BAHIAN WHITE

The dispersion of candomblé imagery in the public sphere of Bahia
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This essay is about the remarkable public career of Bahian candomblé, an afro-Brazilian spirit possession cult. It is an often-noted fact that the cult has become the prime ‘symbol bank’ in which Bahians find the materials to articulate what distinguishes them from other Brazilians, and there is, indeed, little exaggeration in saying that candomblé is the ‘mastercode’ of contemporary Bahian culture politics: its symbols, images, myths, philosophies, rhythms and aesthetics are endlessly reworked and publicly displayed to signify Bahia’s unique cultural character (Dantas 1988; Pinto 2001; Johnson 2002; Santos 2005; Sanci Roca 2005; Van de Port 2005). Huge statues representing the orixás have been erected at central points in the Bahian capital Salvador, candomblé temples have been put on the list of the state’s historical monuments, and time and again, Bahian politicians appear in front of the cameras with candomblé priestesses to make sure that their links with the candomblé universe are publicly known. Social movements – gays, ecologists, blacks, feminists – have discovered candomblé as well, recognizing it as a proto form of their emancipatory struggles and politics. On the commercial front, Bahiatursa, the state tourist organization, is also fully involved in the dispersion of candomblé imagery and the exploration of its expressive potential. In Salvador, shopping malls, hotels, streets and condominiums have been named after the orixás, and candomblé temples (terreiros) have become major tourist attractions. 

The public celebration of candomblé as a repository of singularly Bahian beauty, history and popular devotion, and the ever more inescapable denomination of Bahia as ‘the land of the orixás’, raises the question what actual modes and moods of belonging have come into being in the Bahian public sphere due to its ‘candombléization’. What should we make of the fact that in contemporary Salvador it is neigh impossible to express the Bahianess of things without making references to the universe of the orixá? And to what extent have attempts to put the public representations of candomblé into a framework of ‘Culture’ succeeded to separate candomblé from the religious and occult practices and imaginaries that operate under the same name?      

These questions are all the more interesting because of the fact that for most of its history, candomblé was publicly represented as nothing but a jumble of primitive, barbarous and scary practices of African origin. Nineteenth century reports speak about noisy gatherings situated in the filthy and repugnant lifeworld of the black Bahian masses and many observers were unable to discern whether these blacks were merely entertaining themselves or involved in religious practices. (Parés 2005; Santos n.d.) These sources also reveal that when candomblé was invoked to represent Bahia, it was only to express the state’s embarrassing lack of civilization. Thus, in 1904, a well-to-do citizen of Salvador wrote a letter to the editor of a local newspaper, urging the city authorities to tighten their grip on the organisation of the city’s carnival. “The festivities of Carnival are coming up”, is how he opens his letter, “and the African drums are already preparing to tell the world once more about our low level of civilization, turning celebrations as this one, so pleasant in other cities, into true candomblés” (Rodrigues 1904:257).
 Expressions of public concern over the image of Bahia in the eyes of an imagined ‘civilized observer’ were frequently voiced in fin-de-siècle Bahia. If the Brazilian nation, after the abolition of slavery and foundation of the republic, had set out to march forwards towards progress and modernity, Bahian elites felt that in their state ‘things were marching in the opposite direction’ (Parés 2005:144). They were acutely aware that Bahia’s reputation elsewhere in Brazil was that of a decaying provincial backwater and a remnant of ‘colonial times’; and that the state, with its overwhelming majority of black inhabitants, was often described as a part of Africa transplanted to the America’s. In another letter-to-the-editor in 1904 one reads

If a foreigner were to judge Bahia by its carnival, he could not but put us in a par with Africa. We have noted that, to our great embarrassment, a commission of Austrian scholars is now visiting the city. Undoubtedly they keep their pens poised to communicate such facts to the rest of civilized Europe in their travel reports (Rodrigues 1904:257)
The branqueamento (‘whitening’) of Bahian society was often proposed as a remedy for the ‘conseqüencias desastrosas’ of the African presence in Bahia: an intensification of white migration to the state might lead to miscegenation, which in turn would gradually and inexorably ‘whiten’ and thereby ‘upgrade’ the Bahian population (Skidmore 1990:9). ‘Whitening’ was also understood culturally. Salvador was to become an elegant, tropical version of a civilized European city, with lush parks, broad avenues, graceful esplanades, sparkling fountains and ornately decorated facades, displaying allegorical statues and lavish stucco work. As one scholar put it, the city that was widely known as a velha mullatta (the old negress) was to transform itself into a mademoiselle (Fonseca 2002:35). For this metamorphosis to happen, a policy of desafricanizar as ruas (to un-africanize the streets) was implemented. The presence of black women selling African foods on the streets and wearing African style garments was to be curbed, just as Afro-Brazilian entertainments such as capoeira and samba were to be taken off the streets. And certainly, the emerging tradition of black drumbands called afoxés, who during carnival would take their drums to the streets, and sing the chants of their terreiros, was to be prohibited (which in fact it was, from 1905 well into the 1930s, cf. Levine 1994; Agier 2000).
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It was only from the 1930s onwards that the people from Bahia have been told -- ever more frequently, and ever more insistently -- that they should take pride in being the heirs of African lore and tradition. An emerging nationalist imaginary – developed by Brazil’s intellectual and artistic vanguard in the 1920s, and institutionalized under the populist Vargas regime in the 1930s -- had sought to redefine Brazil as the nation of the white, Indian and black races. These new understandings of Brazil’s unique mestiço character had allowed for a re-evaluation of the African cultural heritage in Brazil to take place, and Bahian intellectuals and artists had been particularly eager to highlight that their home state was to be considered the treasury of Afro-Brazilian culture (Dantas 1988). Candomblé became their main source of inspiration. They began to portray Bahia as a world immersed in candomblé, calling it a terra da magia, the magical land of African spirits, mysterious forces, popular devotion, splendid celebrations and primitive rituals. It is important to note that this portrayal of a black and ‘mystical’ Bahia was a rather elitist construct – echoing surrealist and modernist extolments of ‘the primitive’ in European arts and literature. There is some irony in the fact that, while the new appreciation of candomblé was motivated by an attempt to reinvent Brazil along non-European lines, the cult’s aesthetic worth and value was cast in terms that spoke to the Parisien beau monde, where the unpolished had become equated with the uncorrupted, and the uncorrupted with the authentic.
 As we will see further on, candomblé has never succeeded to escape the imprint of this ‘authorial moment’ in the history of its public career.
 Moreover, the glorification of candomblé as a repository of all kinds of singularly Bahian virtues began to be voiced in many different arenas, addressing ever widening audiences. Already in the 1950s, tourist guidebooks urge visitors to Salvador not to miss out on visiting the ‘barbaric beauty’ of candomblé ceremonies, describing these as ‘the savage poetry of Bahian nights’, going at great lengths to instruct tourists that candomblé is a serious religion (‘of a forsaken and destitute people’) and explaining that visitors need not fear to fall victim to witchcraft (Valladares 1951; Brandão and Silva 1958). Interestingly, in one of these guides that took candomblé’s primitive character to be its greatest merit, the continuous persecution of the cult by the Bahian state and the raiding of the temples by the Bahian police was considered ‘totally unjustified’ and a clear testimony to Bahia’s continuing ‘lack of culture’ (ibid.).

