Take a look at the cover of my album “Parabolicamará”. It has a picture of my daughter Maria bringing a parabolic antenna made of straw in her head:

Before the world was small

Because Earth was big 

Today the world is too big

Because Earth is small

Of the size of a parabolicamará antenna

Ë, turn of the world, camará

Ë, world turns, camará


I recorded this song in 1991. It has the same title of the album with the picture of my daughter bringing - the same way the women in Africa and in Brazil do - a basket shaped as an antenna in her head. At that time, it was still unusual to hear the word globalization. I named the album Parabolicamará to call the attention to some of the aspects of a possible globalization that I was contemplating and even desiring, in a manner at the same time happy and tragic, just like someone who desires firmly everything that happens. 

Parabolicamará brings together the word parabolic, the type of antenna that can be seen everywhere even in the poorest corners of Brazil, and the word camará, the way the players of capoeira, the afro-american ludic martial art, have chosen to name their partners, “camaradas”, while they dance and sing.

The chorus “Ë, turn of the world, camará” I sampled from a very common verse present in any capoeira gathering. It is a way of singing the vastness of the world, which also bring the certainty that the world comes and goes, and that in the next turn – as in the choreographed turn of the dance-fight – the player who today loses can become the winner. Everything changes, all the time. And only those who understand change can conquer victory, or yet, victories, which are always partial. When I was writing the song I was thinking about the history of capoeira. Once I went to visit Macau. A few years ago, in Macau, there was a Portuguese boy teaching capoeira to the kids from Angola. The world certainly turns and each turn it becomes more complex.

People say that capoeira became pregnant in Angola, but was born in Brazil. No one knows for sure its history. Yet it seems to be a truly Brazilian invention, built upon African elements, like samba. Today Brazilians teach capoeira in Africa, in Portugal and in many other countries. The students spread the art through the rest of the world. It is a sport, an art and even a spiritual practice which is part of human inheritage, just like judo, fencing or Thai boxing. Search for capoeira on the Internet. I looked up at Google: there are more than 6 million pages. Very few compared to the 71 million pages quoting samba, or the 92 million quoting reggae, or the 371 million quoting jazz. Yet, it is a number that keeps growing.

There was no cultural policy on the part of the Brazilian government, or on the part of the global cultural industry to disseminate capoeira to the world. It happened without official support, descentralizedly. Like a virus spreading through all continents.

I like to contemplate events like these. We, those who produce cultural policies to our governments and to our international institutions, have a lot to learn observing them. In my view we have to identify them, solidify them, make stronger what already exists and is produced with more or less spontaneity by the people in their creative sharing or taking. This seems to me more efficient than trying to impose from the top down forms of behavior the try to tell the nations what they must be, or what they must continue to be. These events of non-programmed cultural sharing demonstrate that many forces are in action over the culture of the planet, and that speaking merely about homogenization taking place everywhere and always is perhaps simplifying too much the reality.

Am I being naïve? I know very well of the other side, the terrible power relations that make original cultures disappear every day and impose consuming standards to the planet envisaging easy profits. But I want to face the challenge that the global cultural industry is proposing to us – I am part of this industry too – trying to use its power for my artistic goals. I am still not sure whether I was successful in creating my own space inside its laws. But I am still cultivating this strange and provocative taste of bringing together ideas that seemed to be bound to be eternally separated. Just like parabolic and camará. I like to see the world echoing just like the head of a berimbau. I like to connect the differences.


Because I radically support this particular worldview, I have been criticized and booed many times. When I was very young, in the 60´s, and I was starting to become famous in Brazil, I was booed by a crowd of university students because I performed in a concert together with a rock group. These students thought that electric guitars could destroy the authentic Brazilian culture. But I always thought culture as an open work, as an open source software. Collaboration and exchange with the other, and the perpetual cultural cannibalism, both are part of the vitality of the cultures, and the possibility of free exchange must be preserved against any effort of imposition. Maybe I think like this because I have lived for a long time in front of the sea. I will try to explain clearly everything I said. I apologize if I this might seem repetitive:

Seaside

Common place

Begin of the walk

To another place.

