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Preface




Talking about the artist Véio is so easy, yet so difficult. Easy because I have researched so much and gotten so much closer to him in recent years that I feel comfortable writing about him. Difficult because he is such a complex person, it is hard to describe his work and his importance to art. Véio is the embodiment of Gilberto Gil’s lament for the backlands: “That’s where he’s from, from the Sertão[1], from the Cerrado[2], from the deep woods, from the Caatinga, from the fields.” He hardly ever goes out, a man of few friends, he is like a stray head of cattle. His baptismal name was a tribute from his parents to the patron saint of the forests, Father Cícero, from Ceará. As a child, he spent his afternoons listening to real and fictional stories told by his elders, much to his parents’ distaste. It was his fascination with wisdom and stories that earned the artist the nickname Véio[3] at the age of five.




He was fascinated by folklore, ghosts, the Caipora[4], and werewolves. By the age of seven, he was already old. Born in the municipality of Nossa Senhora da Glória on May 12, 1947, this childhood heritage led Cícero (Véio) to gather information that shaped his character and his work. Of his six siblings, he was the only one who pursued a career in the arts. While his father worked as a carpenter, Véio entertained himself by making dolls out of beeswax, his favorite pastime being to make models of his neighbors’ skinny daughters. His parents did not accept him “playing with dolls,” which was how they viewed Cícero’s art at the time. So he would hide his works in a chest and then take them apart, which felt traumatic to him. In his hands, this backland substitute for modeling clay took the form of people and animals. During the transition from childhood to adolescence, when he began to experiment with wood, the most common response Véio encountered was, “Young man, get a job––this is for lazy people.” To which he would respond: “You will never pay a single bill of mine!” And, as Véio says, he carried this determination with him, and what he achieved was hard-earned. The works from that time were either thrown into the woods or burned because they were considered the work of  an idler.




But Véio, a country man, and above all a strong man, as the writer would say[5], did not give up. Integrated with nature, he would spend days watching an ovenbird build its nest and the woodpecker chip away at wood. While still very young, he helped many people, especially the humble and destitute, to pay their promises to Father Cícero with his wooden ex-votos. He used to say that if he weren’t an artist, he would be a clown in order to make everyone smile, and so he continued to make art and promote it along a very difficult and lonely path, traveling to exhibitions in Recife, Salvador, São Paulo, or Rio de Janeiro, sometimes even by truck, to represent Sergipe.




Today, Véio is one of the most renowned names in Brazilian and international art, having participated in important exhibitions in Brazil and around the world. His works feature in the collections of many galleries, museums and private collections. Considered a folk artist by some, and a contempory, modern or conceptual artist by others, the truth is that Véio defies classification due to his degree of innovation. In the art world, it is believed that Véio’s works will only perhaps be understood a hundred years from now. Véio’s genius presented the world with visually unusual forms, restrained gestures, and striking colors, which make his work a questioning of the very notion of art itself in the art space. His reclining sculptures cry for help, while those standing want to embrace. Tradition, human drama, portraits of northeasterners, imagery that confuses us, scenes from everyday life, proverbs, beliefs, sacred stories, the profane world, politics, the relationship with human beings, nature and its universe, make Véio a genuine, unique artist. Véio is the infinite plasticity of objects coinciding with the infinite plasticity of his eyes and hands, as scholars of his work would say. A star of international contemporary art, his sculptures were revered alongside the design works of Oscar Niemeyer in Milan. Acclaimed by critics, it was said on the occasion that “Véio is intuitive and sheds light on the subtleties of primary, vivid colors that enhance organic forms.”




Niemeyer is erudite and represents a completely opposite perspective: he is formalist, controlling and, among the design pieces chosen, the absence of color predominates. “Both are purists. Véio is warmer and Niemeyer is colder.”




Véio knows better than anyone else how to interpret the reality of his people. Clowns, penitents, “dogs from my hell”, whether in large format or miniature, these works make Véio the ultimate representation of the Brazilian Sertão, a reflection of its graphic and multicolored spirit. Each piece is a story and, in this way Véio becomes a wonderful creative factory.