Such examples notwithstanding, the one thing that immediately stands out in the long process of candomblé’s ‘going public’ is that the new appreciation of candomblé’s cultural worth and value, while embracing the ‘primitive’, never really diminished concerns with what a ‘civilized observer’ might make of Bahia’s blackness. As I will document below, candomblé’s new public role to be the trademark of Bahia could come about because of a thorough restyling of its public image. For clearly, it is one thing to argue the worth of the Afro-Brazilian cultural and religious heritage, it is quite another thing to make a practice that is deemed primitive, scary and repugnant into a source of regional pride. It is this process of restyling and re-mediation that I will discuss in this article, for in the existing literature remarkably little has been said about the transformative work that had to be done for candomblé to be able to frame the Bahian ‘nation’ as a whole. 

[image: image15.wmf] 


BAHIAN WHITE

The exploration of candomblé’s restyling is best started with the “unpacking” of a photograph made by one of the dominant contemporary voices in the public representation of candomblé: the Bahian photographer Mario Cravo Neto. What we see is a black man dressed in white, leaning on a red fence. Vague forms in the distance signal a tropical urban landscape. A whitewashed house. The whitewashed trunk of a palm tree. The one detail that stands out, of course, is the red stain on the man’s pants. At first glance, the image invites us to think that the guy is a painter and that the freshly painted fence has stained his white trousers.
 The relaxed pose of the man contributes to this thought: nothing in his posture suggests that he knows about these stains, or is worried about them. Given that this is a picture taken in Bahia, however, is sufficient reason to assume that there is more to this image – and a brief musing on the colour white is key to unearth the hidden meanings in this image.

In Bahia, black men dressed in white are immediately associated with candomblé. White is the colour of an ancient spirit called Oxalá, who is the paramount spirit in the candomblé pantheon. In the syncretistic tradition of Bahia, Oxalá is also O Senhor de Bonfim, the patron saint of Bahia, which certainly adds to his prestige. To honor Oxalá, priests and initiates of the cult usually dress in white, just as visitors to the ceremonies in temples are required to dress in white. On Fridays – the day consecrated to Oxalá – all adepts of candomblé, and many other Bahians, dress in white. Although in contemporary Salvador the number of people who are observing this custom is rapidly dwindling, the association of white clothes with candomblé is such that dressing in white inescapably elicits certain comments (‘You don’t want to go out looking like a pai-de-santo (candomblé priest), do you?’, my friends would ask me when I came up with an all white outfit), just as an encounter with hospital nurses walking the streets at lunch hour (or indeed painters) is pre-reflexively constructed as an encounter with cult adepts.  
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Anthropologists have come up with many religious meanings regarding the color white in their analyses of candomblé’s symbolic classifications (Elbein dos Santos 1998), but these are principally relevant to understand the interior life of the candomblé temple, and add little to an understanding of the public appearances of the cult. More important for my argument is the observation that the color white has come to dominate the public iconography of candomblé. Candomblé is a wildly colorful cult, but in the public arena candomblé comes bedecked in white. For decades, image-makers have highlighted the white of the lace blouses, intricately winded turbans and crinoline skirts of priestesses and initiates; the white of the ‘Sons of Gandhy’, a black carnival group with strong ties to the candomblé universe that marches the streets during carnival as an immense tapete branco (white carpet); the white of the weekly banho de pipoca (ritual popcorn baths) in front of São Lazaro’s church; the white of flowers offered to the sea goddess Iemanjá; the white of candles burned; the white of the immense cloth under which a temple community walks in procession on the occasion of a public ritual called Águas de Oxalá.
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fig 6. photograph Pierre Verger                                                       fig. 7 photograph Mario Cravo Neto

The first thing that needs to be noted about this Bahian white is that this white seeks to play itself out against black faces and black skins: It is in white that a velha mulatta shows her blackest face. The focus on candomblé’s white evidently highlights Bahia’s blackness. Which also brings to mind that this white is a poor-people’s-white. It is the white of the lavadeiras, the black laundresses who rhythmically beat, rub, dunk and wring their laundry and take great pride in the whiteness of their linen; a white that smells of talcum powder, sun and seabreezes; that signals the arduous, never-ending struggle against the dirt and the stains and the sweat that comes with poverty; that speaks of the resilience of poor people to keep up a dignified appearance against all the odds. In this sense, there is, one might say, a certain heroism to this Bahian white. 
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fig 8. Bahian postcards
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The sensuous and mnemonic hues discernable in Bahian white certainly help to buttress the ideological framings of this color. As Renato Ortiz reminds us, due to the longstanding ideology of a embranquecimento of Brazil, the color white has come to denote all that is pure, good and beneficient (Ortiz 1988:24). Undoubtedly, the public focus on candomblé’s white was an extension of this ideology to the visual field: it sought to transfer such positive meanings to the cult so as to make candomblé salonfähig and accessible to a broad audience. In his classic The White Death of the Black Fetish (1978), a social history of Umbanda (a middle class offshoot from candomblé), Ortiz has documented how cult adepts were extremely concerned with a ‘civilized appearance’, ‘cleanliness’ and ‘boa apresentação’. This concern found translation in an abundant use of white: cult-members were supposed to wear immaculate white uniforms and mediums were supposed to enter the temple in white tennis shoes ‘irrepreensivelmente limpos, pela má impressão que a falta de asseio causará à assistência’ (ibid:157). Whitening was a clear attempt to counter prevailing ideas about the ‘occult’ character of Afro-Brazilian religions, against their hiding out in the shadowy zones of life, in ‘obscure’ and ‘secretive’ places. Umbanda’s use of white was designed to reflect the bright light of day, boasting its spotlessness, flaunting its inability to hide any trace of dirt, and thus challenging all suggestions of secrecy. 

The white that is picked for candomblé’s public portraiture serves similar goals. For candomblé to be able to speak to larger audiences in the public sphere, it has to display its compatibility with progress, modernity and civilization by dissociating itself from the dreaded dimensions of black Bahia. The dominance of a spotless white in the public iconography of candomblé screens off practices such as animal sacrifice and possession, covers up the muddy squalor of the poor neighborhoods in which most of the cult houses are operative, and helps audiences to ‘forget’ that they know candomblé to be a thing of the night, of occult forces and black magic. It is through this whitening operation that candomblé could become the prestigious and venerated bearer of Bahian identity, and it is through this whitening that candomblé imagery could become dispersed in Bahian society, popping up in the most unexpected of places: by now, Bahians have discussed candomblé mythology as the ideal blueprint for an efficient business organization (Vergari & Irigaray 2000), pointed out the correspondences between candomblé’s understandings of the life-force called axé and physicist’s latest findings in particle theory (Correia 1999), and send a mãe-de-santo to the funeral of the pope.   

