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Renata Rosa may have grown up in São Paulo, the booming urban 
megalopolis, but her heart has always been linked to the north-
east of Brazil. “I was born in Brás, a neighbourhood of diaspora 
from the north-east,” she tells me. “In this neighbourhood there is 

a very strong influence of music from the north-east, the ten-string guitar, the 
melodies, the way of singing.” Of particular interest were the poets who would 
play a s!le called repente in the bars and parks: “My father is a lawyer but he’s 
also a poet, and he always loved to go to these gatherings where they would 
play the ten-string guitar and improvise poetry for hours. "ey would speak a 
lot about the north-east, giving beautiful, poetic images of the region. I think 
that gave me the wish to go there since I was child.”

Not only would Rosa get to go to the north-east, but she would also become 
one of the foremost performers of north-eastern Brazilian music around the 
world, having recently released her latest album Encantações and established 
herself as a regular on the international touring circuit. Steeped in folk culture 
from the region, though unafraid to take it in new directions, she is a unique 
singer and composer who first found herself well and truly immersed in 
north-eastern Brazil through a rustic violin or fiddle called the rabeca.

“I was crazy about wanting to learn the rabeca but not interested in 
learning classical violin [as was the normal route at universi!], it was 
not my thing. "en Seu Luiz Paixão came to play in São Paulo. He was 
this master, this Paganini of rabeca. I said, ‘that’s the guy; I want to learn 
with this guy.’ I went to speak with him and he said ‘you can visit me,’ 
but he thought I would never go.” Which shouldn’t be too surprising; at 
the time Luis Paixão was a sugar-cane worker, living on a farm in the 
remote agricultural region of Goiana in Pernambuco, the state seen as 
the epicentre of north-eastern folk culture. To reach his house, at an era 
before cheap air travel in Brazil, Rosa had to make a long bus trip: “It 
was 44 hours to go to Recife, another two hours to Goiana, another half 
an hour to Itaquitinga and then half an hour on moto-taxi.” Once there, 
she would spend months at a time, learning everything she could: 
“He would come back from the sugar cane fields at around 4pm in the 
a#ernoon, take a shower, then we would eat together and play all night.” 

"ough the rabeca is most widely associated with forró in Brazil, it’s a 
versatile instrument that lends itself to multiple s!les, with maracatu, 
ciranda and coco, other rhythms that o#en feature the instrument. One 
s!le that is very particular to the north-east, and particularly the coastal 
region of Pernambuco, is cavalo-marinho (seahorse). Featuring poetry, 
dance, music and larger-than-life characters, these carnivalesque 
festivities take place every Christmas, New Year and on various 
religious occasions. In 1999 Luiz Paixão began inviting Rosa to play  
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rabeca with him at these events. “"ese cavalo-marinhos start 
at 9pm at night and go on until 5am in the morning,” says Rosa. 
“"ere are no breaks. Sometimes you have to pray for someone 
to appear and replace you so you can go to the toilet.”

For Luiz Paixão this was an opportuni! for Rosa to learn 
under pressure: “Sometimes he would just look at me and say 
‘I’m going to have a co$ee,’ and he would leave me for two or 
three hours. In cavalo-marinho it’s really fast and each character 
has its own melody that you have to follow. I was just learning 
and sometimes when a character was arriving I was thinking ‘I’m 
not sure if I know this melody.’ "en I would look at him at the 
other side of the room just smoking a cigarette and looking at 
me. When he came back, I said ‘Seu Luiz, where were you? I was 
dying!’ He said ‘children are like this, you throw them into the 
swimming pool and if they don’t die, they learn how to swim’.”

While Luiz Paixão helped her master the rabeca, it was 
through another source that Rosa developed her vocal s!le. 
Some of her neighbours in Brás had indigenous roots and a#er 
getting to know them, she began visiting their relatives. “From 
when I was 17 years old, I would spend my holidays with this 
tribe in Alagoas [a neighbouring state to Pernambuco] called 
Kariri-Xocó. I started singing with the tribe, in their homes or 
sometimes at rituals. "is experience influenced my way of 
singing, the way that it’s sinuous, how I ornament things.”