His works are now part of the collections at the Pinacoteca do Estado de São Paulo, the Museu de Arte Moderna do Rio de Janeiro, the Museu de Arte do Rio, the Museu da Gente Sergipana, the Memorial do Sergipe, and the Cartier Foundation in Paris, among many others. He has participated in national and international exhibitions, including at the Tomie Ohtake Institute, Casa dos Contos, the Venice Biennale––where he exhibited more than 100 of his creations––St. Gregory’s Abbey, the Cartier Foundation, in Paris, and the series of world events promoted by Becoming Marni, among many others that earned him the Itaú Cultural 30 Anos award, with an exhibition of more than 270 pieces at one of the most important cultural spaces in São Paulo.




Not yet satisfied, Véio created the Museu do Sertão between the towns of Glória and Feira Nova, bringing together a collection of more than 10 thousand pieces that tell the story of the way of life and production of the sertão, preserving the traditional culture of the region. True to the nickname he has carried since childhood, Véio says he feels an obligation to preserve the memory of the elders and the people of Sergipe. Living a simple life, each piece he carves in wood is like “a son” to him. He worked tirelessly to find each antique to preserve the history of the primitive communities in their honor. Always curious to know more, he asks: “How did it all start? With whom? Why did they come here? What were their reasons for building in the sertão which, to this day, has no water?” It was in search of this information that Véio made his name in the streets of Glória in the old days, known as jegue morto, gato preto, galo assanhado, rua de cima, beco da companhia and rua nova[6]. Once, when interviewed at the Venice Biennale, he was asked: “Do you think Venice is a beautiful city?” Véio replied: “Beautiful is the sertão!”




Véio is an artist who brings the harsh reality of the sertão and sertanejo culture to his art. As a human being, he is a simple person with a soul as big as his work. A citizen who is critical of his surroundings, sometimes sharp and cynical, he is—and will never stop being—a staunch defender of the memory of the sertanejo people. While deeply rooted in his homeland, he is also a cosmopolitan. For him, each work has a life and death. Often exposed to the elements, they fulfill their destiny, and when the time comes, they die, returning to nature. This value, which cannot be “priced”, establishes a tense relationship with the market, which is eager to meet demand but finds in Véio other principles beyond market logic; principles based on his struggle for the dignity of the sertanejo and on his contemplative routine, which has brought an undeniable quality to his work. One thing is certain: a person who does not value art will never have a work created by Véio.




I don’t believe in coincidences; I think Véio is chosen. Chosen like Bispo do Rosário, who was also born in Sergipe. As expressed in Antônio Nóbrega’s verses, it is at this moment that the true artist clings to his mission, however crazy it might seem, and takes the fight to one and all, becoming a Don Quixote. It is an endless privilege for Sergipe to have also given birth to the eternally old Véio, chosen to be a collector of himself and of the memory of the people of the Northeast through the 17,000-plus works he has already created.




After a long career, Véio has been awarded an honorary degree—honoris causa, which in Latin means “for the sake of honor”—the highest recognition conferred on individuals who distinguish themselves either through their remarkable knowledge, their work in the fields of philosophy, sciences, technology, arts and literature, or through their efforts to promote better understanding among peoples or defend human rights. Véio, who since the age of seven was drawn by an uncontrollable desire that led him to abandon school, suffered the natural pressures of his family, who wanted to see him become a doctor––and now he is one.




This book is more than a fictionalized biography; it is a tribute. A fitting and necessary tribute, as there is a deep sense of admiration and respect for the greatness of the human, artistic and social values of Véio’s life and work. The stories told here by his daughters Julia and Katiuscia in such a truthful yet imaginative way show how a man with so many stories can transform himself. The world created by Véio and narrated by his daughters in this book is a world worth living in, a truly rewarding existence, a love story that blends reality and illusion. In this journey of study and coexistence, I discovered not only an artist, but an incredible, kind, and attentive human being, who must be known closely to be fully appreciated. Long live Véio!




Adriano Antunes




Professor at the Federal University of Sergipe











Introduction




Dona[7] Júlia said that, on the eve of my birth, she dreamed of God and a “bunch” of dolls. God gifted her many dolls. “They’re for your son, Júlia.” There were so many dolls that they didn’t even fit in the dream––strange, colorful, happy dolls. They looked like everything and nothing at the same time.




