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About the Author

In autumn 1992, eighteen months into his career as a freelance journalist, James Woodall met Brazilian singer-songwriter Chico Buarque. It fairly changed his life. Before, James had worked in London publishing and lived in Paris. His first book, In Search of the Firedance – on flamenco – was published in May 1992. His biography of Jorge Luis Borges, The Man in the Mirror of the Book, was published four years later, and A Simple Brazilian Song a year after that.

From 1996 James lived for over a decade in Berlin, where he wrote and had published (in German) a book about John Lennon and Yoko Ono, lectured at the Humboldt University, and ended up as an arts reporter for the Financial Times and The Economist. Today, he lives in Cambridge.
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(The book’s title is taken from an English translation of the opening lines of Caetano Veloso’s 1969 song, ‘Não identificado’.)
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Foreword (2014)

The events and experiences in this book began twenty-two years ago. On 28 October 1992 I had dinner in Paris with Chico Buarque. A couple of weeks later a profile of him, mine, appeared in the Independent on Sunday. From there, my relationship with this ingenious South American and his city, Rio de Janeiro, continued more or less uninterrupted until the millennium. More: everything he’s sung and written about since the mid-1960s lives with me to this day.

A Simple Brazilian Song ends in early spring 1996. Just over a year later I was back in Salvador da Bahia, which I’d first visited post-Carnival in 1994, to interview for The Times a singer called Maria Bethânia. A few months later, in February 1998, I returned to Rio to watch Chico Buarque being honoured by the samba school I’d gone out with, Mangueira (for which see Chapter Four), and to make a programme about him for the BBC World Service.

In October 1999 I went back to talk to him again about Rio, and about a concert at the Royal Albert Hall he was to participate in with the ‘Four Baianos’, Caetano Veloso, Gilberto Gil, Gal Costa – and Maria Bethânia; the four, going as far back as Chico’s first breakthrough as a singer-songwriter, appear in one guise or another in this narrative.

Indeed, listening and eventually talking to these formidable musicians was a continuation of a spirit and a sound of Brazil I was sure I’d encountered on first hearing Chico’s music. Caetano Veloso, notably, became a source of genuine inspiration and enchantment. There was something going on here, of which I’d previously been quite ignorant. Once I decided to try to write about first experiences of Carnival in Rio, I hoped to reflect in the book neither expertise on nor any marked critical approach to Brazilian music, but how one person – a thirty-one-year-old English journalist – could be readily moved by aspects of it and impelled to find out more.

A tangible consequence of that 1999 visit to Brazil, in fact my last, was an article in the Times Literary Supplement about Rio, and about Chico Buarque. This was a kind of second shot – reduced in range of course – at what I’d set out to do in A Simple Brazilian Song: communicate both a privileged closeness to this polyvalent artist and his extraordinary city, and fascination for the many astonishing sounds Rio, and Salvador, have produced and make. Even when I wasn’t in Brazil, I couldn’t keep away from it, or Chico, or Caetano.

This was one big bug. So these seven years were for me, vis-à-vis Rio and Brazil, brilliantly intense ones. Just a half of them are represented in the book; its principal subject became Chico. In what I wrote, fifty-two years of this Latin American’s life and work were addressed. His decades are rich and variegated in music, politics and literature, and amount to something daring and passionate in the world. He is unique. And it’s not entirely self-defeating to add that there is much more about him to discuss than went into A Simple Brazilian Song; but that would be for a different book.

His life and work are far from finished. Turning seventy in 2014 Chico Buarque has to my surprise – and in spite of what he says in Chapter Eight about making music (‘the preserve of the fashionable young’ is more or less how he puts it) – gone on composing. Four albums of new music have appeared since the final release mentioned ahead (A Palavra): As Cidades (1998), Cambaio (2001, with Edu Lobo), Carioca (2006) and Chico (2011). He still sells widely and packs out theatres in Brazil. Collections, box sets and documentaries about him abound. He continues to write novels.

There’s no other such figure anywhere else, but that’s partly what A Simple Brazilian Song hoped, and hopes, to demonstrate. To that extent, because my original text was an argument for this diamantine singularity – little has changed there – there’s not much to add in a new introduction to the only extended portrait of this Brazilian in English.

