candomblé houses) had a good economic situation and were well versed in Western culture. This, however, was not the case with Bimba nor with capoeira in general.

These black elite started to conquer new spaces, penetrating the established society and gaining status, not only in Bahia but in all of Brazil. Bimba lived during this period, this crossing over.

Muniz told the story of Quincas Laranjeiras, a black musician who was in those days a guitar teacher for rich people’s children. Because of his job, he would go into the rich mansions through the front door, which was significant not only in relation to conquering new spaces and status but also in relation to African culture. It is at the front door that we find Exú (one of the most important orixás, gods, of the candomblé), and it is there that we should salute him.

Bimba “was a man who wanted to go in through the front door, and in case of getting slapped in the face, he would slap back twice.”
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Mestre Zulu, from the capital city Brasilia, brought up several points, such as the difference between cultures and body-motion education in the black communities as opposed to European ones. Also, he did not agree with Muniz’s claim that “capoeira embodies everything.”

Muniz answered that he understood Zulu’s point of view and said this “embodies everything” referred to, for example, “going around the world,” something sung about in capoeira songs. To say “capoeira embodies everything” meant that it has a vision of the world, an answer to the world, a way of doing that can come out from the roda and be applied to daily life.
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Later on Muniz spoke about the Ph.D thesis of Florestan Fernandes, another well-known scholar and professor. That thesis was not itself about capoeira at all, but in it, Florestan describes the Tupinambás’ (Brazilian Indians’) knife-fighting techniques.

They were masters in the art of dodging and had a sophisticated martial art that resembled the Chinese. Muniz thinks the leg blows and the head-butts (in capoeira) are typically African, while the ginga (swing) is typically Brazilian, and he wondered if some of these dodging moves of the Tupinambá had not been absorbed by capoeira.
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Bira Almeida, a.k.a. Mestre Acordeon, explained that he had been living in the States since 1979 and that he encountered many Americans who consider Bimba an elitist who uprooted himself. What could he (Acordeon) do in order to preserve Bimba’s identity as an authentic representative of black culture?

Muniz, an Afro-Brazillian himself, answered that the Africa that many Afro-Americans idealize does not exist. It exists only in their heads. And many original African features are found today, with more tradition and roots, outside Africa. As an example, the cult of Oxóssi (the Hunter) is more alive in Bahia’s candomblé Ketu than in Africa itself. Muniz said that a great many Afro-Americans “need to learn how to deal with Exú more properly.”
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Liberac, capoeirista and researcher from Rio who is studying police files from the beginning of the 1900s, asked if in relation to the Getúlio Vargas period (1934 to 1955) the capoeira players used or instead were used by the Estado Novo (the New State policy).

Muniz answered that, in relation to Vargas, the black community’s position was the same as that of the Brazilian people: a sort of “active indifference,” quite different from “passive indifference,” similar to what occurred in the 1990s in relation to President Collor’s policy.

“Nothing has changed,” and what most people get is as raspas e restos (“the crumbs and the leftovers,” as a popular song of the 1990s said). But as Cazuza (the late author of the song) added, “I’m interested in crumbs and leftovers.”

What Vargas did was to try a “game of attraction” similar to those employed by the Funai (the federal organization that deals with Brazilian Indians) when it puts pans and other sorts of shiny trash in some places of the jungle in order to attract Indians that have remained isolated. Nowadays the Indians know that after those pans and shiny beads comes an army of thieves, pneumonia, and death.

But it is no longer possible to run away to some isolated area. It is impossible not to be drawn into interacting. The world has become too small. So capoeira is specifically what teaches you the art of dodging, teaches you the technique to use in this interaction, once running away is impossible.
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“The World of Show”
Joãozinho Trinta
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Joãozinho Trinta is known throughout all of Brazil. He was the artistic director of the Beija Flor School of Samba that revolutionized the Carnival parade in Rio in the 1970s.



Trinta started by saying that he did not play capoeira but that once in a while he “delivered a rasteira” (swipe). He said he wanted to play with the head of capoeira players so they would understand that capoeira, as well as samba, may have its place in Brazil and in the world.

Trinta’s ideas were changed by a quote from the Ancient Greek philosopher Pythagoras: “Wherever the human mind reaches we will find the numbers one, three, and seven.”

He gave several examples, such as white light that decomposes into seven colors after going through a prism. Three of these colors are primary (yellow, red and blue). All other colors can be created by combining those three.

With this in mind Trinta observed that in Rio’s Carnival there were the grandes sociedades (with a certain military influence such as trumpets, horses, etc.), the ranchos (of a feminine nature, with women dressed as butterflies, music with a sweet, slow tempo, etc.), and the escolas de samba (schools of samba). Again Trinta had found the “three” and perceived that he should synthesize the “one.”

“I fed Exú in order to strengthen him and so that things might work, and I used him as an axis, uniting elements from the grandes sociedades and the ranchos and inserting them in the school of samba. The school expanded, and we won the Carnival parade of 1973. Above the plurality of things we must seek unity, and this might be good advice in relation to the problems that you foresee in the future with North American capoeiristas of radical ideology.”

