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Designer and editor Urs Lehni went 
on a visit to Brazil upon invitation 
of Plana and «COINCIDÊNCIA – 
Swiss and South American Cultural 
Exchanges» (2017-2020), in order 
to perform a field research on 
the traditional graphic arts and 
printing methods concentrated 
in the Brazilian Northeast, more 
specifically the Cariri, before such 
manifestations end up wearing out 
and disappearing, devastated by 
digital printing houses and new 
procedures. In this research, the 
traced itinerary departed from 
an investigation around Cordel1 
literature, which winded up ran 
over by adjacent discoveries, 
such as the resistance of portrait 
painting and the visit to a German 
collector based in Crato.

Urs Lehni graduated in Graphic 
Design at Lucerne University of 
Applied Sciences and Arts. In 
1999 and 2006, he took part in 
the post-grad research program 
at Jan van Eyck Academy in 
Maastricht. Along with partner Lex 
Trueb, he directs the Lehni-Trueb 
graphic design studio, founded 
in 2005. In addition of his work 
made mainly for clients in the realm 
of art and culture, he frequently 
accompanies self-initiated projects, 
such as www.vectorama.org, along 
with Jürg Lehni and Rafael Koch 
(2000); Our Magazine, with Melanie 
Hofmann and Nich Widmer (2002); 
and, more recently, Rollo Press 
(2008), an enterprise of printing 
and publishing. In 2008, Lehni co-
started the Corner College, a non-
commercial project space focused 
on pseudo-academic events, like 
lectures, presentations, workshops, 
and movie screenings. He teaches 
regularly in Swiss universities and 
abroad, and between 2010 and 
2017 he was a professor at the 
Karlsruhe University of Arts and 



Design, in Germany. In 2013, he 
was nominated graphic design 
critic at Yale.

Bia Bittencourt is the creator and 
director of Plana, an annual art fair, 
festival, residency, movie festival, 
independent cultural space, and 
publishing house in São Paulo. 
Plana is the main art book fair in 
Latin America, now reaching its 
sixth edition. Moreover, she was 
the curator and producer of art 
book exhibitions, such as Germen, 
with Martin La Roche and Ignacio 
Gatica Rojas; La Bibliothèque 
Fantastique, with Antoine Lefebvre; 
Brazyl Tropikal, at the Tokyo Art 
Book Fair; and No Room for 
Books, at the São Paulo Bienal. 
Bia graduated in Visual Arts and 
Cinema. Her artistic work orbits 
between publications and her 
authoral photographic production, 
of documental approach.

This project was thought as 
a residency that reached its 
conclusion during the sixth edition 
of Plana, held at Cinemateca 
Brasileira, in a roundtable where 
we both discussed about 
processes and depletions of 
graphic projects, as well as the 
renovation of practices. The 
discussion also counted on the 
presence of Erik van der Weijde, 
Dutch photographer and editor of 
4478zine, who recently brought 
such activities to an ending to 
dedicate himself to Café Berlin, in 
Natal.

(1) From Wikipedia: Cordel are popular 
booklets or pamphlets containing folk 

novels, poems, and songs. popular 
and inexpensively printed booklets 

or pamphlets containing folk novels, 
poems and songs. They are produced 

and sold in street markets and by street 
vendors in Brazil, principally in the 

Northeast. They are so named because 
they are hung from strings to display 

them to potential customers.
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Our starting point was Lira 
Nordestina, a notorious printing 
company, remainder of the 
tradition of woodblock printing 
and Cordel literature, the most 
important in Brazil and currently 
under the administration of 
Universidade Federal do Cariri 
(Urca). Lira is settled in a room of 
bureaucratic aspect, part of huge 
building at Juazeiro do Norte. This 
multipurpose municipal edifice, 
known as Vapt Vupt, is actually 
empty and placed in a zone 
between the Municipal Market of 
Juazeiro do Norte and an arena 
theater with capacity for ten 
thousand people.
After leaping a fence and passing 
through deserted installations, we 