No better indication of the necessity of whitening candomblé than the veritable shockwaves of indignation, embarrassment, repugnance and dread that shook the nation when – at various points in history -- the hidden dimensions of candomblé were openly revealed to the public at large. Notorious were the scandalous reportages in the early 1950s, one by a French journalist called Henri Clouzot who published photographs of animal sacrifice in Paris Match and triggered nation wide concerns over the representation of Brazil in Europe. Not much later, Brazilian journalist José Medeiros published a photo series of a candomblé initiation ritual in the leading family weekly O Cruzeiro. Under the sensationalist title ‘the fiancées of the bloodthirsty gods’, and in jarring contrast with reportages such as ‘Love in Hollywood’, ‘The World of Books’, romantic feuilletons, cartoons and elegant white ladies advertising perfume and egg-shampoo (‘your hair is the most important ornament of your beauty’), the images of initiates, their heads shaven, covered in the blood of sacrificial animals, and sprinkled with white chicken feathers were a shocking reminder of the hidden meanings of Bahian white.   
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fig. 10 ‘your hair is the most important ornament of your  beauty’. Advertizing egg-shampoo and documenting candomblé in O Cruzeiro.
In candomblé circles in Bahia, the publication in O Cruzeiro is remembered and talked about up until today, and popular memory has cast its verdict on the main actors in the reportage: it is believed that the priestess who had allowed the cameras in, breaking the taboo on secrecy, committed suicide, whereas the young girls being initiated are thought to have gone mad. (cf. de Tacca 2003; Castillo 2005) The 1970s saw new scandals, such as the appearance of a medium on national TV, incorporating the spirit Exu during a popular talkshow, and sending the talkshow host and large numbers of the studio audience into trance. The events, and the fierce polemics that followed suit, resulted in a far stronger censoring of TV programs (cf. Maggie 1986). 

Today, scandalous reports concerning ritual murders and other kinds of ‘satanic behaviour’ in the realm of candomblé are principally found in the pages of the Pentecostal popular press, although I’m under the impression that in Bahia, sensationalist report on macumba
 are somewhat hushed.

[image: image19.wmf] 


These public revelations of the ‘bloody mess’ that may lurk behind the spotless white dresses of candomblé priestesses bring me back to that red stain on the white pants in Mario Cravo Neto’s photograph. Heir to many French surrealist artists who visited candomblé temples where they found the sublime and the ‘marvellous’ to be present in a cult where ‘the religious and the erotic occurred in the same moment’ (Péret, in Ginway 1992:548), Cravo Neto has sought to destabilize the laundry operation to which candomblé has been subjected in the process of going public. He seduces us with the comforting thought that what we are seeing is only paint, but he knows that we know that quite likely this is the blood of animal sacrifice. It is exactly this indeterminacy that lends such a disturbing aspect to the casual pose of the black man. For it is the absence of awe, of shock, of concern in the bodily posture which creates the tension that makes the picture “work”, so to speak. For what is candomblé, when a cult adept can be this relaxed after having been involved in ritual slaughter? And what is Bahia, when Bahians have so massively embraced this candomblé?
THE POLITICS AND POETICS OF WHITE

The thought that spotless white – in some settings, and for some people -- may seek to dramatize what is absent from it was brought home to me most forcefully during fieldwork. A befriended priest, Pai Luis, had invited me to witness a celebration in his temple. He had not at all explained to me what would be going on, but upon arrival there were clear indications that the upcoming event would include animal sacrifice: a nervous black goat kept tugging the rope with which he had been fastened to the wall, and on the polished wooden temple floor, a great number of rather pathetic, pockmarked chickens were desperately trying to figure out their situation now that they found themselves immobilized with their legs bound together. It was going to be my first confrontation with a matança, and given the secrecy surrounding rituals involving animal sacrifice, I was quite honoured to have been asked to be present. While waiting for the ceremony to begin, I also vaguely worried how to keep myself from retching at the sight of animals being bled to death over the statues of the African gods. To my surprise, however, I was totally awed by the beauty of the event. The black goat -- a big bushel of fresh, bright green herbs had been tied all over his head, making the animal look like some mythological creature -- spouted big spurts of blood as the priest cut his throat, its wildly convulsing legs adding to the intensity of a red never seen. In my fieldwork diary, where later that day I reported the event, I find myself probing different terms to evoke the redness of this red. Shining red. Fuming red. Screaming signal-red. I also find myself writing somewhat dramatically that now – ‘only now’ -- do I understand the deeper meanings of those immaculate and spotless white clothes of priests and candomblé adepts: they serve to receive and dramatize the red of the sacrificial animal’s blood. 

Looking back at such enthusiastic outpourings in my field diary I cannot fail to notice that I had completely fallen for the thought that, having witnessed a matança, I now belonged to another category of people in Bahian society, people who know that the ultimate destiny of spotless white is a ritual practice that will not allow pristine whiteness to go undefiled. This appealing idea of having closed in on the secrets of candomblé – studying candomblé, one is immediately incorporated in the dynamics of secrecy, and the fear of never making any inroads into the mystical heartland of the cult explains my eagerness to construct the matança as an authenticating moment – was echoed and reinforced when I recounted my encounter in circles of cult adepts, in circles of Bahians, in circles of anthropologists, as well as in circles of tourists. People would say: “Aha, so you’ve witnessed a matança, huh!”, indicating that I had made a significant move somewhere along a line from knowing nothing, to knowing a little bit, to knowing the whole lot, or even far too much. 

Whatever the event may have meant in terms of having closed in on candomblé’s secrets, my confrontation with the matança – and my enthusiastic indulgence in the thought of having witnessed ‘the real thing’ – certainly helped me to understand three things relevant to an understanding of the new, public role of candomblé. 

First, given the possibility that there is more to Bahian white than what meets the eye, it is far too simple to conceptualize the history of candomblé’s ‘going public’ as a simple move from marginal things becoming central, from ugly things becoming beautiful, from secret things becoming public. The ‘candombléization’ of Bahia’s public sphere is far better understood as an expansion of the marginal, the ugly and the secret into the centre of things, into the beauty of things, into the publicity of things. In other words, the fact that candomblé’s public career started off with an appreciation of its primitive quality – a recognition of the sublime power of its primordial symbols,
 its carnality, its eroticism, its staging of life, violence and death -- implies that, from the very beginning, the meaning of spotless white was destabilized. From the very beginning, Bahian white was almost an invitation to be suspicious, an invitation to question so much cleanliness south of the equator. 

Many Bahian artists seem to have taken up this invitation. Take the picture of Carlinhos Brown, as I found it on a recent CD project called Candombless, in which the Bahian megastar returned to his ‘roots’, remixing songs from candomblé, recorded in the poor neighbourhood where he grew up, with studio produced sounds and rhythms. The brooding expression on Brown’s face in juxtaposition with the songs from candomblé leave little doubt as to what will become of the little white goat.
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fig 12  Carlinhos Brown, ‘candombless’              fig 13 Mario Cravo Neto, Salvador

The front of Mario Cravo Neto’s fancy coffee table book on the city of Salvador contains a similar suggestion. There is more than a hint of violence in the way the black model holds the duck. There is also, I would say, a dramatic absence of the colour red in this picture. A further things that needs to be noted about both these examples is that they clearly seek to extrapolate the violence and transgressions of the matança to society at large: Brown’s ‘gangsta look’ hints at the hard ways of ghetto life, whereas Cravo Neto’s picture was chosen for the cover of a book that portrays the city of Salvador. So if the politics of whitening has been motivated by an attempt to fix unambiguous positive meanings of white to the public representation of candomblé, this politics is constantly interrupted by what might be called the poetics of whitening, a poetics that plays at destabilizing the condoned public meanings of immaculate white and that seeks to highlight what is absent from this white. 