Trinta pointed out that the schools of samba made themselves without waiting for any help to come from “above” (the State). They grew from “below,” supported by the money from the bicheiros (those who run the illegal lottery, and are also involved in illegal drugs and guns). These bicheiros became the owners of the samba schools and of the Carnival parade. They profited from the money paid by television stations, the money people paid to watch the Carnival parade, the CDs with the music of the different schools, etc. And when Rio’s mayor and some tourism organizations wanted to bite off part of this money, the bicheiros threatened to do the parade in Niterói (a nearby town), and that was enough to keep them away.
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I would like to add parenthetically that Mr. Trinta thinks that all is very well. Samba has gone throughout the world and Rio’s Carnival parade is the biggest show on Earth. Wonderful!

But what about the sambistas (samba musicians)?

What happened to them, those who are the soul of Carnival, after the bicheiros came in with money and power, causing the samba schools to grow?

The next speech, delivered by Nei Lopes, is going to show us the other side of the coin. And for us it is important to understand both sides of this process, because that or something similar might happen to capoeira as well. I have been warning others about such things since the first edition (1985) of Capoeira, galo já cantou: “The next ten years are going to put capoeira in a position that few foresee, and those who do not prepare themselves for it will fall off their horses.”

In fact, since 1985 capoeira has grown to such an extent outside of Brazil that it has an “active role” that not even Samba, Brazilian music or Carnival have managed to achieve. Luckily for us, we have not fallen into the hands of “outsiders” (up to this moment).


“Samba, Repression and Resistance”
Nei Lopes
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Nei Lopes, writer and newspaperman, is a respected sambista and samba composer in addition to being a researcher of Afro-Brazilian culture.



Lopes started his speech by saying that capoeira and samba share roots with the Bantus of the south of Africa.


Africa is a wide cultural context but can be roughly divided into two big ethnic-linguistic groups (please don’t mistake that with “races”): the Sudanese to the north and the Bantus to the south.

[Nei believes that capoeira already existed with the Bantus in Africa, something I disagree with.]

The words “samba,” “ginga,” and “banda,” for example, are Angolan words and belong to the Bantu group. Drums and string instruments are found both in the north and south, but the berimbau is found only among the Bantus, who call it ‘urucungo’ and other names. The cuíca and the ganzá [used in the samba schools] are also Angolan instruments.

But the main thing I want to talk about today is the history of State repression of samba, because the resistance to this repression is something that also happened to capoeira.”



Nei Lopes told us a fascinating story, interweaving the elements of an entrudo (street party) at the beginning of the 1890s, the blocos (groups that went out during Carnival time) in Bahia in 1890, the “rancho Carnavalesco Ameno Resenda” (Rio, 1907), the “Deixa Falar” (first school of samba, Rio, 1927), and the influence of dictator Vargas and his Estado Novo policy on samba composers, who started to praise the malandro who “turned straight.” The arrival in 1960 of several artists and people from the middle class to the Salgueiro samba school was one more turning point. Then the sambistas who had lost their space in the schools of samba started getting together in fundos de quintal (back yards) and from there started a music the media called pagode. Bahia’s Carnival “turned African” again with bands such as Reflexo and Olundum.

In this incredible story we perceive that for each of established society’s moves there was a reaction by the black community, something that began “with the arrival of the first group of enslaved Africans to Brazil in the 1500s. These had come from the same place samba and capoeira came from.”
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Several questions were asked about different types of samba such as chalado, estriado, samba de breque, as well as about the jongo, lundu, pernada, and the batuqueiros (different artistic forms from the same African matrix). But in my view, the most important thing for the capoeira player to perceive was that samba and capoeira went through a very similar dynamic of repression and reaction to repression. We should learn the good and bad points from the samba experience, including its recent “commercialization” due to the entry of the bicheiro’s money and how the Carnival parade turned into a show for the TV cameras, and how samba became accepted throughout the world through the multinational recording companies. Samba went through experiences that maybe capoeira will go through as well.

Joãozinho Trinta had told us that the samba school organization came from “below,” from the illegal lottery game owners who did not belong to society’s elite.

But now Nei Lopes is showing us how this new order closed the space that belonged to the traditional sambista (samba musician). Even if the changes came “from below,” when it got “up there” the “new” organization ended up hand in hand with the powers that were already “up there.” The rivers flow to the sea, money understands money, power unites with power, and the sambista found himself in very deep waters.
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Does this mean that we, capoeira players, must live forever in a lack of organization?


Is it possible that every type of “organization” has negative effects?

I don’t believe so.



Reaching the point that capoeira has reached, which includes many people, a specific market, and a lot of money, if we do not “organize” capoeira, someone else will—like the bicheiros with the samba schools, or the bureaucrats who have taken over soccer.

What we must be very careful about is the “model of organization” that each of us will support, nourish, and grow together with. If this new model of organization has nothing to do with capoeira’s roots and way of being, it will step on us as soon as it is strong enough to do so. I believe we should organize ourselves in ways that harmonize with our style of being and thinking.

And the next speech has a lot to do with this.


“The Organization and Goals of
a Federation”
Mestre Geraldo Santana
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Santana is capoeira’s national director of the FPC, São Paulo’s Capoeira Federation, and some time ago he was the president of this Federação. He says: “I made the changes in our code by myself. It’s bad to do things alone. We need help and participation from all.”