saw some skeletons of ancient 
typography machines, a few 
Heidelbergs abandoned in the 
parking lot. A handwritten paper 
on the window and a disguised 
mannequin indicated the spot 
of Lira. In the room, we met the 
xylographer José Lourenço inking 
some wood blocks to demonstrate 
the printing process to a visitor. 
Right next to it, a small store 
selling souvenirs, matrixes, a few 
examples of Cordéis, collections 
of prints inside some boxes, as 
well as objects printed with other 
techniques, but imitating the 
aesthetics of wood engraving.
Zé received us and, in plain 
pragmatism, introduced us to 
the part of printing house still 
in operation. Once again he 
demonstrated how the printing 
process works, inked one matrix, 
showed us the functioning 
machinery, played with a press 
that still works thanks to a hole in 
the floor – bigger than a car, it was 
opened so as to allow the handle 
axis to spin. He told us some of 
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the adversities faced with partners 
and the lack of incentive from the 
part of the city, demonstrated his 
efforts in keeping alive the activities 
of Lira, and confessed us some 
episodes of the bewildering history 
of its foundation, which envolves 
relatives, descendants, Padre 
Cícero himself – a spiritual leader 
of the Northeast region –, and the 
problems of tax fraud, apparently 
due to not knowing the proper 
fiscal procedures, which led to 
them losing most of what they had 
conquered.

In the back of the room, there was 
a filing-like cabinet, with some 
of the published stories. The 
material, currently being organized 
by professors of Universidade 
do Cariri, contains folders with 
photocopied publications inside 
somewhat clumsy plastic bags. 
Zé told us it was just a small part 
of it and that there is still a lot of 
work to be done, starting from 
the cemetery of printing scraps, a 
legacy of the important Gráfica São 
Francisco, cradle of typographer 
José Bernardo da Silva, that are 
presently decomposing outside of 
the building.
Lira no longer produces Cordel 
literature in wood print – the stories 
are now printed in offset. In 2012, 
one thousand Cordel copies were 
produced in celebration of the 

Photocopied
stories
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100th anniversary of Juazeiro 
do Norte. It was the last time 
the books were elaborated in 
woodprint.
Zé took us to a tour at the building 
where Lira is placed, and there 
was absolutely no one anywhere. 
We reached the space shaped 
like an arena theater, projected 
as a monumental architecture 
in concrete, destined to receive 
the processions of Padre Cícero 
believers. The space was never 
used, owing to the poorly installed 
handrails.
Among nostalgia and the lack of 
resources, Lira keeps on surviving 
as it can, showing proud from 
the ancient photographs and 
newspaper stories hanging on the 
wall, remnants of the golden age 
when it used to print thousands 
of Cordéis a day. Amidst these 
images, Urs found an advertising 
offering the service of “painted 
portrait”, located at Av. Carlos 
Cruz, 1234, which instinctively 
became our following destination. L
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In a house by the canal of Juazeiro 
do Norte, at number 1234, 
Abdon and Gorete Alves live 
together, part of a family of four 
children who were raised, fed, 
and educated through the métier 
of photopainting. They are the 
remaining resistance of such art in 
Juazeiro do Norte, although it is still 
a recurring form in other regions 
of Brazil, Mexico, Argentina, and 
Uruguay.
A jittery poodle received us 
growling in the room whose doors 
were open to the street and which 
serves basically as a small gallery 
of painted portraits of the entire 
family in different stages of life, 

along other unknown figures.
After interrupting their lunch an 
with a certain embarrassment, 
I asked them to take us to the 
working space, a small room at 
their guesthouse, with a mysterious 
orange wall in styrofoam and some 
writings in Arabic that they could 
not explain how they ended up 
appearing there. By the corner, 
a computer covered in plastic, 
several paintings hanging from a 
twine on the wall, Lula and Dilma – 
former presidents of Brazil – amid 
anonymous figures, and right in the 
center of the piece, an improvised 
small easel, supporting a painting 
in its process of making. Abdon 
commented that photopainting 
“improves” and confers nobility 
to the image, lending color to the 
traditional black-and-white. Apparel 
like suits and ties, dresses and 
make-up used to be added on the 
original images,  that were usually 
photos for documents or those 
taken by itinerant photographers, 
of precarious quality. We asked 
a little about this craft, on how 
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he reached technical excellence 
over the years. The only thing he 
revealed to us was that the process 
of painting starts with a magnified 
portrait, to which Gorete added: 
“… and I’m the one in charge of 
painting the suits and dresses!”