Second, these poetics are embedded in a discourse with strong romanticist overtones that has instructed Bahians to equal the primitive with authenticity; to glorify all that is unpolished, spontaneous, corporal and uncivilized as ‘uncorrupted’, as being closer to the primordial underpinning of things, or what Michael Taussig (1993) would call the really real. There is therefore not only an attempt to dramatize what is absent from the whitened candomblé imagery in Bahia’s public sphere; there is also a constant suggestion that what is hidden from view is the more authentic thing, the ‘real thing’. Although I think the romantic-artistic origin of this view cannot be stressed enough, it should also be noted that candomblé rituals – with their staging of life and death in animal sacrifice, the shaving of hair, the incisions made on the initiate’s body, the pouring of blood -- make ample use of what Mary Douglas called ‘natural symbols’, or what Begoña Aretxaga has aptly called ‘overdetermined primordial symbols’ (1995:125): symbols that ‘resort to physiological material of great psychological significance’, condensate ‘different strands of meaning, none of which are in themselves necessarily determinant’ and ‘tap into diverse areas of experience’ (1995:125-126). The world over, these particular symbols have proven to be potent ‘authenticators’, in the sense of providing an authentically felt grounding to cultural views and understandings (cf. van de Port 2004). The picture of the stained pants provides a good example of these poetics and helps us to see what it is that this kind of imagery may seek to accomplish. Cravo Neto’s photograph did not appear in one of his fancy coffee-table books, but in a catalogue presenting the haute couture of a Bahian fashion designer called Carlos Miele. In this catalogue, Miele’s slick and glamorous designs are juxtaposed with Mario Cravo’s images of Salvador (see pictures below). Miele, in the artistic language of his craft, also plays with the notion of ‘Bahian white’, a spotless white that is not quite what it seems to be. Yet it is clear that, for all of the model’s wild and savage-Josphine-Baker-like pose (or is it Marilyn Monroe gone Afro?), a more disconcerting hint at wildness comes from the blood stains on the white pants. If it weren’t for these bloodstains – signaling the recent violence of animal sacrifice -- Miele’s creation would have been iconic, sterile, lifeless, a pastiche of ‘paganism’, a mere pose of violence and aggression, unable to escape its inextricable entanglement with the glossy world of high-modernity, of media and shopping-malls, fancy cars and credit cards. It is only in juxtaposition with the image of Cravo Neto, that this haute couture is drawn into a world of carnality, of flesh and blood, of real violence, a Bahia ‘as it really is’. 
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fig 14  Juxtaposing Carlos Miele and Mario Cravo Neto

The authenticating power of candomblé did not miss its effect in the world of high-fashion when Miele took his creations to the catwalk of the yearly São Paulo Fashion Weeks: 
Amidst the drumming of Carlinhos Brown [the Bahian musician and mega star mentioned above, mvdp], the chanting of priestesses from Candomblé, and the statues of the gods, the breathtaking models showed the new winter collection of the Bahian label M. Officer, which in fact had little to do with winter. Sensuality, deep décolletés and transparent fabrics characterized the show on the catwalk. [...] Escaping all rules and conventions, Carlos Miele—the designer of the label—stated he sought to show what Brazil is really like (quis mostrar o que o Brasil tem de real), and for that reason he choose the long marginalized cult of Candomblé as his theme.

‘Mostrar o que o Brazil tem de real’. I could not have phrased it better as to what the poetics of Bahian white seek to accomplish. 

Third, the understanding that Bahian white may be expressing absences, and that these absences are labelled the real thing, is key to understand how the candombléization of Bahia’s public sphere has affected the ‘modes and moods of belonging’ prevalent in a place like Salvador. What I have suggested is that the poetics of white have created a thickly layered public understanding of the cult, as they are constantly at work to allow to discriminate between front-stages and back-stages; to tell apart show-case-candomblé from ‘the real thing’; to suggest that where some might discern mere superficies others descry fathomless depths; to differentiate those who take the white at face value from those who think they know the secret significance of this white. Moreover, the poetics of white invite people to foreground those biographical, racial, or religious dimensions of their Selves that might substantiate their claims of being-in-the-know of ‘o que Brazil tem de real’.     

Artists, writers (and anthropologists) are the prime articulators of the poetics of white, as they make graspable what is left unspoken. But clearly, the destabilization of the meaning of white takes place at many different fronts, and in many different arenas. The omnipresent public images of candomblé trigger the popular imagination to add layer upon layer of what is actually said, meant and implicated. Wherever there is a mentioning of candomblé there are rumours and urban legends, there is gossip and slander, re-interpretation and fabulation, exaggeration and imaginative supplementation, and what Alan Feldman, in his understanding of the rumour, has aptly described as the playing with a ‘culturally mediated sense of possibility, structural predilection, political tendency, and symbolic projection’ (1995:230). The whitened candomblé imagery that meets the eye in Salvador’s public sphere, is accompanied by invisible, but no less influential stories of vengeful orixás, evil priests, bloody sacrifices, divine punishments, powerful black magic and many more such topics. And on crossroads, every once in a while, lays a dead black rooster on an earthenware dish, surrounded by smelly, ill defined and repugnant substances, as the materialization of such whispered knowledge.      

Of course, one cannot maintain that it is due to the poetics of white that new ‘modes and moods of belonging’ have come into being in Bahia’s public sphere. Nonetheless, one cannot fail to notice that Bahia‘s ample use of candomblé imagery in the construction of its self-image has created a dynamics of its own: the densely layered understandings of what candomblé ultimately is –- and hence, what Bahia ultimately is -- has extrapolated the logics of initiation and secrecy, so characteristic to the cult, to Bahian society as a whole. Under this logic, belonging is expressed in terms of ‘being in the know’, of having more or less intimate knowledge of a secret realm, of the real truth lurking behind the façades, and more importantly, of having a biography with which such claims of knowing can be substantiated. In other words, the extent of one’s ‘true belonging’ to Bahia is to be argued in terms of one’s relative proximity to the ‘real’ of candomblé. In the remainder of this paper, I will illustrate – and substantiate – these thoughts by sketching how the politics and poetics of white inform the public performances of Bahian politicians and the candomblé priesthood.  