“What about when Bilu was born…”




“What about it?”




“Did you dream too, mother?”




“No.”




“What about when Dadá was born, you didn’t dream either? Not even when Dé was born?”




“No, child! Only when you were born.”




I smiled with satisfaction. A “bunch” of dolls that didn’t even fit in the dream. All for me, God’s gift to me… I lay there for a while, imagining their beauty.




“What a beautiful dream, mother.”




“But no one lives on dreams, Ciuço! Go help your father with the tools!”




No one lives on dreams. Dona Júlia was an imponent woman, decisive and forward for her time… But she didn’t know everything. No one lives on dreams, really…? Oh, old Júlia, one day we’ll continue this conversation in Heaven…
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Zumbido











All my life I wanted to be free, even when I was “tied down”. I never thought it was right to live submissively, there is so much to do, to feel. Why waste away, why let time pass uselessly? We make wrong choices and, before we know what’s hit us, we are trapped in some emotional collapse. But my freedom was a precious commodity that I needed to protect, so when the world suffocated me, my mischievous spirit fled to where no one could reach me. My ploy worked: I can say that in my heart I was never a prisoner. But one of the great evils of human beings is arrogance. I went down so many adverse paths and against so many people to prove my freedom that God grew tired of my arrogant whining, reminding me of the limits of man and making me old.




There is no independence or freedom in old age. I was married twice, separated twice, lived with someone, lived alone, always made my own choices, always stood on my own two feet. However, after old age, tremors, cataracts, and forgetfulness, one of the worst stages of human existence emerged in me: dependence. Now, there is always a daughter choosing my clothes, my food, my entertainment, making decisions for me. There is always someone to help me with the simplest things, the little tasks that I can no longer do on my own. They even decided to get me a companion. An old man wandering around alone in a house is dangerous, an old man sleeping alone is very dangerous, an old man talking to himself is extremely dangerous. I, who once ran through the Caatinga[8] and braved dense woods… God forbid I should walk alone and free in a small house!




After the “assistant” arrived, I felt distressed, I started to think more and, perhaps, know less. I stand by and watch as he zealously puts everything in its proper place as if to correct my negligence, and I, who have never considered myself negligent, accept the veiled criticism. After his arrival everything became controversial; I observe his moldy youth with intrigue. Pale, sad, but young. This young man really confuses me, and when I try to explain something, I am no longer sure, I don’t know anything anymore. An intriguing and sad young man. I am over ninety years old and have never stopped to think about young people who are sad. Do they not know what youth means?




Have I gotten so old that I need a “caretaker”? My daughters seem to think so. “We’re also getting a nurse, painho[9]!” Without my consent? I didn’t agree and they didn’t care, they brought the guy aboard anyway. Old age makes us feel disrespected, that’s for sure. I just wanted to be alone with my creatures, with my dolls. I don’t need an assistant who thinks they can teach me something. They both got upset with me, but they shouldn’t have. They think I’m ungrateful, but I only spoke the truth; despite my trembling hands, I’m still self-sufficient. I don’t need a nurse, caregiver, companion, or whatever! It’s true that I can no longer sculpt with the tremor, but the rest isn’t difficult. Why is this guy following me around like a shadow all the time?




“Not all the time, painho!”




“Yes, he follows me around all the time. I tell him to go away, but he just stands there staring at me. He’s stubborn and annoying.”




“He…”




“Annoying, is what he is!”




“Be nicer to him, painho.”




“Why?”




But she stops suddenly instead of continuing what she was going to say, she knows that it’s not right for a daughter to grumble at her father. I don’t need a “sitter”, period. But to my dismay and hatred, the boy said that I do need him, that I am not self-sufficient at all, and that we are going to make some adjustments to the house—which already looks like a prison… Me, of all people, who spent most of my life choosing to be free. In the woods, in the night and in my head, there has always been freedom. How can I want to live caged in a house full of details that mock my old age? For God’s sake! But he is indifferent to my indignation, he stands there looking at me like a statue, perhaps because my revolt is ridiculous or, deep down, because he feels sorry for me. I’ve grown old, he and I know it, my freedom is long gone…




At first it was hard not to hear the dogs, the chickens, the trees swaying… When I was on the farm, I didn’t realize how the forest was part of me, to be far from the Caatinga is to have a limb amputated. Where’s the warmth of the wind hitting my face? Where is the perfume of my fragrant velame[10]? Where are the thorns that annoyed me? However, an old man really is a prisoner of his limits and I had to leave everything behind. “He’s too old to live alone.” So here I am in the city. The smell that brought joy to my inspiration for so many years faded, the feeling that agonized my chest weakened. I always thought that all inspiration came only from my galloping mind, but the forest, that hinterland, everything was part of the party.