Mestre Santana is also an instructor in a workshop with subjects that go beyond the normal scope of capoeira classes. “In my school we learn to play [capoeira] and to be citizens.”



Santana explained that the Federation’s main goal is to organize and expand capoeira in different states of Brazil.


People should not associate the idea of federation with “competition,” with capoeira championships … legally we [the Federation] are only obliged to do one competition a year with only one person competing. The objectives of a federation should be different—much bigger.



The hierarchic “ladder” that the state federations are a part of starts way up high with the President of Brazil, then, further down, the Ministry of Education, the National Sports Council (CND), the Brazilian Fighting Confederation, and finally, one Capoeira Federation per state.

Santana proposed that this hierarchy should start with the President of Brazil but then go directly to a special committee, and then to a national Brazilian Confederation of Capoeira that would supervise the state federations.


Note: In 1990, when this World Samba Capoeira Meet was held in Rio, there were state federations in only a very few of Brazil’s states, and they were part of the national Brazilian Fighting Federation, together with boxing, judo, karate, etc. Later the National Brazilian Capoeira Confederation was founded, which embodied all the state capoeira federations throughout Brazil.



Each of the state federations would be divided into different departments, each one attached to one area—for example: Capoeira Angola, Regional, Grupo Cativeiro, Grupo Senzala, Capitães da Areia, etc. All groups could be part of the Federation without having to change their graduation system, their uniform, etc. (different capoeira groups have different graduation systems).

Santana stressed that we must unite. He gave the three armed forces as an example (army, navy, and air force). They are independent but come together when it is time to fight. He also cited all the different samba schools that get together at Carnival to perform the biggest show on Earth.

Santana said that the work of Mestre Camisa, the main organizer of the event, is more important than anything the Federation has done. And the day Camisa decides to join the Federation, 90% of the problems would be solved, because other mestres and teachers would follow his example. “Where Camisa goes, others would go.”

Camisa said he thought an official organization for capoeira should belong to the cultural context instead of the sports one, something also stressed by Mestre Gato, from Senzala, in the 1984 meeting.

“Everything related to sports is part of culture, but everything related to culture is not necessarily part of the sports world,” said Camisa. “Culture has a wider scope.” But since he was seeing the efforts that Santana and the Federation were making, Camisa was willing to affiliate himself temporarily with the Federation to see what would happen. But, making reference to the fact that many capoeira teachers had not come to the meeting, he joked that Santana was fooling himself because “where Camisa goes, others won’t.” Since then (1990) some of the State Federations have been ruled, once in a while, by capoeiristas respected due to their previous achievements. But most of the time the Federations and National Confederation have been in the hands of bureaucrats, who happen to play capoeira, and haven’t had the massive support of the capoeira community.

Later, Santana explained to Mestre Braga from the Angola group Pelourinho (in Rio) that the Federation wanted him and his colleagues inside their organization, practicing their own specific style and occupying the space that corresponds to that context.

Mestre Peixinho, from Rio’s Senzala, said that the aim of the JEBS or Brazilian Student Games, where young capoeira players from all over the country engage in a “capoeira championship,” was much greater in scope than what existed (in 1990), and he asked what the Federation’s policy in relation to this subject would be.

Santana answered that previously they had tried to impose the rules by force, but that now there was more of a tendency towards accepting discussion and change. The important thing was that the winner be the one who played the best. The championships should not distort capoeira’s essence. And for those who thought that championships, no matter what kind, would distort capoeira’s essence, the solution was simple: they could belong to the Federation and work within it without taking part in the championships.

Mestre Garrincha from Rio’s Senzala asked if he did not affiliate himself, would the Federation be able to interfere in his capoeira work?

Santana replied,


Overseas, if someone opened a gymnastic academy without official permission, the place would be shut down. In Brazil it is different, but one day we’ll get there. And then we will be able to force people to affiliate themselves with the Federation, and if someone refuses, the Federation would file a lawsuit and the police would go there and shut down the academy.



Several capoeiristas said what they thought about that, and so did I.
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It is the same thing I said in the 1984 meeting. I am not happy with the current government, and I was not happy with the government we had during the twenty years of military dictatorship (1964–1984). So why should I support an organization that is under the rule of this “gang”? Besides that, we know Geraldo Santana is a fine person, but who will take his place in the Federation in five, ten, or fifteen years? Experience has shown that, with time, organizations that centralize power and authority always end up falling into the hands of scoundrels and bureaucrats. That meant that we were going to nourish an organism that would eventually step on us and rob us. Furthermore, this whole business of wanting a central organization that has the power to set the rules for everything is typical of radical and authoritarian regimes, of military dictatorships. Yet we see throughout the world that the time for this type of organization has come to an end simply because such things did not function. The South American right-wing military dictatorships (Brazil, Chile, etc.) are ending, as are the Eastern-bloc left-wing authoritarian regimes (USSR, etc.). It is the end of an era and of a paternalistic, authoritarian, military, dictatorial mentality. The capoeira player must perceive these changes or he will fall off his horse. I think it is a mistake for us to create an organization of this type which did not work in the past and now is in decline. And above all, an organism of central power that in the near future may interfere with the academies that do not wish to affiliate with the Federation can be extremely dangerous.