POLITICAL USAGES OF WHITE

Yesterday, the gardens of the residence of the governor of the state, in Ondina, took on a different colouring: next to the pinkish hues of the roses and the green of the trees there was the white of the dresses of the priestesses who had come to lunch with Mr. Antônio Carlos Magalhães and his family. The visitors sought to express the gratitude of the candomblé temples for the kind attention with which the Governor treats its yaôs and axetâs, that is, the young and the old adepts of the religious sects from Africa that have survived in Bahia. At the occasion were also present the mayor of Salvador, Camafeu de Oxossi [a painter, mvdp] and Dorival Caymmi [a singer and songwriter, mvdp], who were completely taken in by the sweetness of it all and the picturesque character of the reunion (Jornal A Tarde 08/03/1975)

In his wonderful study of the increasingly inextricable entanglement of Bahian culture politics with the universe of candomblé, Jocélio Teles dos Santos (2005) attributes great significance to the visit of more than eighty priestesses to the Governor’s palace, an act that sought to express their gratitude to the Bahian leader Antônio Carlos Magalhães (popularly known as ACM) for his help to ‘preserve the religions of African origin in Bahia’  (Santos 2005:144-145). ‘I do not know of a more significant example, both in terms of the sheer number – more than eighty priestesses – as well as in terms of the evident insertion of the people from candomblé in one of the prime symbolic spaces of politics in the country’ (Santos 2005:145). In line with what I have been calling the politics of whitening, newspapers reported the event on their front pages highlighting Beauty. The readership was instructed to imagine the filhas-de-santo ‘strolling down the garden lanes in their white blouses and dresses’, endowing the gardens of the palace with what one journalist describes as a ‘rare plasticity’ (plasticidade rara). (ibid.:146) Given what I have been arguing thus far, however, we may safely assume that the event was designed to be picked up on all sides for further elaboration in the mode of what I have called the poetics of Bahian white. Even the newspaper reportage itself hints at ‘something more’ by concluding that ‘the Governor and Mayor received the blessings (‘axé’) of the priestesses’ and were offered gifts ‘coming from the secrets of their cult’. 
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To grasp the full imaginary potential of this opening up of the ‘picturesque’ to the ‘occult’ a brief exploration of ACM and his candomblé politics is necessary. ACM made a booming career in politics, from mayor of the city of Salvador
 to governor of the state of Bahia
 to president of the federal senate in the Brazilian capital  – a position from which he was removed in 2001 on charges of corruption. His power in Bahia, however, has hardly diminished.
 The Bahian leader never openly declared himself an adept of candomblé. An often-reproduced image shows him together with a statue of the Virgin Mary and a computer, probably seeking to evoke his dedication to both tradition and progressive modernity. Yet ACM openly defends what he calls the ‘syncretist traditions of Bahia’ and, as the event described above illustrates, he consistently displays his respect, sympathy and affection for candomblé.
 At one occasion, he told the press that ‘there is no way that you are going to have any contact with power in Bahia if you do not understand religious syncretism’.
 Teles dos Santos gives several other examples of the way ACM publicly displays his connections with the candomblé universe. In the early 1970s, ACM makes headlines in Bahian newspapers, for taking the lead in the celebration of the 50th anniversary of the leadership of the legendary priestess Mãe Menininha, or for receiving ‘protective signs’ from the mythological kingdom Oxogbó (including a collar of stone beads, with – as the news article informs the readership -- the instruction to wear the collar once a month, but not on Fridays – the day consecrated to Oxalá). (Santos 2005: 142 ff.) Ever since, ACM’s visits to terreiros have been reported regularly, and time and again he has himself photographed with old, influential priestesses from candomblé or pretty filhas-de-santo. During public celebrations he often shows up dressed in white and with the necklaces in the color of Oxalá who supposedly is “the master of his head” (dono da cabeça).
 As stated before, this particular orixá is the senior leader of the afro-Brazilian pantheon, and in the syncretist tradition, coupled with the patron saint of Bahia, Senhor de Bonfim. 

Although his statements about his involvement with the cult are of a well-rehearsed vagueness – highlighting ‘tradition’, ‘culture’ and ‘the beliefs of my people’  -- ACM makes sure that his contacts cannot be written off as a mere opportunistic posing. 
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When asked about his presence at the funeral of a priestess from candomblé he has been reported saying “I believe, I have faith in my people, and that should not be confused with trying to get some publicity”.
  

Yet in a place like Bahia, such answers are not taken at face value. Every single person I asked about it was convinced that the Bahian leader used ‘black magic’ to maintain and strengthen his political power, and it is a public secret that he is consulting divinatory practices from candomblé to make up his mind in political decisions.
 A good example is a news report of ACM’s visit to the already mentioned Mãe Menininha on the occasion of her 90th birthday. ACM had announced that he had come to the temple to ‘bring my embrace, my kiss, for my mother and the mother of all the Bahian people’. After the visit, however, journalists asked ACM what had kept him for more than twenty minutes, and suggested he had probably made some wishes regarding the upcoming presidential elections. ‘I do not mix politics with religion’, was all the answer they got, but the reporter ended his story writing that ‘having brought his love and care to the most important figure in candomblé in all of Brazil, Antônio Carlos returned with the blessings and protection of the saints, of which Mãe Menininha is said to be the bearer (portadora)’. 

Just as the ‘blessings’ and ‘secret gifts’ received in the gardens of his palace, and the ‘protective’ necklace from a mythological African kingdom, this news item is an invitation for Bahians to show that they know to read between the lines as to what might be really at stake here. In urban legends, ACM’s attempts to boost his power with supernatural help obtained in the candomblé temples are spectacularly elaborated. A well known rumor has it that the populist leader made a pact with the orixás in a ritual called troca de cabeça: during a ritual – according to one informant involving ‘a lot of sacrifices’ and ‘lots of blood’ – he supposedly had gained impunity for all the evil forces that his adversaries might send to him. The price of a troca da cabeça, however, is that these evil forces will henceforth attack the people closest to the one who made the pact. The suicide of ACM’s daughter, and the death of his son and political heir in a car crash were at various times explained to me this way. 

I’m inclined to say that these rumours, insinuations and urban legends are illustrative of the ‘modes of belonging’ that have come into being under the aegis of the ‘candombléization’ of the culture politics of the Bahian state. These culture politics aimed at the creation of a distinct and recognizable profile for Bahia and have resulted in a hyper-production of candomblé imagery in the Bahian public sphere. What we see, however, is that the images of candomblé have not confined themselves to their assigned task of ‘framing the nation’. Invigorating a collective imagination that never doubted the efficacy of occult powers, these images have strengthened the idea that in Bahia ‘the ways of the civilized world only go that far’, that transparency is an illusion, that the machinations of power take place in the dark. Moreover, the powerful evocation of a public sphere that is governed by invisible forces puts a premium on a continuous display of ‘being in the know’ about what really goes on behind the façades, and – as stated above -- reconfigures notions as to what constitutes ‘cultural capital’.
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 Fig. 16  Appearances of ACM in the Bahian press.