Gradually Rosa got to know the north-east better, spending 
more and more time there. Recife, the capital of Pernambuco, 
was going through a transformative stage in the 90s, with 
its music being embraced by Brazilians all over the country 
thanks to the mangue beat movement. Led by Chico Science & 
Nacão Zumbi, a group that merged hip-hop and rock with local 
s!les, this movement saw s!les such as maracatu, coco and 
ciranda find favour with younger generations.

Describing the music specific to Pernambuco, Rosa says 
it’s a “meeting of rhythms from Africa and indigenous 
Brazilians with a very strong influence that came from the 
first Portuguese colonisers who bought the rabeca and the 
ten-string guitar, as well as all these melodies and the way 
of singing.” She goes on to tell me how in the 16th and 17th 
centuries many Jews le# the Iberian Peninsula for Recife 
(which was then Dutch-owned and non-secular) during 
the Catholic Inquisition, and similarly that many Gypsy 
communities were exiled by the Portuguese during the same 
period and sent to the north-east of Brazil. "ese additional 
lines of heritage help explain why the s!les of this region are 
so distinct to those from other parts of Brazil.

Rosa fed all of her knowledge and experiences of the 
north-east into the sound of her debut album Zunido da 
Mata, released in 2002, which featured rabeca-led cocos, 
speedy emboladas with rapid-fire vocals and serene cirandas 
driven by choral singing and booming percussion. It’s music 
that is clearly rooted in north-eastern culture but that has 
no qualms about merging s!les and ideas from that region. 
"is formula continued on 2008’s Manto dos Sonhos and on 
her latest release, Encantações, the first time that Rosa has 
produced her own record and her most accomplished one 
to date. Still soaked in the same rhythms and images, it sees 
Rosa at her most confident, using a carefully-chosen selection 
of instruments including the rabeca, ten-string guitar and 
occasional horns, as well as all manner of percussion. At the 
centre are Rosa’s powerful and o#en other-worldly vocals. Such 

an important part of the record, driving the emotion of each 
piece, I ask her what are the main themes in her lyrics.

“It’s a mystical thing,” she replies. “"e knowledge and the 
mystery behind traditions is the base of what I do. "ere are 
things that we say and there are things that are a little bit 
hidden.” "e opening track ‘Jurema’ springs to mind. Named 
a#er an Afro-Amerindian religion, the lyrics speak of a dei! 
but not in a dogmatic way, this is a god that is intertwined with 
nature, acting as a guiding light for the listener. “In dialogue 
with this mysticism is poetry,” she continues, and then goes 
on to tell me how ‘Marcha do Donzel’ was inspired by a poem 
from renowned Brazilian folklorist Ariano Suassuna and how 
‘Agua Nos Olhos’ was based on a haiku by poet Alice Ruiz. 

On ‘Encantações’ (which translates as ‘Incantations’) we hear 
Rosa’s voice in polyphony, her harmonies overlapping each 
other like waves, simply accompanied by horns. "en on ‘Amei 
Demais’ we hear something else entirely, an old samba turned 
into a lament, akin to a Portuguese fado. Both tracks sound as 
if they are feeding from a di$erent source and considering the 
multi-ethnic make-up of the north-east, I ask whether she feels 
any kinship with music from the East? “Definitely,” she replies. 
“I listen to a lot of Persian music, like Kayhan Kalhor; there are 
some kamancheh players that for me are so similar. Also from 
[North] Africa. "e first time I listened to music from Morocco 
and Algeria, I thought the same. Of course there are di$erences 
but you can see a line and you can feel it in the music.”

It’s one of those beautiful things about music that a young 
student from a big ci! like São Paulo can find something in 
common with a farmer from the rural wilderness of her country, 
even seeing connections between him and musicians as far 
afield as Iran and North Africa. It proves the idea that Brazil is a 
melting pot is completely true. “You can be part indigenous, part 
African, part Iberian (even though Iberia already has all these 
influences from North Africa, India, and so on),” says Rosa. “It is 
a big mix we have in Brazil.” It’s a mixture that in the hands of 
sensitive souls like Renata Rosa is a complete joy to hear.  

+  DATES Renata Rosa will play at Celtic Connections at 
Glasgow’s City Halls on January 28, see  
www.celticconnections.com for more details

+  ALBUM Encantaçoes will be reviewed in the next issue, #125
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