 

As an adolescent, Abdon worked 
in photo development studio 
named Foto São José, at Juazeiro 
do Norte. He simply started to 
paint over the photos he magnified, 
and that is how he became a 
reference, setting a standard in 
the region. At the height of his 
career, he used to sell around 
500 paintings per month. Photo-
painting clients usually did not 
reach the painter on their own. It 
was actually the photo-painting 
that reached ou to them through 
a street vendor, locally known as 
“bonequeiro” [puppeteer].
Nowadays, Abdon and Gorete 
create most of their portraits on 
Photoshop. Abdon learned how 
to use softwares with his children, 
and he finds it way easier than 
painting on canvas. Moreover, that 
is how the clients of today prefer, 

Commissioning
a portrait
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he told us while pointing to the 
manipulated images with digital 
effects who decorated the room: 
“No one chooses handpainting 
these days.” The few clients that 
look for them today are mostly 
admirers from big cities, who 
find them through their niece’s 
Whatsapp. Commissions are 
made online, the client sends the 
picture over e-mail, and he sends 
the painting through regular mail. 
This service amounts to something 
around R$ 200.00 [nearly US$ 
50.00]. I went on looking for 
more information about Abdon 
and Gorete online. All I could find 
were very few local news, some 
texts treating the subject as “the 
forgotten art of Cariri,” as well 
as two books – one of which in 
collaboration with photographer 
Martin Parr – published by the 
German researcher, collector, and 
teacher Titus Reidl, who lives in 
Crato and owns a collection of 
more than six thousand photo-
paintings, local photographs, 
collages, and objects.

Already at Titus’ house, who 
received us with a typical lunch 
made of local food and fruits, we 
started to understand a little bit 
more about the present moment 
and the state of research around 
portrait painting in Ceará. His 
seeking first started through 
academic research on the subject 
of memento mori, or death 
portrayals. Yet, once he was 
able to see at close range the 
decline of local artists and the 
closure of studios linked due to 
stronger forces, like the lack of 
photographic paper and chemicals 
for development, Titus decided 
to start assembling a collection 
that would become an important 
reference worldwide. After all, until 
then, there was no public archive 
on this subject, as we could see in 
the case of Cordel literature.
In an interview made by Eder 

Memento
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Chiodetto, Titus comments on the 
turn of photo-painting and the way 
of seeing photographic images: 
“During the research, I was 
confronted with an intriguing 
piece of information… through 
photo-painting, the eyes of a 
corpse were open. In this case, 
the dead person was portrayed 
as a living creature. The curious 
fact of these photographs is that 
the final spectator of these images 
hardly has the means to know 
that the original portrait is that of 
a defunct. I mean, photo-painting 
was able to transform an image 
into another, to be fictional instead 
of verisimilar. In the images, I found 
elements that did not match with 
the realism commonly attributed 
to photography. For instance, 
by welcoming popular devotion 
figures, like Padre Cícero or Frei 
Damião, as if they were relatives 
of the portrayed subjects. Other 
images would bring widows of 
a certain age along with their 
deceased husbands, taken from 
photographs of thirty, forty, or 

even fifty years ago – like the 
ones found in ID or professional 
cards, kept in drawers as relics of 
a previous time.” Amid the huge 
collection of Titus, we have also 
found studio portraits of families 
inside airplanes or fake zeppelins, 
clouds of babies or other collages 
that did not go well. It is through 
these nearly caricatural images 
that photographer Martin Parr 
approached Titus to publish the 
book The Retratos Pintados Book.
Martin never actually met Titus. 
The entire work was organized 
with producers and over e-mail. 
Martin has never been to Cariri, 
but the work resulted in a few 
exhibitions that helped these 
images circulate in galleries and 
museums worldwide, validating the 
painted portraits and legitimating 
their status of art.
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And we went back to Juazeiro. The 
route that took us half an hour by 
bus to get there turned into nearly 
two hours on the way back – it was 
the rush hour of the Sertão.
In São Paulo, when I was preparing 
the itinerary of the trip, I spoke with 
writer Jarid Arraes, author of the 
book Heroínas negras brasileiras 
em 15 cordéis [The History of 
Black Brazilian Heroines in 15 
Cordéis]. Jarid was born in Cariri 
and recommended me to contact 
her father, Cordel-maker Hamurábi 
Batista, through Facebook. In my 
head, I soon composed the image 
of a master chiseling wood blocks 
in a rustic atelier outside of his 
house, accompanied by the sun 
and the landscape of the Sertão. 
Though, by the time I added him 