PRIESTLY USAGES OF WHITE

To sketch the way that the politics and poetics of white work out in the field of religion, it is most instructive to take a closer look at those temples who most actively sought a public profile – among them Casa Branca, Gantois, Alaketu, Ilê Axé Aganju, but most of all the temple called Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá. In their quest for respectability, prestige and recognition the leading priestesses of these temples have engaged in a ‘whitening’ of their image in the sense as described above: screening off from the public eye all that might be reminiscent of the ‘primitive’. 
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Take Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá. This is one of the most prestigious temples in town in terms of its long history in the emancipation of candomblé, the fame of its current leader Mãe Stella and her predecessors, as well as its clientele: The temple is frequented by the fine fleur of Bahian society (especially its intellectuals), and a great number of celebrities have taken up honorary positions in the temple hierarchy. Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá is a staunch supporter of restoring candomblé to its African roots: it was Mãe Stella who initiated the penning of a public manifesto to break with syncretism and who subsequently removed all catholic saints from the temple’s altars. On public occasions, she makes statements such as ‘…the religion that we practice is an African religion, it’s essence is African. We are Brazilians, but we have a religion of Yorubá origin. African.’ (Mãe Stella 2002:33). She encouraged the use of Yorubá in liturgy, naming practices and education; and in the design of the temple’s website, publications, and videoproductions, icons signalling ‘Africa’ (wax-prints, wood-carvings, shields and spears, leopard skins, etc.) produce an African look. We might say that an Africanization – or in the color terms used in this article: a ‘blackening’ -- of candomblé is high on the agenda of this temple. 
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At the same time, however, it was Mãe Stella who (quite successfully) sought public recognition of candomblé as a full fledged religion, rather than a ‘cult’, ‘sect’ or ‘folklore’. As this struggle had to be fought in the public arena, and Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá had thus to enter the public sphere, it inescapably meant Mãe Stella had to submit herself to the requirements of ‘whitening’ as described above (which, undoubtedly, resonate fully with her own understandings of respectability and propriety). What we find is that all that is reminiscent of primordiality is taken behind the curtains. All that the public gets to see of sacrifice, for instance, is the thoroughly cooked meat of the sacrificial animals – which is served on disposable white plastic plates to all visitors of a ceremony so as to allow them to join the communal meal with the spirits. And as far as the occult is concerned: great care has been taken that no visitor to a ceremony can leave with the impression of having been to an obscure place. The great ceremonial hall of the temple – where public ceremonies take place – is not only meticulously whitewashed, but lit in the harsh and shadowless light of a great many fluorescent lamps that succeed to illuminate even the furthest corners.
 Cleanliness is another obvious concern: on the temple grounds one encounters several signs prohibiting to throw waste on the floor, and in an etiquette book that explains the do’s and don’ts of temple life, written by Mãe Stella herself, it is revealed that visitors to the temple grounds are being monitored by initiates who have ‘a notebook and a pen ready at hand’ to note down, report and fine all who walk around in ‘loud and gaudy colors’.

If the offender were to belong to our religious community, it should be made clear that they can only use white. In the period of the Águas [a ritual dedicated to Oxalá] we have to dress in white for sixteen days, whether in or outside the temple compound, out of respect for Oxalá. And it is important to say dat a filho from Oxalá needs to give an example as to how to dress properly. Badly laundered, greyish white (branco encardido) is inadmissable, just as patches and torn cloths will not be accepted (Mae Stella 19xx:59)

Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá is also fully engaged in a ‘whitening’ of candomblé in the metaphorical sense of screening off all that might be constructed as primitive, scary and repugnant. The temple constantly resorts to comparisons of candomblé with a Christian blueprint of religion (‘It is clear that we are a religion, because we have a theology, we have a liturgy, and we have dogmas. These are three characteristics of all religions’, Mae Stella 2002:26); conceptualizes the orixás in a New Age vocabulary as ‘ancient energies’; stresses the importance of education and knowledge (Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá founded a school on the temple grounds, and is highly active in organizing seminars and scholarly meetings, see fig. x). As the temple seek to highlight solemnity and piety in its profile, Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá actively seeks to prohibit the expansion of candomblé’s expressive forms into other arenas, especially where it concerns carnival and other, more sensuous forms of leisure. In a strange echo of that letterwriter in 1904 (who complained about carnival becoming one big ‘candomblé’), Mãe Stella stated
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There are still people dressing up in the garments of the orixás in carnival groups, displaying themselves on top of the trio eléctrico [soundtrucks]. This is a lack of knowledge and understanding! I once talked to one who dances (or danced) in the Balé Folclórico da Bahia [a famous Bahian folkloric dance group, mvdp]. I said: “You dress like Iansã?” and she: “But Mãe Stella, this is only to pay tribute to my santo.” Little does she know, does she? Goes there dressed as Iansã, to dance on stage, and afterwards goes out to have a beer…daughter of Iansã! Drinks whiskey, sleeps around ….. its folklore, but it is also a lack of respect. If she who thinks that she is paying tribute speaks like this, just think what a layperson would say! (Mãe Stella 2002:39).
 

The most intriguing form of whitening concerns the embranquecimento of the very notion of ‘Africa’ itself. The standing and prestige of Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá is such that many members of the Bahian elite have now been initiated in the house, or occupy honorary posts with resounding Yoruba titles. At public celebrations, most show up in white, many of them in Nigerian style kaftans with matching hats. As many of these new initiates are white (in the sense of ‘caucasian’), the priesthood has to resort to a rather complicated reasoning to keep up the profile of Africanization. Thus, in a forword to a bibliography of a French anthropologist turned mae-de-santo Mãe Stella wrote

Gisele Cossard, this French girl, has been called by the orixá since birth, which is amazing, given the fact that she is of European birth and origin. Given the profession of her father [who was a diplomat, mvdp] her cradle could have been in a great many places. However, she was born on the boundary between Europe and Africa: she saw the light, for the first time, in Morocco, a place where African culture is strong and active, as is shown in its respected musical traditions. Nothing more natural than that this ‘african Frenchwoman’ would be called by the orixá in his generosity (Mãe Stella de Oxossi, in Dion 1998:6)
    

If the politics of white are here taken to extremes, this certainly does not mean that temples such as Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá would not be aware that their power and attraction lies elsewhere – in their use of a symbolic language of primordiality, in their dealings with (to follow my earlier hint at Levi-Strauss) the raw and the uncooked. After decades of having been visited, studied, and pictured by artists, writers, and intellectuals extolling the ‘barbaric beauty’ of the cult, the candomblé priesthood – and most certainly the priesthood of the most important temples – is aware that it is catering for the dreams and desires of the disenchanted: that many of their most prestigious clients came to the temples with romanticist ideas of facing the primordial real of a ‘primitive’ religion. ‘She likes the community stuff’, is what Gilberto Gil, Bahian mega star and currently minister of culture in the Lula government, told a journalist about his wife Flora, a white producer from Rio de Janeiro who is initiated in a Bahian temple. ‘…This thing of going there, staying the night, to wake up in the morning and to go and fetch water from the well, to go to the kitchen to do her things, clean vegetables and kill the animals. All of that she loves intensely’. 