My position is still the same as it was in the 1984 meeting, as documented in the new expanded edition of The Little Capoeira Book (from 2003 on).

This opinion has been strengthened by many events of the last few years (between 1984 and 1990). I think we should support to a certain extent the Federation. I think we should support people like Geraldo Santana who really give the best of themselves. But we must be very careful so the Federations, or similar organizations, do not achieve an excessive level of power. Their power should be limited exclusively to the organization and monitoring of “capoeira championships” approved by the CND (National Sports Council). If the Federations want to act in other areas (cultural, artistic, etc.) they should be able to do so, as any other person could, but without the power to say what and how things should be done elsewhere.

I am completely amenable to other types of organization, such as that of the Senzala group, which does not have a “boss” and where everything is decided upon by the voting of the cordas-vermelhas (Senzala’s highest rank). Or like the group of mestres from those small towns in São Paulo I talked about at the beginning of this chapter. Or like the Capoeira Foundation created by Jelon Vieira in New York that can work with money from private and government institutions and industries. I favor organizations created and ruled by capoeira players, without any bureaucrats from the state, without any scoundrel coming from outside our universe, without any parasite. We are capable of creating and running our own organizations. We do not need a “father” or some “colonel” from another era telling us what to do without really knowing this specific subject.

The world is changing fast.

Keep your eyes open, friends.

Since the Brazillian edition of this book came out in 1992, up to its present English version, Capoeira has been very lucky. The Confederation has tried to “play rough” but has had very little success. Also we haven’t had any strong economic organization, or the media, coming strongly into the scene. Things continue to expand with the capoeiristas themselves leading this movement.
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Later in this same day of the conference, China, Paulo Siqueira, and Parafina—the three teachers representing those teaching in Europe—gave their speeches. The U.S. teachers were represented by Acordeon, Jelon Vieira, and Preguiça, who had been my second teacher when I got my red rope in Senzala in 1969.

China, one of Peixinho’s students, said that his way of seeing and understanding Brazil, capoeira, and things in general had completely changed as a result of new points of view from outside. “One year abroad was like five years in Brazil in terms of experience and also visão de jogo [vision of the game]. And although I did not progress in the technical performance, this expansion of my understanding and my global vision was a tremendous feedback.”

China stayed in the U.S. in 1984, and in 1985 he settled down in Paris, where he found some other teachers who were already there: Grande da Bahia, Gegê, Samara, Paulo Siqueira, Marreta, and Martinho. He spoke about French and European capoeiristas in general:
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Normally, in Brazil, the guy is a capoeirista between four walls, inside his academy. He pays for his monthly classes and when he goes into the training room, everything is all ready to function: the berimbaus, pandeiros, atabaques, people who know how to play them, people who know how to sing, good players, etc. Things roll on by themselves.

But in Europe, to teach capoeira where it is completely unknown, the teacher has to do everything because he is the only one who knows all of those ingredients. The students are completely illiterate in capoeira and Brazilian culture. As all of them are beginners, it’s like reviewing our own learning process in slow motion.

There must be an explanation for everything. Even things obvious to a Brazilian can be totally new and exotic for a European.



China continued to explain,


You need to be a capoeirista who knows everything: history, philosophy, the musical instruments, the fighting part, etc.

In France people are open to culture in general and they want to try a little bit of everything. When they reach a level where it’s necessary to train hard and dedicate oneself in order to develop even more, they don’t pull it off. The age group is also different, around thirty years old (in 1990), which is quite different from the majority of youngsters and teenagers in Brazil.

The French who practice capoeira are normally linked to dance, theatre, art, and a few to martial arts. Several things which don’t work so well in Brazil do in Europe, maybe because the prejudice against capoeira we find in Brazil doesn’t exist there. The students who are involved in theater do very well with the body dialogue, the gestures, the eyes, the timing, etc. People who are into dance use capoeira movements in their choreographies. There are even people who do capoeira for therapeutic reasons. The social part, which embodies a place where people meet, where one gets to know new people, breaking the coldness and solitude of the big city, is also very valued, something that does not happen in Brazil where the student arrives, does his class, and goes home without even knowing someone who might be his classmate for over a year.

I think many new roads are going to appear without stopping us from doing capoeira as it is. Capoeira can help many people in their activities, many artists in their own thing.

The Europeans worry more than us [Brazilians] about research into the origins and history of capoeira. And there is a lot of material for research, like the texts and paintings of the French Mission [1816], as well as similar things by other artists.
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Mestre Paulo Siqueira was a pupil of Adilson “Camisa Preta” (Black Shirt) and Mestre Roque in the favela (slum) of Pavãozinho in Copacabana, Rio de Janeiro. He graduated and started teaching in 1978. In 1980 he went to Hanover, Germany. In 1984 he established himself in Hamburg. Even though he has been in Germany for ten years, he says that only two years ago (1988) did he start to feel that his work was taking root. Following are some of his comments:


The Germans who practice capoeira normally are older than twenty and have their life organized with complete economic autonomy, unlike in Brazil, where young people usually live with their families until their early twenties or later. Training methods that are used in Brazil for young guys who have all the time in the world free have to be adapted in Germany for another reality. Besides that, they are very interested in the ritual, music, and more playful parts. The fighting feature does not interest them so much. It is the music and the show that seduces them. They also use capoeira as a means to meet and get to know other people. Many identify with Brazil and end up coming here. The capoeira teacher also works as a cultural attaché or a tourism agent to such an extent that Brazilian diplomats would be envious of our performances.