So far, perhaps, so obvious. A seventeen-year-old book hoping to capture the immediacy of an artist in his own space and its writer’s state of mind at the time naturally shows its age. Nothing is fixed. Brazil is much changed. Since the end of my book there have been two elected presidents: Lula himself (featured from time to time here) and the first woman incumbent, Dilma Rousseff. Over the last five years or so the country has been in the news for celebratory reasons – securing World Cup 2014 and 2016’s Olympics in Rio – and, in 2013, almost as if from nowhere, for uglier ones: riots, partly in reaction to the cost – so disproportionate to impoverished millions in Brazil – of both and of which we are still hearing rumbles. At least these are public demonstrations made in a democratic era (though the police’s response has been, for a democracy, not as developed as it should be), rather than ones ignited, as they were in the 1960s and later, by opposition to fascism. Chico Buarque, Caetano Veloso and Gilberto Gil were opposers too. In particular, Chico’s playful, ironic, coded objections to how very low his country fell, in the 1970s especially, stand proudly in his art. I’m still studying it.

That said, I never wanted A Simple Brazilian Song to be a political book, or an official history, or a journalistic snapshot of transition from, say, old social and political ways to more enlightened ones, or a mere encomium to various forms of genius. It was always intended as a vividly subjective account of surprise and feeling; to be about love. There was, fundamentally, love of the music, which has of course survived. There was love of a woman, which has not. I met a fashion journalist, Krimhilde, in October 1993. By Christmas of that year, after I’d spent several research weeks in Buenos Aires, she’d proposed herself from Cologne as my companion for Carnival in Rio the following spring.

A relationship that morphed into extreme pain, and some stupidity, is hidden behind Chapter Four. It hangs over the mood of loss – because by then she was gone – I attempt to evoke in Chapter Seven. Krim was never meant to be part of A Simple Brazilian Song, but as the book took on an autobiographical character she couldn’t help but be, even if I chose, wisely, not to depict in the text our real liaison. Exposition of this, alongside a quite violent affair with music as new to me as this particular German woman was, would have quite unbalanced the book, or made it more confessionally autobiographical than I wanted it to be.

With the passage of two decades, the person, for a book, matters less than a slew of emotions caused by her eruption into and rapid departure from my life – hence Chapter Seven and, in no small measure, the short ‘Author’s Note’ that follows! I have no doubt that this disagreeableness sharpened my response to all the music my story features and embedded in me a direct experience, if not full understanding, of saudades. (I sense an attack of them in relation to the affair and my first visits to Rio as I write these words.)

Rio de Janeiro needs and needed no disguising. It’s as much a character in the book as I am. I’d write differently about it now – be less wide-eyed, more circumspect, perhaps more judgemental. Fifteen years before I went there, Joseph Brodsky caught it perfectly:



Thanks to this indistinct (octagons, cubes, boxes), impersonal character, thanks to the beaches, which in their scale and    generosity almost offset the ocean itself, thanks to the intensity, density, diversity, and total unfamiliarity of the local    vegetation, which neither corresponds to nor echoes any species a European is used to, Rio gives one a sense of total flight    from the known reality. Into pure geometry, or into pure elements.





In 1993 I found Brodsky’s phantasmagoria just as he described it: Rio’s exaggerated physiology presented to a European a little younger than the Russian poet was when he wrote the above demands and challenges that are well recorded in this book.

Bar some tarting-up for soccer and athletics, I’m certain the same is true of Rio today. And whatever it looks like now, whatever new difficulties it might pose (and pleasures it might offer), knowing that somewhere in those octagons, cubes and boxes at least one of the world’s great musicians flourishes is reason enough for me to believe that this book – about the city and, in effect, all its singers – can hold its own in the twenty-first century.


Author’s Note

All of the music discussed here, as well as many of the incidents which accompanied my discovery of it, was experienced in a state of uncommon emotional optimism. Such certainties are by nature fragile and, as was bound (by a law of human averages) to happen, optimism had been replaced by its opposite when the book came to be written. Before putting pen to paper, I thought I would write about magic. Instead, I have tried to write about consolation.

Music is consolation for many. My simple Brazilian songs will always be there after human feeling proves how fallible it is. They will be there long after this narrative has lost any topicality it may possess. And music listened to and enjoyed by millions makes one rise above personal sorrow.

The unique melodies, irresistible rhythms and undying poetic wisdom of Chico Buarque and Caetano Veloso comprise, in my view, a gift to the world – like García Lorca’s, Osip Mandelstam’s and Jacques Brel’s.

If this book can convey something of the true but entirely distinct genius of these two Brazilian musicians, then as far I’m concerned that will be consolation enough.

Some of the names of people who play a part in this story have been changed.
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