Clearly, such longings do not coincide with the priesthood’s search for gaining public respectability through the whitening of candomblé’s image. But as the temples cannot resist the prestige that an elite clientele brings, they find themselves accommodating such longings, resorting to the poetics of white so as to highlight that there is more to their cult than spotless white dresses. Just like ACM, the candomblé priesthood cautiously feeds the public imagination with hints and suggestions that ‘something-more-is-going-on’. These poetics are rich in the employment of tropes belonging to a discourse that Johnson (2002) has aptly called ‘secretism’ – a discourse about secrets. Mãe Stella, in her already mentioned ‘etiquette manual’ of the temple, gives a clear example 

Our religion is so strong and so mysterious that it raises the curiosity of those who are outside. They seem to think that a host of curious questions, sometimes even impertinent ones, is synonymous with knowledge. But I tell you, those ways are dangerous, leading into true labyrinths, and with dire results. I therefore advice the visitors and friends of the Axé: don’t ask questions, just observe! (Azevedo 1993:88)

‘Co-opting’ prestigious artists like Mario Cravo Neto to engage the public in the poetics of white so as to elaborate the secret powers of candomblé is another intriguing development.
 The introduction to the catalogue of Mario Cravo Neto’s latest exhibition in Berlin called Trance_Territories (2004) is written by Ildásio Tavares, who identifies himself as “poet and Otun Oba Aré of the Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá” – which means that Tavares occupies a honorary post in Mãe Stella’s temple. The brief text comes under the German title Verzauberung und Zauberer (enchantment and magicians) and I will give some excerpts that clarify what that title seeks to convey. 

Cravo Neto is not tightly bound to reality. At all times, he tries to interpret reality anew with his camera, seeks to reveal new dimensions of life, which we, with eyes used to the everyday, cannot see. His fast and penetrating eye always seeks to enter into the inner heart of the object he chooses to photograph […].

Like a true magician, [Mario Cravo Neto] practices alchemy to transform the everyday in sheer magic. Particularly so when the object in the artist’s eye is taken from the ever-moving universe of candomblé, the African religion that has survived in Brazil. Nonetheless, Cravo Neto’s attempt is not to fix a fleeting reality, but much more than just that – he tries to capture the imponderable mystery that lurks behind the mere images of an initiatic religion (….) Er ist dazu besser in der Lage als jeder andere, da er selbst ein initiierter, ein Engeweihter ist.    

It is striking how someone occupying a honorary post in Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá authorizes Cravo Neto’s artistic accomplishments by practically equating them with the art of seeing that initiates acquire through the long, arduous and costly initiation cycles. It is even more striking that an esteemed member of Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá speaks so enthusiastically about a project where this secret knowledge is given away to the public at large. 

What this example illustrates, then, is that the ‘whitening’ of Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá – its search for a public image that conveys its being a ‘highbrow’ tradition and religion -- is also subject to the destabilization that I have called the poetics of Bahian white. The priesthood is aware that to attract the attention and interest of the people who bring fame and status glimpses of the powerful primordial stuff that lies behind the spotless white façades must be offered to the public at large. Mario Cravo Neto’s still lives of sacrificial animals cut open and blood-splattered altars are a beautiful example as to how the tension between veiling and revealing can be resolved: evocative of baroque paintings, and thus mobilizing the great painterly traditions of Europe, the ‘overdetermined primordial symbols’ of African ritual are allowed to do their enchanting work in public.
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fig. 20. Photographs by Mario Cravo Neto, from left to right a detail of a bull sacrificed to Oxossi, an altar of Exu, and an initiate in possession trance. In the photobooks, these pictures are juxtaposed with either abstract forms in black-and-white, detail shots from plants, or portraits of white people whose facial expressions suggest their being in a dreamlike state.  

Outside the temple walls, the politics and poetics white as performed by the influential temples is not always well received. Gossip and rumours in candomblé circles suggest that these temples, in their pursuit of status, fame, and public recognition, have lost their course and that a white ‘take-over’ of candomblé is pending. It is said that Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá is increasingly reigned by Mãe Stella’s long time amante, a white lawyer from São Paulo called Cleo Martins. And the latest rumour about the old temple of Gantois – the cult house where earlier Mãe Menininha had reigned – concerns her great-granddaughter. This young woman, of very light complexion, and with thick, straight and shining hair had gone through the initiation rituals, but from the so called barco
 of eight initiates of which she had been part, she was supposedly the only one not to be shaved bald, as initiation requires. I think this gossip is more than a critique on the VIP treatment of the priestess’ great-grandchild, or the preferential attitude towards hair that is not ruim (‘ugly’, as frizzy hair is called in the colloquial Portuguese of Bahia). I think that underneath the overtones of moral indignation, this gossip acknowledges that in a world where ‘your hair is the most important ornament of your beauty’ (as the 1950s shampoo add had it), the ‘barbaric beauty’ of a ritual that requires the shaving of a woman’s head, so as to plant the orixá in it, is a problematic occurrence.
CONCLUSIONS
Nessa cidade todo mundo é d’ Oxum

In this city everyone belongs to Oxum

Homem, menino, menina, mulher


man, boy, girl, woman

Toda essa gente irradia magia


all these people radiate magic 

Presente na água doce



a gift for the sweet waters


Presente na água salgada



a gift for the salted warers

E toda cidade brilha




and all of the city shines

Seja tenente ou filho de pescador


whether commander or fisherman’s son

Ou um importante desembargador


or important judge

Se der presente é tudo uma coisa só

in their gift giving they’re all the same

A força que mora n’água



the power residing in the water

Não faz distinçao de cor



does not distinguish color

E toda cidade é d’ Oxum



and all of the city belongs to Oxum

It is certainly no coincidence that in this popular song it is Oxum, the spirit that in candomblé is associated with beauty, who joins all Bahians – poor and rich, black and white, ‘fisherman’s son’ and ‘important judge’ – in her loving embrace. As I have argued, candomblé could come to represent the Bahian ‘nation’ only because it was beautified, cloaked in the inviting sweet freshness of a spotless white shirt. This beautification of candomblé was a joint production, stimulated by the culture politics of the Bahian state, supported by the tourist industry, elaborated on all conceivable stages of the entertainment industry and in all kinds of media, and receiving back up from large segments of a priesthood in search of respectability. 

From the onset, however, the spotless white that came to dominate the public appearance of candomblé had been imprinted with what was dramatically absent from it: the shadows of the occult, the spots and stains of animal sacrifice, of violence, of blood that was shed, life that was taken. It was this primordial matter that had first attracted avant-garde artists and intellectuals who were looking for the awe inspiring beauty of the primitive and the sublime splendor of transgression, and subsequent generations of writers, artists and intellectuals – from writer Jorge Amado to filmmaker Glauber Rocha, from painter Carybé to photographer and ethnologist Pierre Verger -- continued to explore and elaborate the expressive potential of candomblé’s ‘primitive’ forms. 

What is most intriguing about the Bahian efforts to re-encode the primitive as a powerful aesthetics is that these efforts take place in a public sphere where beliefs in the occult are very much alive. What this means is that the highlighting of what is absent from the spotless white dresses of candomblé priestesses is certainly not done by artists only. Many lower class Bahians would frown their eye browses when I would talk about ‘the beauty of candomblé’, and would see to it that I understood that candomblé was far more powerful, and far more dangerous than ‘mere beauty’. Tourist guides would always make sure that the tour groups taken to the temples would understand that they were not visiting a ‘folklore show’ but a ‘real possession ceremony’. And even the very agents of the whitening of candomblé’s public image, politicians and priests, would equally seek to demonstrate their intimate knowledge of a ‘something more’ to this white.  