The German student is straight, correct, responsible, and never late. He dedicates himself more than the French. They go crazy with the musical part and the possibility of playing a percussion instrument.

In the future, there is a possibility that some impresario might pick capoeira and invest a lot of money in it, as they did with lambada [music from northeast Brazil which was hugely successful in Europe near the end of the 1980s]. This would make capoeira known but would distort it. Recently, for example, a well-known German magazine presented capoeira as the “new wave” that was going to take the place of aerobics. We must be very careful about this sort of approach.

It is also a common practice to have workshops on the weekends with classes that go from three to six hours with teachers of different styles and schools giving classes side by side (something that does not happen in Brazil where unfortunately most groups and styles don’t mix).

For the Brazilians who teach in Europe, the importance of meetings such as this [that was being held in Brazil] is great. The guy comes and absorbs energy and axé, meets people, sees old friends, even with all the disagreements that might occur. The roda of the old mestres and the children’s roda have an enormous strength and axé. In fact we, the ones coming back to Brazil from abroad, prefer to look more than to play because when we are concentrated on playing we may miss something important that is going on. I think it’s more important to look, to observe, absorb, to “grab” the axé in order to transmit it when we go back to Europe.




“Prevention of Accidents on the Major
Joints of the Body During the Practice
of Capoeira”
Dr. Maria Inês Pereira
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Dr. Pereira explained that capoeira itself does not bring any problems to the body’s larger joints (knees, shoulders, spine).


Capoeira is not an injury factor. What happens is that many players, similar to other sports, use and abuse body building and exercises that can be harmful. When the first injury appears they don’t take appropriate measures or don’t follow medical guidance.



Dr. Maria Inês gave a wonderful class for a couple of hours. But as we do not have the means to reproduce all the slides she showed or the practical demonstrations using capoeiristas’ bodies as examples, unfortunately we will miss this part of the conference.
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Street roda at the São Cristovão Northeast Fair, Rio de Janeiro, 1978. Photo by Pedro de Moraes.


“The Berimbau, Capoeira Toques,
and Songs”
Mestre Moraes
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Moraes was a pupil of Mestre Pastinha and Mestre João Grande (one of Pastinha’s best-known pupils, he has taught in New York since the 1990s). He was presented to the audience by Camisa, who considers him the best capoeira singer of our time.

I have followed his work in Rio as well. After ten years he managed to create and organize the Grupo Pelourinho, one of the very few (outside Bahia in the 1970s and 1980s) which is deeply rooted in Capoeira Angola. I also admire his playing and his value inside and outside the roda.



Moraes started by saying that some capoeiristas want to change capoeira’s singing so more people can identify with it. He thinks that is wrong.


First: we should not change capoeira to adapt it to a greater number of people. It is the person that has to change in order to absorb its essence. Second: teachers should always question themselves about what they know and with whom they learned. Third: it is dangerous to say “I know capoeira music” without knowing black culture and music well.



Moraes explained that in candomblé (Afro-Brazilian religion) there are three atabaques (drums) called rum, rumpi, and le. In capoeira we have three berimbaus: gunga, médio, and violinha. But in capoeira there is an inversion of the roles of the berimbaus in relation to the roles of the atabaques in candomblé. In capoeira the gunga (deep-toned berimbau) sets the basic rhythm, but in candomblé the deep-toned atabaque, rum, sets the improvisations and has a similar role to the violinha (high-toned berimbau).

Moraes said it is very important to know what each berimbau does in each of the toques (rhythms). (This applies mainly to Capoeira Angola, because in Capoeira Regional Mestre Bimba used only one berimbau and two pandeiros, as Mestres Ezequiel and Baiano Anzol, who were Bimba’s pupils, pointed out.)


The rhythm is extremely important because even the best player forgets how to play when the rhythm doesn’t work properly … I think capoeira music festivals are a good thing and should happen. But it is not enough to be creative and make good music. The traditional values of capoeira music should be taken into account.…



People “play” at singing capoeira music. Each player should know that “it is not he [the singer] who is singing. He must embody something that nobody is seeing and only he is feeling.… He ought to emit a feeling of capoeira.”

Moraes was flattered by Camisa saying he was the best contemporary capoeira singer, but he said that his idol was Mestre João Grande. “I don’t know anyone alive who can sing like João Grande.”

Moraes explained that it is not necessary to sing in a formal structure. “A specific energy has to come out from the game and this starts with the berimbau, the rhythm and the singing.”