“Is it so difficult to accept that you are not Superman, that the things around you also have their value?”




Cheeky little devil spawn, wanting me to feel like an old narcissist. Yes, I admit, maybe I didn’t do anything by myself, maybe my world influenced my soul. The truth is that I really don’t know whether inspiration is a solitary or induced gift. What was my transcendence? And all the boy says is: “You are not Superman.”




The girls decided that “painho” could no longer live alone on such a distant farm and I was lost with nostalgia for my world. They brought me to Aracaju. I was born in the 1940s, in a corner of the Sergipe sertão called Nossa Senhora da Glória, formerly Boca da Mata[11]. A priest brought an icon and finally, the forest changed its name. A town named after a saint, this must bring luck. But not even the Divinity softened the hearts of my daughters, they wouldn’t leave me there. “Painho, you’re too impaired to live alone.” Impaired… I never liked that word. “You have to live with one of us!” I tried to live with the eldest, but she forced me to take fifty vitamins a day, cut out sugar in my coffee, salt from my beans, and still wanted me to do something called therapy. It didn’t work. I went to live with the youngest and it was even worse, one wrong move and I would have to go to the doctor: the blood pressure doctor, the blood sugar doctor, the tooth doctor, the doctor for trembling hands, the head doctor. It didn’t work out either. “Painho, you can live on your own, but close to us.” It hasn’t made a screed of difference, either one or the other is always here, harassing me. And now they have come up with this caretaker. He says I’m ungrateful, that my girls care too much about me and I should interpret that as love. My head is too tired to analyze my daughters’ tantrums. I am tired of the ironies of life, tired of God and his wiles, tired of this lack of autonomy. Time has been sneakily taking away everything that was mine, and that’s not funny. I don’t hear the sound of the forest anymore, only the sea. I’m not in my house, I’m not in my world. I shouldn’t be here, damn old age! I want to run in my Caatinga! The young man looked at me with pity, I could almost hear him think: “You are a delirious old man…”




My eldest daughter wants to anticipate everything: pain, accidents, incidents. The youngest is very worried, I can’t even sneeze without her thinking I have terminal cancer. I don’t know whose stupid idea it was to bring this companion along. He’s a babysitter, and I’m a child, albeit a smelly and wrinkled one. When I say these things, he laughs. Actually, he’s a good boy, but what really bothers me is his sad face and his habit of disagreeing with everything. I fall asleep listening to that mournful voice that doesn’t fit with anything, it sounds like a buzzing, so now I call my boy just that: Zumbido[12].




He arrives quietly, tidies up after me, replaces my sweet coffee with bitter coffee, and doesn’t compliment me. He knows all the things that annoy me, but he never says them outright, only hints at them. Where did they find Zumbido? Which one of them wanted revenge on me? The other day, he threw my leather sandals in the trash. I couldn’t believe such impertinence.




“They’re old, worn out, slippery. They’re a hazard.”




Everything that used to serve me now poses a threat. What kind of life is this?! Are the world’s decisions only for young people? Zumbido doesn’t even care about my outrage. He just goes around collecting everything he thinks is dangerous. One of these days, he’ll throw me in the trash too. I used all the guttural volume that senility allowed me and yelled at him:




“Do not touch my sculptures, young man! Even if they are a real threat!”




He smiles.




“They aren’t anymore, sir.”




I hate his riddles. Thankfully, that brainless fool has no intention of touching my art, because with what little vitality I have left, how could I stop him? I have spent my entire life transforming the austerity of wood into works of art. He must never touch my creations. That’s why I watched him for many days, checked his every move, cursed his sickening face. He looks at me with contempt, I stare at him with resentment. Mutual bad energy, no interaction should be like this. 