Among the various faces of the human being, one leads to two very different perspectives, but complimentary, about our situation in the planet: being from the seaside and being from the countryside. I am from the seaside. Even if I spent my childhood in the countryside, I grew up with eyes to the seaside. More specifically, I am from the city of São Salvador of the Bay of All Saints, Brazil. This category in which I belong creates a notion of belonging in the world with the eyes lost in the horizon. Seating by the beach, looking at the sea, this “transcendental cinema” as sung by Caetano Veloso, when I was still a child I traveled through all the oceans, I found harbor in all ports, seating down firmly, but my soul vagabonding to nowhere. The continental tends to look suspiciously to this being, that seems frivolous and too much of a dreamer, because it is a more solid creature, with more profound roots planted in its territory, with a clear notion of limits and paths.

As an inhabitant of the harbor, of the back-and-forth of the waves and of the ideas, I grew up Brazilian, a word with ambiguous and mysterious meanings. Searching for certainties, I turned myself to the countryside, paulistas and paulistanos, mineiros das gerais, amazons, sertanejos. As an artist, I was moved by what I called my people and I sang their hardships. With my agitated spirit of the seaside, however, I did not resist the temptation of mixture and I shuffled the destiny of some to the condition of others, I mixed chiclets with bananas, and in Bonsucesso, a poor neighborhood in Rio de Janeiro, which is another seaside city in Brazil, I took an express train which took me away from the poor Brazilian surroundings to the world, throwing me beyond the year 2000:

The express 2222 started 

Departing from Bonsucesso and beyond

The express 2222 started from Central do Brasil

Departing from Bonsucesso to beyond the year 2000


As I mentioned before, when I play the rhythms of the Brazilian countryside with the electric guitar of the Beatles and of the Rolling Stones, I shocked the continental spirits of my country. The consequence was that I was considered a threat to national security. Tropicalism was my child, my destiny, and my space of affirmation as Brazilian. 



Today, when a lot has been said about the globalization which is not exactly the one I was singing in Parabolicamará, when homogeneity is deeply feared, when wars are once again waged under the allegation of protecting certain values, considered superiorly human, I think of my Portuguese ancestors, which “from the Western Portuguese beach… were expanding faith, the empire, and were devastating the vicious lands of Africa and of Asia.” And I think of how this was a reason of pride to the poet Camões. I think of my African ancestors, men and women from the seaside, looking at the Atlantic, which meant commerce, riches, disgrace, slavery and nostalgia. I think in one of the results of all of this, Brazil today, with its peculiar alloy of tragedy and celebration of life. History, just like God, has sinuous and suspicious forms to write its text.

Elsewhere I have declared I am not afraid of being Brazilian. We are what we are, in spite of us, for us and against us. Just like another Portuguese poet with eyes turned to the sea, I always knew I am not one, I am many. If this poet, meaningfully named Pessoa, once felt the nostalgia for the lost empire, it was not because of mundane power, but because of another silent reason, one that could inhabit the fields of Ancient Greece, or express itself in the language of the Bretons, or celebrate the small river of its village. Everything was possible, if the soul was not small.

When suspiciousness of national hegemonies spread out through the world, like a good man from the seaside, I was prepared. And in my condition of man, I recognized my other half woman; in my condition of heterosexual, I contemplated my homosexual sensibility; in my condition of black, I praised my soul of all colors; in my condition of believer, I embraced the belief in all gods. As a politician, I saw in environmentalism the possibility of overcoming our immediate pettiness and to providing a cosmic dimension to our actions in society. Today, as Minister of Culture in my country, I see in the idea of culture the possibility of dealing with the Brazilian human being in all dimensions, embedded in the environment Brazil, always nature and culture. As an artist and as a citizen of the world, I see in culture the space for the countries to share faiths, races, sexualities, values, in the cacophony of its differences, in the antagonism of its incompatibilities, in the generosity a common place, something that has never existed, but has always been dreamed of by those who let their gaze be lost in the horizon.



The vocation of the boy of Salvador of All Saints, navel tied to the mother land and the vagabond soul of sailor, follow me to all the ports I find harbor, to talk in the international language of music about a certain people, that inhabits somewhere, and about this common place, where we are all equal in our immeasurable differences.

Gilberto Gil
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