He talked about the ladainha (litany) that some call reza (prayer), chula, or canto de entrada (opening song), sung in slow rhythm “with the pandeiro and atabaque being ‘played’ and not ‘beaten,’ so as not to drown out the sound of the berimbau, which should command the roda.” The singer should signal his entrance by yelling “iê,” so another singer does not start to sing at the same time as he. The ladainha must have its limits. Sometimes we see ladainhas that go on for miles, and “the litany transforms itself in a whole Mass.” We should not force our throat when singing; the voice should “come from the stomach.” The players who are crouched at the pé do berimbau (foot of the berimbau) should wait until the end of the second part of the ladainha which the chorus answers, and only when the corridos start to be sung should they start the game.

“With Pastinha we sang one ladainha for each pair of players. After a pair had started to play we didn’t sing any more ladainhas, only corridos.” We should avoid changing corridos all the time. The function of the singer is not to show that he knows many songs but to help in forming a certain kind of energy, and for this it is necessary to firmar (to make firm) one corrido before going into a new one.
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The question-and-answer period started, and I asked Moraes to demonstrate what specific role each berimbau has in each of the best-known toques of Capoeira Angola.

We should keep in mind that in Capoeira Angola the berimbau toques and the names of the toques change from place to place. In the next few paragraphs, we are going to try to define each toque by its rhythmic structure instead of only referring to it by the name that Moraes and those from the same school know it by.

Moraes started with the toque de angola, showing how the gunga (low-pitched berimbau) sets the basic rhythm, systematically repeating the basic theme of the toque (“tch-tch-dom-dim,” two beats with the coin touching the string lightly, one with the coin not touching the string, and one with the coin pressing the string hard). Only from time to time would the gunga do a simple virada (“turn” or improvisation). Moraes again stressed the fact that the role of the gunga is inverted in relation to the rum (deep-pitched) candomblé atabaque (drum), whose role is to improvise and do the viradas.

Then he demonstrated the role of the berimbau médio (medium-pitched) that plays angola invertida (inverted Angola), which many players know by the name of são bento pequeno (small Saint Bento): “tch-tch-dim-dom.” Moraes said that in this rhythm, neither the médio nor the gunga dobravam (“doubled,” improvised) much, and never at the same time. The violinha (high-pitched berimbau) was free and would improvise, dobrando (doubling) and doing viradas specific to the Angola toque that most players know.
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Street roda at the São Cristovão Northeast Fair, Rio de Janeiro, 1978. Photo by Pedro de Moraes.

Then Moraes showed the toque that he calls são bento pequeno. This is not the são bento pequeno rhythm that most capoeiristas know. In fact, this particular rhythm is called são bento grande by most. In it, the gunga goes “tch-tch-dim-dom-dom.” The médio inverts it partially with a “tch-tch-dom-dim-dim,” while the violinha improvises on this rhythmic structure.

In Moraes’ são bento grande, the gunga goes “tch-tch-dom-dim-dom,” the medium-toned berimbau inverts partially by doing “tch-tch-dom-dim-dim,” and the high-pitched berimbau improvises.

I asked Cobrinha, Moraes’ best-known disciple (later he became a pupil of Mestre João Grande), if in his school they also played the rhythm most players call são bento pequeno (“tch-tch-dim-dom”). He said they did, that the gunga did the basics (“tch-tch-dim-dom”), the medium inverted (“tch-tch-dom-dim-dim”), and the violinha improvised within the structure of the toque.

Mestre Augusto “Baiano Anzol,” from the Senzala group (at the time, for later he started to work by himself) and a former pupil of Mestre Bimba, asked if in the Angola school Moraes had been in, they were permitted to use the reco-reco (notched bamboo rubbed by a stick) and agogo (two small iron bells hit by a piece of wood).

Moraes explained that in the language Nagô (or Ioruba) the agogo was called gan, which means “two,” and that the reco-reco was also an African instrument. Both could be used but were not obligatory and, as always, the players should help to maintain the rhythm while respecting the hierarchy, with the berimbau being the most important instrument. He also said that the pandeiro (tambourine) originally was square and did not have the little metal discs, platinelas, on its side. It came from the Arabs of Northern Africa and was called adufe.

Mestre João Pequeno said that in many rodas of the old days we could even find castanholas (the Spanish Flamenco castanets) and sometimes the viola (small guitar) of samba.

To end the evening, Moraes sang a beautiful ladainha followed by Mestres Canjiquinha and Curió.

The following nights we had the Carnival group Ilê Aiê and the rhythmic section of the Unidos da Rocinha samba school brightening up the party. And Sunday we paraded at the Sambódromo where the Carnival parade is held each summer.


As it is very difficult to define berimbau toques by dim-dim and dim-dom, and as the names of the toques change from place to place, Mestre Toni Vargas and I recorded an instructional audio cassette (now on CD), with the help of Mestre Gato in the English version, with the same name as this book, Capoeira, Roots of the Dance-Fight-Game.

In this CD we try to show different structures for the three berimbaus in different traditional schools of capoeira. It is intended to be a teaching tool, and there are lots of explanations given while different styles of capoeira music are played. (If you are interested in this CD, please contact Nestor, address at the end of the book.)

This aspect of capoeira is vast and very rich. Many “objective idiots” think everything should obey only one nomenclature, each toque with only one name everywhere, the same role of berimbaus for each of these toques. It would be much simpler. I think these people do not understand the value of plurality, more difficult to learn and know, but so much richer and more expressive.