However, everything changed when I broke out of my bubble. An old man has the right to be grumpy and selfish; after many years of struggling to do the right thing, one gets tired. After ninety, with death breathing down our necks, “thinking only of oneself” is an acquired right. But when I gave up that right, I noticed that in Zumbido’s apathetic eyes there was some passion; in his irritating and argumentative voice there was kindness, and I didn’t realize it, so focused was I on myself and on the irritation that an intruder brought me. The way he looks at my sculptures and is interested in everything I say, frightens me and warms my heart. When he disagrees, he actually wants to prolong the conversation, to convince me or himself, to arrive at a reason. Who will seduce whom? Who will win, the delusional old man or the unhappy young man? He always waits to hear more, just like me when I was a kid. How I loved to listen to old people! Zumbido also enjoys listening to me. I just listened, he listens and disagrees, times have changed. The delusional old man or the unhappy young man?




As a sculptor, I decided to polish his essence, and he accepted the challenge. After all, how else could I spend my time after he had removed all the dangers from my senile life? Hating each other? No, hatred is not a good thing to feel every day. We made a deal. I am experienced, I have something to offer, and he has young ears to listen to me.




“I’ll reveal all of life’s secrets to you, young man.”




However, the boy is smart and wants to become more than just a listener; he wants me to be his confidant, he wants me to polish him through my story. Not the story from the movies, books, the story that was written about me, but the real story, my true life, my delirium. After I promised to talk, he started looking me in the eyes, straight, direct, without pity for my old age. And that is our pact. Our mutual entertainment, I like to talk, he likes to listen, but he won’t accept boastfulness:




“I don’t want to hear any self-aggrandizing.”




“Do you think I’m that vain, young man?”




“I’m sure of it…”




He’s not wrong, but I’ve grown old and lost the patience to brag. That’s all that’s left for an old man, to boast that he was once a champion, but I don’t want that vain monologue. We don’t want it. I really do want to clarify who I am. For him or for me? I don’t know… But he’s the one in danger.




“You don’t have such important secrets.”




The worst part is that I do. He is reckless and playing with fire, unaware of how little truth his fragile and bland spirit can handle, unaware of how damaging it can be to leave the bubble. But he wants it, I want it, that’s our agreement, and I will honor it. Talking about happiness is very harmful to those who hear it, after all, there is a widespread belief that being happy is difficult and final. Zumbido may become even more saddened to discover that most people believe this nonsense.




Once, when I was a child, I heard screams and drums coming from the darkness of the woods, a confusing and beautiful song. Dadá shouted: “They’re doing macumba[13] in the woods. Help me, my God!” I didn’t really know what it meant, but it sent shivers down my spine, and I was dying to follow that sound. I know my young man is feeling the same way; he wants to follow the sound of my story. In the woods that night, I found a party, and that party filled my already happy spirit with beauty and contentment. However, my brother Celso wanted to see the party too, and he was never the same after that. He wet himself and never slept alone again. Each person is an individual. And who is my Zumbido? Cícero or Celso? Joy or fear? Will this boy endure the light of my darkness? I hold his hand and guide him through the hours of life. The Hermit guides the young Sorcerer, we will penetrate the woods, scratch ourselves on the thorns of the xique-xeques[14] and the harshness of customs, listen to the sounds of the nights, the loneliness and the silence. Relive what cannot be forgotten. Should I really reveal my truths to this boy? Will he endure the silent and resilient joy that was part of me?




I never glorified suffering, never prolonged crying or denied what is bad. I was happy in every pain because I had “The Magic”, and before it jumped out, I could already feel it. I knew that my soul harbored a fortunate and powerful secret. The Magic wanted to escape through the spaces between my teeth, which I think is why I have always liked smiling.




“Can you handle hearing about a happy life, Zumbido?”




“What is ‘The Magic’?”




I take his hand, and we travel back in time, flying to the beginning. I need a clear outline: the beginning, the journey, and the decline. The Magic? You will discover it if you can see beyond the artist.




“How so?”




“You must understand the simple and strange soul of Dona Júlia’s son…”




“Véio.”




And so our bond begins…
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