Now what is the relevance of these findings for a better understanding of ‘the imagination of community’ – the modes and moods of belonging as they are prevalent in contemporary Salvador? In contemporary Salvador it is next to impossible to articulate one’s Bahianess without making use of candomblé imagery. the ‘candombléization’ of Bahian culture politics. I have made a three-step argument: (1) the ubiquitous presence of candomblé imagery in the public sphere is paired with constant invitations to look beyond the surface of images; a constant instruction that ‘what really matters’ is invisible, beyond the surface of appearances. (2) With this stress on a layered understanding of reality – and Goffman’s model of front-stages and back-stages is most relevant here -- comes a logic of secrecy and initiation: some people are more ‘in the know’ than others, some know about secrets that others do not know. (3) This model of initiation, however, is not strictly regulated and phased as in the strict hierarchies of the candomblé temples, but comes in the form of a public debate over the biographical facts that might substantiate claims of being in the know: being black, walking around in white on Fridays, having a grandmother who was a mãe-de-santo, being born in Morroco, being gay, having been possessed by a spirit, having witnessed a matança, knowing the latest gossip about Mãe Stella, having an empregada (maid) who is initiated, knowing to read between the lines of a news item discussing ACM’s visit to a temple, having found a black rooster on one’s doorstep, these are all elements that can be used to position oneself somewhere on the line that signals the extent of one’s ‘being in the know’. In sum: there is, due to the extensive use of candomblé imagery, a reconfiguration as to what counts as cultural capital. 
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fig. 9.  Cult adepts on the cover a 1972 manual for setting up an umbanda temple. Next to the nurse-like representation of the cultist, the comic-book style helps to ‘lighten-up’ Umbanda.
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fig. 11  ‘Girl killed to make sacrifice’. News report reproduced in the Pentecostal best-seller ‘Orixás, Caboclos e Guias. Deuses ou Demônios?’ by Bispo Macedo.
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fig. 17  Appearances of Mãe Stella in the Bahian Press.
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fig 2. 1950’s, painting by Carybé
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fig. 19 a recently published ‘profile ’ of Mãe Stella as a religious leader.
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fig. 1 ‘Tabuleiro, magias da Bahia’ – signboard of the coffee corner at Salvador airport . 
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fig. 15 ACM receives Mãe Menininha’s affection
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fig 3.  photograph by Mario Cravo Neto








�� All translations from the Portuguese are from the author. 


� In 1895, black people organized the first afoxé group, named "African Embassy", which paraded using clothes and embellishment objects imported from África. The second afoxé "Pândegos da África" appeared the following year, also organized by the black people. The groups represented African heritage cult houses and they would go to the streets singing and reciting sequences of songs and the lyrics. (Levine 1994)


� For an exploration of these links, see Hamilton 1984; Shelton 1984; Martins 1992; and Ginway 1992.  


� I found this useful notion in Schlag (1994). He describes it as follows: In the rhetoric of the romanticized past, the generative history of values is supplanted by a mythic and highly idealized rendition of the authorial moment-- the moment at which values become accepted as values. In this rhetoric, generative history is reduced to discrete authorial moments. 


� I have to say that several of my university colleagues who saw the picture on my computer immediately came up with Freudian interpretations, understanding the fence as a phallic device. 


� In Bahia, the term macumba is used pejoratively for candomblé, stressing its occult character. 


� Understood as ‘....those symbols that resort to physiological material of great psychological significance and that are elaborated in one form or another in all cultures....I mean overdetermination in the Freudian sense as ... the condensation of different strands of meaning, none of which are in themselves necessarily determinant….symbols that derive their power form tapping into diverse areas of experience …’ (Aretxaga 1995:125)


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.terra.com.br/istoe/Reportagens/fashion.htm" ��http://www.terra.co.m.br/istoe/Reportagens/fashion.htm�.


� 1967-1970


� 1971-1975, 1979-1983, 1991-1994 – from 1985-1990 he was minister of communications.


� The family of the ex-senador, as he is now constantly referred to, owns a major Bahian newspaper and a major TV channel, and occupy several high posts in governmental and semi-governmental institutions and in the highly clientelistic political system of the state he appears to be involved in every major decision.For an exact overview, see Folha de São Paulo, 08 de avril de 1999.


� In fact, it was ACM who founded the state tourist organisation Bahiatursa in 1972 with the explicit aim to promote the ‘unique African folkloric heritage of Bahia’ and he was also a major voice in the decision to use candomblé in attempts to put Bahia on the tourist map as a mysterious, exotic and tropical paradise (Santos 2005:132)


� (não há como ter qualquer contato com o poder na Bahia sem compreender o sincretismo religioso)


� In candomblé it is believed that from birth on, all people have two or three spirits, one of which is the “master of the head”; in colloquial parlance, one is thus filho or filha de santo (son or daughter of the saint).


� Folha de São Paulo, 31 de agosto de 1997


� ibid.


� ACM’s many political adversaries, especially outside Bahia, also link ACM with the cult of the Orixás; he has been sneeringly refered to as “the Babalorixá (=highpriest) of Bahia”�, has been ironically likened to ‘an Orixá’�, and his rigid, authoritarian political style has been equated with the rigid hierarchical power structures that characterize the hand of rule within the candomblé temples.� He is, however, certainly not the only Brazilian politician to suggest that he is in-the-know of candomblé’s real powers. Former president FHC somewhat coquettish called himself ‘a Cartesian with a touch of voodoo’.


� It is indeed striking that most temples aspiring for respectability use these bright and all-exposing fluorescent lights. 


� Another target of relentless criticisms from Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá are the so called charlatans and self-made priests who seek to profit from the increasing interest in candomblé. “The worst enemies of candomblé today are those who practice it in a fluttering way (aleatoriamente). Those who have no knowledge of the secrets (fundamentos), who have no basis nor certainty as to what it is that they are doing, they disfigure everything. They are unscrupulous. The police, the state, the church, those are no longer enemies of candomblé. Enemies are the so called adepts, who disfigure everything, destroying candomblé. The fanatics in other religions also, but they do not attack us” (Mae Stella, in Campos 2003: 60)


� Other possible ‘solutions’ I encountered to this problem were statements such as ‘the orixás date from long before the split of mankind in different races’, … (cf. Gonçalves da Silva). 


� Elsewhere, I have discussed at length how Ilê Axé Opô Afonjá has taken this performance of secrecy in front of the camera for the video productions in which they present themselves to the outside world: shadowed dancers, a dimly lit ceremonial hall, the ostentatiously closed shutters of the altars to the orixás and white draperies elegantly thrown over earthenware pots convey a highly stylized and salonfähig notion of mystery, just as the adoption of ample footage taken out of documentary film about Nature (with alligators, waterfalls, a roaring jaguar and the like) betray a well deliberated compromise between respectability and primordiality  (Van de Port 2006; cf. van de Port 2005).


� ‘Boat’, the group of people who jointly go through initiation
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