Last Words
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Well, that’s it.

I think it is interesting to compare these speeches and questions with those of the 1984 meeting (which are being published with the new extended edition of The Little Capoeira Book, from 2003 on).

I think it is basic to correctly use the three berimbaus. And for each toque to have a specific style of game. If we are not able to differentiate our playing like players of the past did, let’s at least play the game of the Angola toque in a different way from the game in são bento grande in Capoeira Angola. And play a different game for iúna and são bento grande da regional in Capoeira Regional. It will already be a big step ahead.

We should watch carefully what is happening to capoeira in relation to the public and private schools as well as universities. I think this new job market should not be restricted to those who had the chance to earn a university degree in physical education.

Since the Brazilian edition was published in 1992, a great number of capoeiristas started to teach in expensive private schools in Brazil as a non-obligatory option that pupils can engage in. The teaching as an option to physical education in private and public schools is an issue that continues to be discussed but nothing new has developed.

We should also be tuned to what is happening abroad, in the U.S., Europe, Australia, etc., but without radical and ridiculous paranoid “Brazilian patriotism.” We should follow attentively what happens, considering and trying to foresee future tendencies and needs that are coming into capoeira and into our planet’s agenda.

I would also like to ask my camarás to look lucidly and objectively—without emotions and preconceptions getting in the way—at the new information that has come up in relation to capoeira’s origins and history.

[image: ]

Although this book is my second in English, in Brazil it came third and last of the trilogy I started writing in London in 1971 but only began to be published ten years later in São Paulo.

The first six editions of this book in Brazil lacked some chapters that only came later. These chapters were the result of my master’s studies (during which time I wrote the thesis “Ritual roda, mandinga x tele-real,” 1996) at the School of Communication of the Federal University of Rio de Janeiro. I am glad to say that all this more recent material is present in this first English edition.

In this English translation I have added explanations about words and concepts familiar to Brazilians but not necessarily to people in English-speaking countries.

I think it is important to keep a door open between capoeira and the university world. This is especially needed in Brazil because, despite its current popularity, especially among younger people, and its unexpected success overseas, capoeira still needs to be legitimized, due to all sorts of prejudices. Until some years ago the only “serious” institutions that offered any support were tourism, which wanted a “capoeira for tourists,” sports and fighting governmental institutions, which wanted a “competitive capoeira with championships,” and physical education, which looked down on us as if they would “help those semi-literate primitives to practice and teach capoeira the ‘correct’ way.”

In a certain way, I think we could say that The Little Capoeira Book is a stepping-stone to Capoeira, Roots of the Dance-Fight-Game. Both use certain approaches, tools, such as history, anthropology, sociology, psychology, philosophy, etc., sometimes in an awkward and not very orthodox way to try to understand what this “capoeira” is all about. The first book gives a simple and panoramic view of the whole scenario while this second book loses the general view when it attempts to go deeper in the understanding of more specific issues.

[image: ]

Street roda at the São Cristovão Northeast Fair, Rio de Janeiro, 1978. Photo by Pedro de Moraes.

But there comes a moment when the tools used by scholars are not enough to grasp the broader meaning of something made flesh and bones, blood and dreams. Take for example Mario Puzzo’s The Godfather or Mark Twain’s classic Tom Sawyer. It would be impossible to describe the world of organized crime or the Mississippi of Twain’s time using the cold and rational “tools” we have talked about. That is why my third book—The Capoeira Players—is quite different from the other two: it is a fast-moving story telling the adventures, travels and loves of Novio da Vida (Life’s Bridegroom) and Veneno da Madrugada (Poison of the Early Hours), capoeira players and travellers, invincible “corpo fechado” heroes (“closed body,” people who attain an almost complete protection against weapons through magical rituals) living in our own 21st century, as told by Toninho Ventania (Tony Whirlwind).

I think that only through a fiction story with capoeira players as heroes, staged in Brazil, Europe and North America, is it possible to show malícia in action in present times. So, if you enjoyed The Little Capoeira Book and Capoeira: Roots of the Dance-Fight-Game, you will have a very good time with The Capoeira Players.
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To write and have your book published is not easy.

To have them sold is also a complicated task.

To maintain them selling throughout the years is something that all writers dream about.

Even more so if the subject is capoeira, something from Brazil’s “lower classes,” something that belonged to blacks and mulattos, something developed by outlaws. I have been extremely lucky. I have been in the right place at the right time. My books keep selling in Brazil and have been published in the U.S., France, Denmark, and Germany. Very soon it seems they will be published in other countries.

I owe all of this to capoeira and its players.
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The late Rio nights, the capoeira rodas with friends, the beach and the sun and the sea, the exquisite and seductive interaction with the so-called “gentle sex,” are activities which demand an exemplary dedication and leave little time for the herculean efforts of “intellectual” work.

To finish this book, in 1992, took a weight off my shoulders. I always wondered if I would be able to finish the whole trilogy.

Everything pointed towards this book taking a long time to come out. But in part due to capoeira’s own axé that nourishes and pushes its players forward, and also due to the help of friends and even people I did not know, we finally finished our job.