as a friend, I saw a revolutionary 
man, whose posts were critical 
and the print publications of clear 
political orientation, in addition 
of a combative speech and a 
considerable amount of content 
favorable to feminism. Over a brief 
discussion over Messenger, he 
invited us to join him at the Centro 
de Cultura Popular do Juazeiro, 
without forgetting to warn me: I’m 
an outcast!

Feminist

Juazeiro
do Norte



The Center is composed of an 
internal patio surrounded by 
several rooms, each one of them 
belonging to a different artisan. 
In the center, an army of wooden 
sculptures – saints, dogs, giraffes, 
extraterrestrials, devils, people 
wearing hats, snakes rolled up 
around women, frogs showing their 
teeth, totem-like shapes sheltering 
birds, soccer players, and, at the 
back, a grayish pile of sculptures 
left unprotected from the sun – 
apparently the ones that went 
wrong, simply moldering over time. 
While waiting for Hamurábi, we 
visited the ateliers. Each one had a 
particularity: other than the typical 
colorful wooden sculptures, there 
were ceramic masks, small child 
toys, and a few Cordéis.

Urs was no longer interested in 
them. I then realized how hard 
it is to understand this form of 
literature when one does not know 
the language. Even when trying to 
translate them, the stories did not 
make sense or were too loaded 
with historical and local information 
– wordings that made these little 
books far too hermetic to be 
understood.
The collection edited by Hamurábi 
was displayed in a plastic sheet 
filled with pockets. Among 
other authors and books like 
Aedes Aegypti, o mosquito da 
besta fera [Aedes Aegypti, the 
Mosquito of the Wild Beast], by 
Abraão Rodrigues, there was 
the series O Golpe [The Coup] 
and titles like A condenação 
sem provas de José Dirceu [The 
Proofless Condamnation of José 
Dirceu], Os planos de saúde 
privados e o sucateamento do 
SUS [Private Health Insurances 
and the Scrapping of the Public 
Health System], A Operação 
Lava-jato, a CIA e o FBI [The 

Centro
de Cultura

Popular
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Lava-jato Operation, CIA, and the 
FBI], and A bancada BBB [The 
Representatives of BBB: Bullet, 
Bible, and Bulls] composed the 
catalog of his publishing house, 
Cordel Expresso.
Hamurábi arrived and offered us as 
a gift his most recent publication, 
O poder judiciário e a mídia 
corporativa [The Judicial Power 
and the Corporate Media], while 
telling a bit about his struggle 
towards the revision of Cordel 
literature. He showed us several 
prejudiced, racist, and mainly 
male chauvinist examples that 
pervade the narratives by subduing 
women, homosexuals, and black 
people. Hamurábi, in a nearly 
performative act, started to change 
the traditional content of the 
publications, which he then printed 
through his own publishing house 
and, by doing so, he became the 
subject of hate of many traditional 
Cordel-makers, being accused 
of outcast and excluded of the 
circle of publishers. Hamurábi has 
always been at the borders of the 

traditions of Sertão. This fact can 
be observed as a reflection in the 
work of his daughter, Jarid Arraes, 
who now lives in São Paulo and 
self-publishes quite successful and 
relevant books of Black literature 
every year.
Hamurábi keeps on fighting for the 
preservation of a widely known 
and spread memory, although 
very little preserved. More than 
that, he acts upon the revision of 
standards towards a fairer way 
of understanding the different 
shades of society by means of 
arts and métiers under extinction. 
All the material produced by him 
is available for download on his 
Facebook. He is also the owner 
of a collection of more than five 
thousand painted portraits, regional 
photographs, collages, and 
objects.

Gráfica Expressa on Facebook:

facebook.com/mura.batista
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