I owe a great debt to Muniz Sodré, Julio Cesar de Souza Tavares, and Jair Moura whom I interviewed several times. To Waldeloir Rego, Almir das Areias, Claudia Mattos, and Cesar “Itapoã” (Itapoan), whose books I used and quoted. To Gil “Velho,” Burguês, Corisco, Artur Emídio, Sorriso, Mão Branca, Izael, Gato, and Leopoldina who gave me detailed information. Baiano Anzol, Garrincha, Samara, Grilo, Marreta, Vladimir, Ousado, Jakob, Steen, Batata, Rui, Caracu, Porquinho, Barrão, Lagartixa, Caren Hoffman, Nelsinho, Paulão, Saulo, Bruzzi, Paulo Boa-Vidal, Jorge Ita-puã Beira-Mar, Bruno, Rã, Cesar Allan, Santa Cruz, Tobias, and Toni Vargas—people I have worked with and had great fun with. Peixinho, always motivating, and giving me Kalixto’s drawings from 1906. Moraes, Nei Lopes, Joãzinho Trinta, Geraldo Santana, Camisa, Maria Inês Pereira, Jelon Vieira, Paulo Siqueira, Suassuna, Paulo dos Anjos, China, Acordeon, João Pequeno, Canjiquinha, Curió, who helped me with interviews at the 1990 meeting. Patricia Kranz who gave me Rugendas’ and Debret’s drawings, besides presenting me with a rare book with Carybé’s drawings from the 1950s. Bodinho, who edited the first capoeira newspaper in the 1980s and did the drawing of Mestre Bimba. Jorge Cabicieri, friend and editor of the second Brazilian book, Galo já cantou, who lent me his computer and without whom this book would have taken much longer to finish. Luis “Pinduca” d’Anunciação so generous with his information about the berimbau and with his book that I have quoted. Clara Diamant, Record’s main editor (in 1992), who believed this book was possible in Brazil, and all of Record’s staff I’ve met and become friends with.

Pedro de Moraes, well-known and talented photographer, who gave us the photos he took of the São Cristovão Street Market roda, in 1978, where I played so many times.

And of course Mestre Carybé who, without knowing me personally, in an extremely friendly gesture put his drawings at my disposal, enriching these pages more than I could say.

Carybé has passed away since this book was first published in Brazil and so have Mestre Canjiquinha, Caiçaras, Eziquiel, and Paulo dos Anjos. We all miss them very much.

Special thanks to Kara McBride and Kathy Glass who corrected and edited my original English text with great mastery, to Jess O’Brien and Richard Grossinger for their constant support, and to all of North Atlantic Books’ staff that published The Little Capoeira Book in 1995 and now this book, Capoeira, Roots of the Dance-Fight-Game.
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Thanks to all of you. In my name and also in my capoeira camarados’ names because, in fact, I have only been a sort of cavalo, a medium that tries to materialize the ideas and wisdom of my friends from the dance-fight-game.

—Nestor Capoeira


To contact Nestor:

Nestor Capoeira

Rua Da Passagem 78/703

22290-030 Rio de Janeiro

Brazil




The Author
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Nestor Capoeira was initiated by Mestre Leopoldina, a living legend. Later he joined the Senzala Group and received its highest graduation, the corda-vermelha, in 1969.

In 1990 he started to work independently with his own specific teaching method.

In these last thirty years he has played, taught, and researched capoeira in Brazil and abroad.

He was a pioneer in Europe, where he lived and taught ten years during different visits, starting with The London School of Contemporary Dance in 1971.

He did two one-hour special programs on capoeira for television (TVE, 1979, 1984).

He was “hero” in the only capoeira movie made in Brazil, “Cordão de Ouro” (Embrafilmes, 1978), now found on video.

He has presented in Brazil’s leading theaters such as Sala Cecília Meireles (Senzala Okê, RJ, 1968), Teatro Municipal do Rio (Ballet Brasileiro da Bahia, 1969), Teatro Castro Alves (Ballet Brasileiro da Bahia, Salvador, 1969), Teatro Ipanema (Galo Já Cantou, RJ, 1985), etc., as well as abroad: Sadlers Wells (Koanga, London, 1972), Spe-jlteltet (Copenhagen, 1995), Fabrik (Hamburg, 1999), Expo 2000 (Hanover), etc.

In the last thirty years he has taught and given workshops throughout Brazil, Europe, and Canada. In 2002 he came to the United States for the first time.
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Nestor Capoeira and Toni Vargas playing at the street roda at the São
Cristovão Northeast Fair, Rio de Janeiro, 1978.
Photo by Pedro de Moraes, 1978.

Nestor graduated as an engineer (UFRJ, 1969) but worked as such for only two years. He has a master’s degree in Communication and Culture from the Universidade Federal do Rio de Janeiro (ECO-UFRJ, 1996: “Ritual roda, mandinga x tele-real”) and a Ph.D. from the same school (ECO-UFRJ, 2001: “Jogo e comunicultura”), both focusing on the capoeira game.

He gives daily classes at Rio’s Planetarium, in the Gávea neighborhood.
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